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Fig. 1 Portrait of Widad Sakakini (1913-1991) and her husband Zaki al-Mahasini (1909-1972).
Source: Printing permission by Sama’ al-Mahasini.
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Preface

Books have a life of their own, before and after their creation. This one took a long
time before it saw the light of day. I started researching for it as part of my doctoral
thesis in 2001, and in 2003 I collected texts in Syria and spoke to people who still
knew Widad Sakakini or had written about her. However, it soon became clear to
me that the material was far too extensive for my PhD thesis and deserved its own
study. Later, in an online article I summarised the controversy between Sakakini
and Bint al-Shati’ in German. Nevertheless, it still did not feel as if I had already
said everything necessary about Widad Sakakini. Ultimately, it was the dramatic
events that have taken hold of Syria since 2011 that pushed me to complete this
study. I had the feeling that with the war a piece of Syria had been lost, which I had
the opportunity to get to know and learned to appreciate and love despite all the
adversities. I thought that I owed it to the country of »Syria« and its people that
a different, literary, and less warlike image be associated with them. Even though
Syria is not the focus of this work, I would never have written the following pages
without my visits and my research there over a period of nearly 20 years. Moreover,
I also felt obliged to finish this work because I owe it to my interlocutors, who
supported me so much in my research. Special thanks go to Widad’s daughters,
Dhuka’and Sama’, who told me about their mother and father and provided me with
valuable information and material. Sama’ al-Mahasini also sent me the photos of
her mother that decorate this volume and give a better visual impression of her. I am
also grateful to the researchers Majida Hammud, ‘Isa Fattuh, Suhayl al-Maladhi,
Muhammad Kamil al-Khatib, and Hasan Hamid, who shared their knowledge with
me. Some of my interlocutors, like ‘Abd al-Karim al- Ashtar, unfortunately did not
live to see the publication of this book.

This study would have been impossible to write without the institutional support
I was lucky to receive from the University of Freiburg, the Hans-Boeckler-Stiftung,
the French Institute in Damascus, the American University in Beirut, the Orient-
Institut in Beirut, the Asad Library in Damascus, Harvard Liberary, and the Leibniz-
Institute of European History in Mainz. Moreover, this book would have turned
out differently, if I had written it ten years earlier. The interdisciplinary reading and
study groups in which I participated with my colleagues in Mainz in the last years
helped me to see Widad Sakakini’s life and work with different eyes. In this context,
it was easy for me to discuss her biography as an example of a transnational life
and her ideas as an entanglement of religious and secular views. I also benefited
from progress in the digital humanities in recent years. Although I had collected
most of Widad Sakakini’s books, it was only with the help of search engines that I
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10 | Preface

understood that most of what was printed in these books had already earlier been
published as articles in various journals. Very helpful in this respect was the Arabic
online tool URL: <http://archive.alsharekh.org> that helped me to find 180 articles
written by Widad Sakakini or about her in literary journals from various countries.
This discovery changed my perception of Sakakini’s way of writing and publishing.

I am thankful for the help that I got from my colleagues Syrinx von Hees, Ines
Weinrich, Fatima Guiliano-Arnout, and Rainer Brunner, all of whom gave me
critical feedback on my thoughts about Widad Sakakini’s work. Werner Ende, the
supervisor of my doctoral dissertation, deserves credit for having introduced me
to the work of Widad Sakakini and Zaki al-Mahasini. I am grateful for the careful
proofreading done by Peter Kuras and Anne Heumann. Vanessa Weber, Christiane
Bacher, and Sabine Mischner from the IEG watched over the whole publication
process and gave me good advice whenever needed. Rafaat Thimer kindly allowed
me to use a painting by his father, the Syrian artist Aeich Thimer, who died in
exile in Saudi Arabia in 2018. The painting is the eye-catcher on the cover that was
designed by my dear friend Margit Rupp.

I 'am also thankful to have had the privilege to read Astrid Ottosson Bitar’s literary
study on Widad Sakakini before writing my own book and I have to apologize in
advance for my critical remarks about her study on the following pages. In spite
of my critique, her work has been a valuable and irreplaceable companion for
my own journey through Widad Sakakini’s worlds. The mistakes and errors that
have creeped into the following pages in spite of so much support and advice are
entirely mine.

Finally, I am more than grateful for all the distraction, support, and patience I
have experienced, while working on this manuscript, from my wonderful family
and wife, Deema Al Shoufi.

Mainz, March 2021

Manfred Sing

© 2022 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH
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Introduction

1. Research Questions and State of the Field

Widad Sakakini’s literary estate contains an unpublished short story entitled al-
Sajjada (The Prayer Rug, 1986)" about the revenge of a shaykh’s wife. Reviewing
her life, the woman realizes that she spent most of her time with pregnancies, child
rearing, and housework. As she had to take care of the family and accept poor living
conditions as a consequence, she now realizes how annoyed she is that her husband,
with whom she no longer communicates, wholly dedicates himself to religion and
prayers. In an inner monologue, she articulates her growing anger about his beard,
prayer-chain, and prayer mat until she finally sets fire to the chain and the mat,
though the beard remains unshorn. The short story ends with the same image with
which it began: a description of the praying shaykh. Yet, now left alone in his empty
house, the narrator lets us know that »he no longer finds the old passion that he
felt, when he was praying on his beautiful, old prayer rug«?.

This short story gives us a concise hint at Widad Sakakini’s feminist project
as a novelist. Sakakini points at the structural asymmetries between female and
male life plans, sketches the psychological sides of this asymmetry and a possible
female reaction to it. In this case, the woman attacks two symbols of »masculine
domination«®, which also happen to be religious symbols. This attack should not
be mistaken as an anti-religious act, but as an attack against the use of religious
symbols for the sake of masculine domination. In the same sense, Widad Sakakini
was not an anti-religious writer; she was a Muslim writer who cherished the idea
that female figures of early Islamic times had something to say to contemporary
concerns of emancipation and equality, as will be shown on the following pages.

Widad Sakakini was among the most prominent female Arab authors of the
twentieth century and she has been credited with being one of the founders of the
Arab short story* as well as »the author of the first narrative literary work by a

—

The short story is part of a collection of short stories that has not been released for publication by
the Syrian Ministry of Culture. It was printed for the first time in the appendix of Astrid OTTOSSON
BITAR’s study, »I Can Do Nothing against the Wish of the Pen«. Studies in the Short Stories of Widad
Sakakini, Uppsala 2005, pp. 221-224. On the background and the contents also see ibid., pp. 112-118.
Quoted after ibid., p. 118.

Pierre BourpIEU, Midnnliche Herrschaft, Frankfurt a.M. 2005.

Radwa AsHOUR et al. (eds.), Arab Women Writers. A Critical Reference Guide 1873-1999, Cairo/
New York 2008, p. 478; Juzif ZAYDAN, Masadir al-adab al-nisal fi 1-‘alam al-‘arabi 1-hadith, Bei-
rut 1999, pp. 350-353; Robert B. CAMPBELL, Widad al-Sakakini, in: Idem, Alam al-adab al-‘arabi

VNI S

© 2022 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH
https://doi.org/10.13109/9783666573347 | CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



12

Introduction

woman that can truly be called a novel«®. Writing from the 1920s to the 1980s,
she published 22 books—five volumes of short stories®, two novels’, three volu-
mes of essays®, three volumes of literary criticism’, four biographical portraits of
contemporary and historical women'?, two lexica on women pioneers'!, and three
biographical portraits of men'?. Moreover, she wrote numerous articles for various
journals located in different Arab countries'®. The books—especially the volumes
of short stories, essays, and literary criticism—were mostly collections of what she
had previously published in journals. Her work has been acknowledged in popular
cultural, literary, and religious journals from Maghreb to Mashreq and is still com-
memorated now and then, especially in Syria'*, with the help of her friends and

v
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l-mu'sir. Siyar wa-siyar dhatiyya, Beirut 1996, vol. II, pp. 736-738; Muhammad Ramadan YOsur/
‘Umar Rida KAnHALA, Widad Sakakini, in: Idem, Takmilat alam al-nisa. Wafayat 1977-1995, Beirut
1996, pp. 106-108; Isa FarTUH, Widad Sakakini (1913-1991), in: Idem, Adibat ‘arabiyyat. Siyar
wa-dirasat, Damascus 1994, pp. 237-247.

Subhi Hap1p1/Imam AL-QADI, Syria, in: ASHOUR et al. (eds.), Arab Women Writers, pp. 60-97,
here: p. 61.

Widad SAKAKINT, Maraya 1-nas, Cairo 1944; eadem, Bayna 1-Nil wa-l-nakhil, Cairo 1948; eadem,
al-Sitar al-marfa’, Cairo 1955; eadem, Nufus tatakallam, Cairo 1962; eadem, Aqwa min al-sinin,
Damascus 1978.

Eadem, Arwa bint al-khuttb, Cairo 1952; eadem, al-Hubb al-muharram, Cairo 1954.

Eadem, al-Khatarat. Kitab adab wa-akhlaq wa-jtima;, Beirut 1932; eadem, Insaf al-mar’a, Damascus
1950; eadem, Sawad fi bayad, Damascus 1959.

Eadem, Niqat ‘ala l-huraf. Naqd wa-ta'qib, Cairo 1962; eadem, Shawk fil-hasid, Fil-adab wa-naqdihi.
Taswib wa-ta'qib, Damascus 1981; eadem, Sutar tatajawwab. Magqalat fi l-adab wa-1-naqd, Damascus
1987.

Eadem, Ummahat al-muminin wa-akhawat al-shuhada, Cairo 1947; eadem, al-Ashiqa al-
mutasawwifa. Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya, Cairo 1955; eadem, Ummahat al-muminin wa-banat al-rasul,
Cairo 1962; eadem, Mayy Ziyada fi hayatiha wa-athariha, Cairo 1969.

Eadem/Tumadir TAWFIQ, Nisa shahirat fi I-sharq wa-1-gharb, Cairo 1959; Widad SakAKini, Sabiqat
al-‘agr wa‘yan wa-sa‘yan wa-fannan, Damascus 1986.

Widad SAkAKINI, Qasim Amin 1863-1908, Cairo 1965; eadem, ‘Umar Fakhari. Adib al-ibda‘ wa-1-
jamahir, Cairo 1970; eadem, Wujuh ‘arabiyya ‘ala difaf al-Nil, Cairo 2000 (posthumously).

In her wide-ranging, yet still incomplete overview, Ottosson-Bitar lists close to 170 articles, see
OTTOSSON-BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, pp. 201-211.

For example, appraisals appeared in the Syrian literary journal al-Usbii® al-Adabi in 1989, the
Moroccan journal Da‘wat al-Haqq in 1972, the Syrian Majallat Juhina in 2006, the Jordanian journal
al-Watan in 2014, and in the Emirati journal Khalij in 2015, the last one written by the Mauritanian
novelist Muhammad walad Muhammad Salim (b. 1969). See AL-UsBU‘ AL-ADABI 6 (al-Mulhaq
al-Shahri, June 1989); DA‘waT AL-HaQQ, Widad Sakakini, No. 149 (1972), URL: <http://www.
habous.gov.ma/daouat-alhaq/item/3766> (28.04.2020); MAJALLAT JuHINA, Widad Sakakini, No. 12
(01 May 2006), URL: <http://jouhina.com/ magazine/archive_article.php?id=1039> (29.04.2020);
AL-WATAN, Widad Sakakint ... al-katibat allati ansafat al-mara, (11 May 2014), URL: <http://alwatan.
com/details/16393> (29.04.2020); Muhammad walad Muhammad SALiM, Zaki al-Mahasini wa-
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Research Questions and State of the Field |

family. Her daughter Sama’ al-Mahasini (Sama’ al-Mahasini), herself a writer, trans-
lator, librarian, and expert on manuscripts, has been especially active in cultivating
Sakakini’s legacy, she has lectured about her mother and wrote an article about her
as well as a book about Sakakini’s husband, Zaki al-Mahasini (Zaki al-Mahasini,
1909-1972)"3. The Syrian state also seems to have discovered that the author can be
used for propaganda purposes. In 2011, a street in Damascus was named after her,
and the Ministry of Culture organized a conference on Sakakini’s legacy in 2018
and published a book in honour of her!®. Also in 2018, Radio Damascus dedicated
one episode of a series of audio plays on female writers to Sakakini'”.

In spite of her widely acknowledged role as pioneer of short story writing and her
prominent role as one of the first accomplished female writers in the Arab countries,
Sakakini’s books do not form part of the literary canon in Syria or Lebanon. To
the best of my knowledge, there is no comprehensive study of her work in Arabic,
excepting an unpublished master thesis by an Egyptian student'®. Her importance
as a pioneering feminist author is rarely stated explicitly; the exceptions are texts
by the Syrian author Bouthaina Shaaban (Buthayna Sha‘ban),'® who also wrote the
1989 introduction to the second edition of Sakakini’s collection of feminist essays
Insaf al-mara (11950, 21989), and a chapter by the Syrian literary scholar Majida
Hammiid in her study of women’s narrative discourse in the twentieth century?’.

Widad Sakakini...ijtima‘ ‘ala 1-kitaba wa-1-hubb, in: al-Khaljj (1 June 2015), URL: <https://www.
alkhaleej.ae/ ol g@ Sl e Lozl S Suaslsgo, siualonall S 5axla> (30.11.2020).

15 She was director of the department for printed books at the Zahiriyya Liberary and worked for
the Arab Academy in Damascus. Her article on Sakakini is Sama’ Zaki AL-MaHAsINI, Widad
Sakakini. R@ida min rawwad al-adab al-‘arabi I-mu‘sir, n.p. n.d., available online at: URL: <https://
www.startimes.com/f.aspx?t=8422453> (11.12.2020). For her work on her father, see Sama’ Zaki
AL-MAHASINI, Zaki al-Mahasini. 1909-1972. al-Murabbi 1-adib wa-1-sha‘ir al-naqid, Damascus
2004.

16 See the webpage of the Ministry of Culture (Wizarat al-Thaqafa, 29.11.2018), the newspaper JARIDAT
AL-BA‘TH, Widad Sakakini raidat al-adab wa-I-ibda‘ (03.12.2018) and the publication by Malik
SuQUR/Nazih AL-KHURI (eds.), Widad Sakakini bayna l-bahth wa-I-ibda, Damascus 2019.

17 ‘Affaf SHABB, Nisd adibat. Halqat al-adiba al-‘arabiyya Widad Sakakini, directed by Nu‘aym Salim
(01.10.2018), URL: <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXrcghJSW6U> (28.04.2020).

18 ‘Abd al-Fatah M.'A. SHU‘AYB, Widad Sakakini (hayatuha wa-adabuha), Cairo 1987.

19 Buthayna SHA‘BAN, Muqgaddima, in: Widad SAKAKINI, Ingaf al-mara, Damascus 21989, pp. 15-18;
Buthayna SHABAN, Fi adab Widad Sakakini, in: al-Usbi‘ al-Adabi 6 (al-Mulhaq al-Shahri, June 1989),
p. 4; eadem, Qiraa fi adab Widad Sakakini, in: al-Nashir al-‘Arabi (Libya) 12 (1988), pp. 111-139.
Today, Shaaban (b. 1953) is primarily known as the face of the Syrian regime to the outside world.
Born in Homs, she was educated in Britain and obtained a Ph.D. in English literature from the
University of Warwick. From 1985 to 2003, she was professor at the English Department of Damascus
University. Since then, she has worked as an interpreter and adviser for the Syrian Presidents Hafez
and Bashar al-Asad.

20 Majida HAMMOUD, al-Khitab al-qisasi I-nasawi. Namadhij min Sariyya, Beirut 2002, pp. 14-23.
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14 | Introduction

The only full-length study in a Western language is a literary analysis of Sakakini’s
short story style, in which the author Astrid Ottosson Bitar argues that »many
misogynic themes and images«*! can be found in her work. In a similar vein, Subhi
Hadidi and Imam al-Qadi take offence at the fact that men often appear as the
center of womenss lives in Sakakini’s as well as in other female authors’ work of her
generation: »If women rebel, they rebel against the customs and traditions that
prevent them from finding and meeting their great love«*?. According to Hadidi
and al-Qadi, Sakakini’s second novel al-Hubb al-muharram (Forbidden Love, 1954)
constitutes a striking example of this phenomenon: »In this novel it is as if Sakakini
is confirming the very accusations against women she earlier sought to refute«*.

I find such readings rather one-sided and reductive. My aim here is to make
the feminist voice in Widad Sakakini’s work, which is under-represented in most
portraits of her, more audible. In 1947, Sakakini became the first author to publish a
modern book-length study of the wives and daughters of the Prophet Muhammad,
as well as other women of early Islam. She also published the already mentioned
collection of feminist essays pleading for »the just treatment of womenc, insaf
al-mara, in 1950 in which she emphasized the contributions of Arab and Muslim
women in various social fields and condemned the male systematic neglect or
derision of these contributions. Both these works form milestones of the Arab
women’s literature and feminist critique—although they have mostly fallen into
oblivion in the Arab world and been ignored by Western observers.

Since the Prophet Muhammad, after the death of his first wife Khadija (Khadija),
lived together with a growing number®* of wives, Muhammad’s nuptial relationships
form a central aspect of Muslim self-perception. They are also a crucial component
of the often odd perception of the religion by non-Muslims?*. Muhammad’s haram
(»haremc) is the central place for the cultural production of gender difference in
Islam. Sakakini’s feminist re-reading is a courageous attack at the symbolic power
of the Prophet’s harem and the traditional way of producing the difference between
men and women.

2
22 Hapip1/AL-QADI, Syria, pp. 79f.

23 Ibid., p. 78.

24 The figures vary between twelve and seventeen. Usually, Muslim biographers of Muhammad’s life

—_

OTTOSSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, p. 16 and also pp. 54f., 81, 118.

give a number of thirteen wives and concubines, although »there is some dispute as to the identity
of the thirteen« (Barbara Freyer STOwAsSER, Wives of the Prophet, in: Jane Dammen MCAULIFFE
(ed.), Encyclopaedia of the Quran V, Leiden/Boston 2004, p. 506). Another point of contention
concerns whether some of these women may be considered legitimate wives or only concubines.
This question often concerns Maryia (Mariya) of Christian faith and Rayhana of Jewish origin (ibid.,
pp- 508£.).

25 See for example Derek Hopwoob, Sexual Encounters in the Middle East. The British, the French
and the Arabs, Reading 1999.
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Therefore, it is necessary to state the obvious at the beginning: that being a
feminist and a Muslima went together well for Widad Sakakini. Analytically, one
could further stress, for the purpose of clarification, the seeming paradox that
she was a secular feminist and a Muslima at the same time. As a novelist, she was
primarily engaged in a secular social field, literature; using religious motifs to drive
her feminist point home, she acted as a Muslima, yet she differed from writers
who worked more directly within religious field, and who were concerned with
the religious order of things and opposed to feminist interpretations of Islamic
history. The dispute between Widad Sakakini and the Quranic scholar ‘A’isha ‘Abd
al-Rahman (‘A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman, pen name: Bint al-Shati’), in which the main
question was whether the Prophet’s wives could be seen as emancipated role models
for contemporary women, will be used to illuminate this difference. Contrary
to the books of her conservative opponent ‘A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman on the same
subject, which were reprinted several times, Sakakini’s ground-breaking take on
the Prophet’s wives is mostly unknown to the wider public.

The following study is also a story of adoption, adaptation, and authentication.
I will trace how Widad Sakakini appropriated the practice of short story writing
and the concept of feminism and translated them into her Arab contexts. Through
her stories, biographies, and essays, she sought to root feminist concerns in her
contemporary contexts as well as in the Arab past.

The following pages mainly aim to shed new light on four points:

(1) Widad Sakakini’s feminist voice;

(2) her debate with ‘A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman about the Prophet’s wives;

(3) the question of how her literature reflects gender based social problems;
(4) the specific historical location and context of her work.

These four main concerns are further analysed through the prisms of the meaning
of religion, secularism, and transnationalism in her life and work. The fact that these
concerns are obviously in need of further clarification is an additional justification
of the present study. A few more words about each of these points seem therefore
in order before I explain the sequence of the chapters in the following book.

(1) With regard to the previously cited short story about the shaykh’s wife, Ot-
tosson Bitar concedes that Sakakini »accentuates in quite a bold way the anger
of the woman against a way of life that has kept women in an ignorant state and
has also kept women and men apart from one another«*. Yet, Ottosson Bitar also

26 OTTOSSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, p. 118.
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believes that Sakakini uses the misogynist motif of an uneducated woman who
takes revenge on her husband by destroying his favorite toy and attacking the core
of his existence. This undecided interpretation—of a »bold« as well as »misogy-
nist« narrative—cannot do justice to Sakakini’s approach. Especially in this short
story, she tries to sketch how a woman can turn her practical knowledge—the
awareness of masculine domination and her own lifelong complicity to it—into
action and transgress to a state in which she criticizes the seemingly »natural« order
of things and openly offers resistance. To my mind, there is nothing misogynist
in this narrative. It can be read as a tale of empowerment. However, Ottosson
Bitar even goes one step further and opines that Sakakini generally bought her
way into the literary establishment by adopting misogynist themes and images®”.
My biographical sketch of Sakakini’s life and my interpretation of her work will
come to a different conclusion. I aim to show that she consistently fought against
misogyny and was herself a subject of discrimination and stereotypes throughout
her lifetime, mainly by male critics of her work. Sakakini’s place in the literary
field was certainly dependent on her consecration by the dominant male writers
of her time, which had ambivalent effects on her role as a female writer. However,
this ambivalent consecration followed the rules of the field, rewarding the new
and daring over worn-out clichés, and offered her the possibility to speak up. I
call her an »Arab feminist«, based on Badran’s and Cooke’s working definition for
feminists: »Women who recognize injustice done to them because they are women
and for no other reason, who reject such behavior without counting the cost, and
who may then do something to put an end to such behavior and stake their claim
to gender justice and rights act as feminists«*®. How Sakakini envisioned female
self-definition and self-empowerment will be further explained in this study and
critically discussed in the final chapter against the background of recent debates
in the field of women’s studies. Maybe Ottosson Bitar’s misreading of presumably
misogynist images in Sakakini’s work stems from the fact that Sakakini does not
idealize women in her work; they rather appear in various roles and constellations.
Sakakini accords women the right to appear in many different ways, just as she
allows herself the privilege of depicting them as they appear to her. Sakakini’s quest
for a truthful representation of women and interpersonal relations gives credit
to Catharine MacKinnon’s worry that such a quest might entail the accusation of
being condescending towards women, while it only aims to show the ways in which

women are objects of condescension®.

27 Tbid., p. 200.

28 Margot BADRAN/Miriam CoOKE (eds.), Opening the Gates. An Anthology of Arab Feminist Writing,
Bloomington 22004, p. xv.

29 Quoted after BourDpIEU, Ménnliche Herrschaft, p. 196.
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(2) The debate between Widad Sakakini and ‘A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman has not been
thoroughly studied, except for my own article in German®’, whose conclusions
will be integrated into the much broader investigation in this chapter of my study.
In Arabic, there is no study of this debate to the best of my knowledge. Ottosson
Bitar has only a brief sketch of it without an interpretation®', mainly because it falls
outside of her concern for Sakakini’s short stories. Yet, it is telling that she insin-
uates that the controversy can be explained by Sakakini’s individual tendency to
»rivalry«*? and her »feminist misogyny«**, thus assuming that Sakakini was overly
critical of women who did not fulfil her literary standards. This view is certainly
problematic since rivalry is not a personal trait, but a requirement every writer
subscribes to and reproduces when s/he enters the literary field and takes part
in its competitions. Sakakini was very clear about this point in her reflections on
literary criticism, as will be shown. A controversy does not merely reflect individual
tastes; rather, controversies are part of ongoing negotiations of central points, the
structures, and the rules of the literary field as a whole, all of which can come under
fire and are re-negotiated in such controversies. In this special case, the Prophet’s
harem is the central place for the symbolic production of gender differences in
Islam. Narratives about female figures in early Islam serve as Muslim role models
and have normative functions promoting the ideal woman>*. Sakakini’s re-reading
of these early Muslim women is remarkable since she uses them to argue for an
alternative emancipatory conception. She was not the first Arab feminist writer to
make use of early Muslim women, but she did it in a conscious, systematic, and
comprehensive manner. Her work not only challenged the traditional monopoly of
mainly male and religious interpreters, the controversy also reflects that the chang-
ing gender relations of the twentieth century went hand in hand with a struggle over
the interpretation of gender relations in the distant past. While Sakakini is once
again accused of misogyny by Ottosson Bitar in this regard, studies that deal with
Sakakini’s opponent ‘A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman (Bint al-Shati’) have tried to establish
her pioneer character as well as her feminist—or at least female stance—without
ever taking notice of Sakakini’s interventions. For example, Hoda Elsadda tries
to elucidate the emancipatory potential of cultural (anti-Western) resistance in

30 Manfred SING, Lisst sich der Harem Muhammads feministisch deuten? Die Kontroverse zwischen
Widad Sakakini und Bint a3-Sati, in: Rainer BRUNNER et al. (eds.), Deutscher Orientalistentag
Freiburg, 24.-28. September 2007, URL: <http://menadoc.bibliothek.uni-halle.de/menalib/content/
titleinfo/4090508> (07.04.2020).

31 OTTOSSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, pp. 62-65.

32 Ibid., p. 56.

33 Ibid., p. 55.

34 See for example Ruth RopED, Women in Islamic Biographical Collections. From Ibn Sa'd to Who's
Who, Boulder 1994.
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‘Abd al-Rahman’s Islamic discourse®. More sceptically, Ruth Roded states that ‘Abd
al-Rahman might have written »a more feminist biography of the Prophet than
most of her male contemporaries«*®. Yet, she has to concede that the literary voices
of the Prophet’s wives are rather used by her for »harmful >feminine« purposes« than
for »feminist principles«, thus »depicting them in almost misogynist stereotypes«*’:
The popularity of Bint al-Shati’s stories of the women in the Prophet’s life in the Arab
world has an unfortunate outcome. The descriptions of the women’s vices fit in with
stereotypes and conventions that are all too prevalent in this society. The fact that these
negative images of women are portrayed by a woman, and an Islamic scholar as well,

provides added legitimacy to their validity’®.

Roded sums up that it would be left »for other Middle Eastern women to present
overtly feminist versions of the life of the Prophet«*, hinting at Assia Djebar’s Loin
de Médine* from 1991.

In a study of various modern biographies of Muhammad, Kecia Ali also takes no
notice of Widad Sakakini. However, she once again treats Abd al-Rahman’s works
and sees them as a response not to Sakakini, but to a number of male authors*!
stating that

her books were not full biographies of the women in his [Muhammad’s] life. Instead she
aimed to give another perspective on Muhammad through exploring his relationship
with them. She was responding, too, to the work of her countrymen, staking a position
on both Muhammad’s nature and the appropriate way to engage with European literature
about Muhammad™*.

It is worth noting that all of these studies confirm ‘Abd al-Rahman’s pioneering or
representative role in women’s writing on early Muslim women without ever taking

35 Hoda ELsADDA, Discourses on Women’s Biographies and Cultural Identity. Twentieth-Century
Representations of the Life of ‘A’isha Bint Abi Bakr, in: Feminist Studies 27, 1 (2001), pp. 37-64.

36 Ruth RODED, Bint al-Shati’s Wives of the Prophet. Feminist or Feminine?, in: British Journal of
Middle Eastern Studies 33, 1 (2006), pp. 51-66, here: p. 65.

37 All quotes ibid., p. 65.

38 Ibid., p. 66.

39 Ibid.

40 On this work, also see eadem, Muslim Women Reclaim the Life-Story of the Prophet. ‘A’isha ‘Abd
al-Rahman, Assia Djebar, and Nadia Yassine, in: The Muslim World 103, 3 (July 2013), pp. 334-346.

41 She names Muhammad Husayn Haykal, ‘Abbas Mahmud al-‘Aqqad, Taha Husain, Ahmad Amin,
Tawfiq Hakim, and Naguib Mahfuz.

42 Kecia AL, The Lives of Muhammad, Cambridge, MA 2014, p. 100.

© 2022 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH
https://doi.org/10.13109/9783666573347 | CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



Research Questions and State of the Field |

notice of Sakakini*’. Thus, the academic discourse has repeatedly discussed the
same works, produced a canon, and failed to pinpoint the exact location of ‘Abd
al-Rahman’s works while it is guilty, even if involuntarily, of silencing Sakakini. It is
therefore finally time and more than justified to have a look at Sakakini’s version
of the story, not only because she is ‘Abd al-Rahman’s contemporary and even her
predecessor with her own treatment of the Prophet’s life, but also because she can
be seen as an actual forerunner of a feminist take of early Islamic history.

(3) The following study is interested in the transformation of gender relations in
Arab countries in the twentieth century. To explain the ruptures that occurred espe-
cially in the first decades of the last century, my analysis will take inspiration from
Pierre Bourdieu’s approach to explaining male domination throughout the cen-
turies and across various societies. This approach takes a look at the rising cultural
capital of women and, resulting from this, conflicting strategies on the marriage
market pursued by parents, men, and women. Against this background, I follow
the question of how feminist concerns and social problems are reflected in Widad
Sakakini’s short stories, novels, biographies, and essays. In many short stories, for
example, various social obstacles that hinder creative women from leading a ful-
filled life and finding an adequate husband are depicted. These problems do not so
much reflect »the centrality of men«—pace Hadidi and al-Qadi—, but rather the
situation of writing Arab women, who met with various prejudices and obstacles.
Due to their growing cultural capital, educated and working women tried to lead a
more self-determined life, but found it difficult to harmonize their desires with their
social milieu and their partners. Thus, educated women were the bearers of social
transformation and the victims of social mobility at the same time. Social barriers
not only sharpened the feminists’ consciousness of gender inequalities, they also
formed a fundamental problem in the practical lives of feminist pioneers in the
early twentieth century and afterwards. It is therefore interesting to see how much
Sakakini sympathized with her prominent forerunner Mayy Ziyada (Mayy Ziyada,
1886-1941), who was rumoured to have been mentally ill for quite some time. By
writing a biography of Mayy Ziyada**, Sakakini tried to do justice to her, do away
with such prejudices, and put herself in the tradition of this pioneering intellectual.
A recurrent motif in Sakakini’s various plots of women’s unfulfilled desires is their
retreat from society. A model of this motif is the Muslim ascetic and mystic Rabi‘a
al-Adawiyya (Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya, d. 801), who was famous for her unconditional
love of God and to whom Sakakini also dedicated a monograph*. Additionally,

43 Compare, for example, STOWASSER, Wives of the Prophet, pp. 519-521.
44 SAKAKINI, Mayy Ziyada, Cairo 1969.
45 SAKAKINI, al-Ashiqa al-mutasawwifa, Cairo 1955.
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Sakakini re-wrote the motif of platonic love (al-hubb al-‘udhri) in a feminist way
so that the renunciation of the world transports a social criticism of patriarchal
society. By using these motifs from Islamic tradition and Arabic literature in a new
way, Sakakini found a genuine form of expression for contemporary concerns.

(4) The following study aims to shed light on the historical context of women’s
discourses on emancipation as well as on the transformation of these discourses.
Sakakini’s literary engagement ranges from the 1920s to the 1980s, from post-
Ottoman and semi-colonial times to post-colonial times of national independence.
She is part of a »middle cohort« that had to face the challenge of how the emancipa-
tory promise of the pioneer generation of Arab feminists was to be fulfilled; at the
same time, her controversy with ‘Abd al-Rahman already foreshadows the Islamist
turn of intellectual debates. Thus, after the pioneer generation of Arab feminists
from roughly 1880 to 1930, Sakakini can be counted among a second cohort of
female authors bridging the era of pre- and post-independence in Arab countries
(1930 to 1970). This middle phase is distinct from an emerging female Islamist
discourse, which has become dominant since the 1970s. Elizabeth Thompson has
described how the initial successes of women’s movements in the Middle East
met with gender anxiety, a political backlash and increasing social resistance by
the end of the 1920s and the beginning of the 1930s*°. In Lebanon and Syria, the
political and legal forms of the gender relations were negotiated by the male—colo-
nial, indigenous, and religious—elites. In this context, Thompson also describes
how the space for feminist discussions became narrower from a certain point on.
Arab feminist authors had to counter two prejudices at the same time: the no-
tion that women were socially backward and the notion that they were culturally
alienated (»Westernized«).

Sakakini’s work tried to counter these prejudices by drawing on early Muslim
women as role models of a self-determined life. By a creative re-reading of Arab-
Islamic tradition, she tried to make a point for social progress, doing away with the
accusation of backwardness as well as alienation.

2. Problem Statement, Theoretical Approach, and Contents Overview
This study is a reconstruction of Widad Sakakini’s life and work that rests on

scattered sources written by her or about her. Her literary work and her role as a
pioneer of Arab women’s literature have been acknowledged by various literary

46 Elizabeth THOMPsON, Colonial Citizens. Republican Rights, Paternal Privilege, and Gender in
French Syria and Lebanon, New York 2000.
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critics both during her lifetime and after her death. Yet, her literary legacy is not
easily accessible because it has been published in dozens of journals in several
Arab countries over nearly seven decades and is often no longer available. The
formats that she preferred—essays, portraits, short stories, and literary reviews—are
characterized by their brevity and by their dependency on time and place. What
she collected and published in her books, however, mostly bears no hint of the
original time and place of publication and no explanation of the circumstances of
its emergence. In contrast to current academic practice, she must have considered
the art of footnoting as either unnecessary or useless. It borders on detective work
to find out how some articles are related, what other texts or contexts they respond
to and why they suddenly reappear; for ordinary readers, a large part of her work
might appear eclectic or even worthless today. In several cases, she republished
short stories and essays in different books, in a Syrian and Egyptian printing,
sometimes with slight variations. Many reprints in her books, however, have been
left unaltered, even decades after their first publication. As her books consist of
texts written for various journals at different times, they are characterized by a
repetitive and even tautological treatment of similar subjects, yet they often lack a
clear thread or line of argumentation spanning the whole book. Due to their brevity,
many articles give the impression of an erudite, yet superficial treatment of their
subject-matter, often beginning with a sharp attack and a nuanced retreat in its
middle parts. The reader is often left both astonished and unsatisfied. This is all the
more surprising as the author grapples with serious issues—the interpretation of
Arab-Islamic history, classical poetry and literature, the crisis of modern literature,
the difficulty of women’s progress, or the problems of higher education, to name
but a few. Because of these features, Sakakini’s work provides an interesting probe
with which to analyze the conditions and difficulties of intellectual production in
the Arab East during the twentieth century.

In this regard, the following study is strongly influenced by Pierre Bourdieu’s
theory of social fields, especially his theory of the literary field, and his understand-
ing of symbolic power. It tries to apply Bourdieu’s insights to the Arabic literary
field and the Arab women’s movement, while also trying to grasp the specificities
and dynamics of the Arab conditions. This Bourdieu-inspired approach helps to
analyze the case of Widad Sakakini by understanding her as a participant of the
literary field and locating her in the social space.

Drawing on Bourdieu, the study of literature is generally of interest because
it reflects social reality in a specific way. The struggles between dominant and
minority groups inside the literary field involves the struggle for symbolic power
and aims to change the power structures of the field. These struggles are connected
to similar struggles for dominant positions in other social fields—Bourdieu speaks
of »homologyx; yet the various struggles are fought out according to the specific
norms and rules of each field. The more fierce and fundamental a struggle is, the

© 2022 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH
https://doi.org/10.13109/9783666573347 | CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

21



22

| Introduction

more likely it is that the rules of the field will be put into question. The admission and
the access of female writers to the literary field form such a fundamental conflict.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, Islamic journals like al-Manar in Egypt
offered writers a platform to discuss the question of whether women should learn
to read and write at all or to what extent*’. Although this question was decided
by the time when Sakakini started publishing her texts, she still was part of a tiny
minority of writing women. However, she was acknowledged as one of the few
full-fledged female writers in her time by her male competitors in the field. As an
accomplished writer with her own style excelling in short stories, novels, essays,
and literary critique, she even exceeded the usual criteria for writers, who might
be only talented in one or two genres. In this sense, the limited access of female
writers to the literary field mirrors a broader social conflict as well as the debate
about the obstacles and criteria for women’s participation in other social fields.

A special trait of the Arabic literary field is its transnational extension. Transna-
tionality can be defined in three different ways. It means that there were pan-Arab
centers of publishing and printing, for example in Beirut and Cairo; with chang-
ing local conditions, political conflicts or censorship, authors could evade social
pressures and print controversial texts in one of these centers. Transnationality also
means that a place such as Cairo was strongly influenced by migrant journalists and
intellectuals from other locations. The formation of the literary field in Egypt since
the end of the nineteenth century, for example, was mainly due to writers stemming
from a region that includes today’s Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine (bilad al-Sham,
»Greater Syria«). Finally, transnationality points at Middle Eastern and pan-Arab
networks of writing, reading, and criticizing. Against this background, it comes
as no surprise that Sakakini’s life spanned Beirut, Damascus, and Cairo. Rather,
her move to Cairo in 1944, leaving behind conflicts in Beirut and the narrowness
of Damascus, opened new horizons for her and enabled her to pursue a literary
career, as she later confessed. She was able to build up intimate connections to the
vibrant literary scene and women’s movement in Egypt and beyond.

It is worth mentioning in this context that writing was for Sakakini as well
as for many male and female writers of her generation more of a vocation than
a profession. Writing made no profit or, in other words, cultural capital could
not easily be converted into economic capital. Many writers earned their living
with other occupations; Sakakini, for example, taught girls and young women for
many years, her husband worked as a diplomat or university lecturer. Writers often
lacked the means to publish texts or the time to collect articles for a book publication.

47 Werner ENDE, Sollen Frauen schreiben lernen? Eine innerislamische Debatte und ihre Wider-
spiegelung in Al-Manar, in: Dieter BELLMANN (ed.), Gedenkschrift Wolfgang Reuschel. Akten des
III. Arabistischen Kolloquiums, Stuttgart 1994, pp. 49-57.
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They were dependent on lucky circumstances to get their works published, as will be
shown with the case of Sakakini. Because of this structural weakness, the emerging
literary field was not well equipped against outside intervention. Many writers
and especially women, who were completely underrepresented anyway, withdrew
from writing when their works caused turmoil. The pressure on individual freedom
of female authors was no exception. Rather, the struggle for the autonomy of the
literary field generally is the result of the writers’ collective effort, male or female.
However, the female struggle for literary self-expression can be considered a central
test case for the freedom of literature.

Bourdieu considers the foundation of an independent literary field to be a nec-
essary condition for the emergence of a modern society, which is constituted by
the separation of different social fields with their own rules. In its period of forma-
tion, the literary field constitutes itself by fighting off the intervention of political,
religious, and social pressures and institutions. These foundational conflicts form
the heroic struggles of the early days and they structure the field in the following
decades. The experience and memory of these early struggles also help to fight
against political and religious incursions in later times. As I have argued elsewhere?®,
the Arabic literary field emerged through three foundational conflicts, concerning
religious, political, and female autonomy. The famous cases of ‘Ali Abd al-Raziq (‘Ali
‘Abd al-Raziq, 1888-1966) and Taha Husayn (Taha Husayn, 1889-1973) constituted
struggles for intellectual freedom in the face of religious and political interven-
tions**. The struggle for women’s emancipation and gender equality represented the
third foundational conflict, with proponents and opponents inside and outside the
literary field. The transnational character of the Arabic literary field and the local
rootedness of its players had ambivalent effects on these foundational conflicts and
their later re-enactment. On the one hand, the transnationality of the field offered
lines of escape for authors under pressure; on the other hand, local conflicts also
had transnational repercussions. The struggle for women’s rights was a universal,
pan-Arab, and pan-Asian concern, fought by various individuals and organizations,
which was also reflected by the conferences organized in various places in the first

48 Manfred SING, Progressiver Islam in Theorie und Praxis. Die interne »Kritik« am hegemonialen
islamischen Diskurs durch den libanesischen Religionsgelehrten ‘Abdallah al-‘Alayili (1914-1996),
Wiirzburg 2007; idem, Illiberal Metamorphoses of a Liberal Discourse. The Case of Syrian Intellec-
tual Sami al-Kayyali (1898-1972), in: Christoph SCHUMANN (ed.), Liberal Thought in the Eastern
Mediterranean. Late 19t Century until the 1960s, Leiden 2008, pp. 293-322.

49 On Taha Husayn see Maria Elena PAN1cONI, Husayn, Taha, in: Kate FLEET et al. (eds.), Encyclopaedia
of Islam Three, URL: <http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_24415> (09.06.2020); Pierre
CacHIa, Taha Husayn. His Place in the Egyptian Literary Renaissance, London 1956. On ‘Abd
al-Raziq see Abdou FILALI-ANSARY, Abd al-Raziq, ‘Alj, in: FLEET et al. (eds.), Encyclopaedia of
Islam Three; Hans Georg EBERT/Assem HEFNY, Der Islam und die Grundlagen der Herrschaft.
Ubersetzung und Kommentar des Werkes von ‘Ali ‘Abd ar-Raziq, Frankfurt a.M. 2010.
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half of the twentieth century. In the Arabic literary field, the international character
of this struggle was reflected in Arabic biographical collections that involved por-
traits of Arab and non-Arab, Muslim and non-Muslim women. Widad Sakakini
participated in this struggle in person, but also by writing biographical sketches of
women from past and present times as well as essays on the fair treatment of women.

Finally, it is worth noting that the power relations in the literary field are subject
to transformations and the dynamics of change; yet, these changes also result in
the reproduction of the field, according to Bourdieu. This paradox is especially
visible in relation to feminist criticism. Although feminist critique aims to abolish
gender asymmetry, it is soon incorporated into the literary field. Whereas feminist
critique thus manages to help criticize and transform gender relations, gender
asymmetry as such continues to exist under changed conditions. Social struggles
in general tend to reproduce social hierarchies, even if they try to delegitimatize
them. Against this background, the continuous existence of gender hierarchies
and their simultaneous critique symbolize the relationality and the interaction of
social forces. The continuity of gender asymmetries in spite of fundamental social
ruptures is an example of the reproduction of social structures in spite of continuous
transformations. The persistence of unjust structures cannot be blamed on feminist
activists, who fight against them; it is a particularly drastic example that shows
how difficult it is to really change social hierarchies and symbolic power, even if
circumstances and social structures are continuously changing.

The life and work of Widad Sakakini are the lenses through which the following
study approaches Arab gender relations. The transformation of these relations in
the first half of the twentieth century influenced how women saw and interpreted
past gender relations.

In the first chapter, I give an outline of Widad Sakakinis life in Beirut, Damascus,
and Cairo, her literary career and her relation with her husband Zaki al-Mahasini.
Central moments in her literary life were her victory in the short story competition
of the Beirut journal al-Makshiif in 1937, the ensuing attacks on her by the editor
of the same journal, and her move to Egypt in the early 1940s, where she achieved
her literary breakthrough. Already in her first article, she argued against both
exaggerated Westernization and stagnant traditionalism—a position that remained
characteristic of her work throughout her life.

The second chapter treats her position as a woman in the literary field and the
often ambivalent acknowledgment of her talents by men. I trace the literati who
recognized her as novelist, essayist, and literary critic at first and quote what they
had to say about her. I give an outline of the mutual relations between Sakakini and
several other authors as well as the conflicts between her and prominent writers. In
this regard, the focus is on her role as literary critic. One of the findings here is that
she had relationships with self-proclaimed liberal and progressive authors as well
as to conservative and Islamist writers. Here too, her intermediate position seems
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to be due to her tendency to seek to harmonize opposing points of view, as far as
possible. It is also possible to explain this harmonization by her attempt to portray
women’s emancipation as directed neither against national culture and politics nor
against Islam. From here, I look at her definition of women literature and show
how she understood its specificities and tasks as well as its boundaries. I am further
interested why and how she stylized herself as a successor to Mayy Ziyada. Finally,
I highlight her relations to other women activists and writers from Lebanon, Syria,
Palestine, and Egypt.

The third chapter is dedicated to Sakakini’s work as a short story writer and a
novelist. I am not directly interested in a literary analysis, but try to find out how
her work reflects social circumstances and transformations. My analysis draws
on the difficulties that women encountered on the changing marriage market in
twentieth century; against this background, it focusses on the reduction of women
to bodies and the women’s lines of escape from the male dominated patriarchal
society. While the secondary literature has often ascribed man-hating, misogynist
or illogical features to Sakakini’s narrative work, I try to elaborate on the feminist
standpoint in her defense. What I think she often shows in the inner monologues
of her protagonists is the way women internalize and embody discriminatory
structures through their education and environment.

Chapter four analyses the controversy between Widad Sakakini and Bint al-Shatf.
I deal not only with the various stages of their debate, but also with its intertextual
relations. Thematically, I focus on the opposing interpretations of Muhammad’s
polygyny in this controversy; Sakakini saw it as part of the political and religious
mission of the Prophet, Bint al-Shati related it to his being a man. After that, I analyse
how both authors treat prominent female figures in their works. Here, I mainly focus
on A’isha, the so-called favorite wife, and Fatima, the favorite daughter, as well as the
relation between the both of them. ‘A’isha’s political involvement after Muhammad’s
death is generally considered controversial, whereas Fatima represents the Shiite
standpoint. The characterization of these women in the sources as well as the
traditional interpretation that these women represent the Sunni-Shi‘a conflict in
its earliest stage creates a certain challenge to an emancipatory re-reading. It is
therefore interesting to analyse how Sakakini and Bint al-Shati’ treat this challenge.

In the fifth chapter, I contextualize and analyse Sakakini’s narrative of early Is-
lam and its nationalist subtext. I am interested in how her text reflects the power
structures between the various women in Muhammad’s environment because these
women represent certain tribal groups and their position in the Islamic community.
Against this background, I show that Sakakini’s stories about these women fig-
ures—wives and daughters of the Prophet—cannot avoid speaking of other subjects
as well, such as conflicts of loyalty, tribalism, and the modern quest for Arab and
Islamic unity. Against this background, I discuss the limits of a gendered histori-
ography of early Islam through the lens of Sakakini’s book. From here, I question
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Introduction

Margot Badranss call for a new »Islamic feminismg, arguing that it is neither totally
new nor that it can avoid the pitfalls of earlier and »liberal« generations and that it
is unclear whether it includes or excludes somebody like Widad Sakakini.

In the summaries of chapters III, IV and V, I critically discuss the state of research
on the topics covered in these chapters. The sixth chapter constitutes a final and
comprehensive evaluation of the previous discussions. I attempt to give a more
nuanced interpretation of Sakakini’s life and work through the lens of her mobility
and her multiple belonging. Firstly, I show that her biography is a good example
for a transnational life, its possibilities and risks. I argue that she cannot be reduced
to one label or category—a »Syriang, a »short story writer« or a »feminist«. Rather,
the various forms of national, emotional, professional, and activist belonging found
an expression in her intellectual mobility and her writing. Secondly, I try to show
that secularity, feminism, and Islam go together well in her case. In this regard, I
critically discuss the thesis of feminism as a secular movement that tends to exclude
religion. I rather argue that women who understand and position themselves as
secular or religious have an agency they use for different ends. In the case of Widad
Sakakini, I hold that she belonged to the secular literary field as well as to the
womens movement in a broad sense, but she also burned for Arab nationalism and
Arab-Islamic history. The complexity of these simultaneous and changing forms of
belonging should not allow us to reduce her and her work to easily knit categories
such as liberal or conservative intellectual, secular or Islamic feminist with a Syrian
or pan-Arab identity. Rather, her life trajectory defies such categorizations, not
because I want to blur her image, but because I want to show its layers more clearly.

3. Technical Remarks

For the Arabic transcription, I follow in the main text a slightly modified version
of the convention laid out by the International Journal of Middle East Studies™. 1
largely renounce diacritics in proper names and give them only in brackets when
a name is mentioned the first time. However, I retain ayn in general and hamza
inside the word because they are meaningful. Thus, I write al-‘Aqqad instead of al-
‘Aqgad, A’isha instead of A’isha, Quran instead of Quran, and Muhammad instead
of Muhammad. By this way, I hope to make the text more accessible to readers,
who are unfamiliar with Arabic and its transcription. For Arabic expressions and

phrases as well as in the literature references in the footnotes and the bibliography,

50 See the journal’s official webpage, available online at: URL: <https://www.cambridge.org/core/jour-
nals/ international-journal-of-middle-east-studies/information/author-resources/ijmes-translation-
and-transliteration-guide>.
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however, I apply all the diacritics for names and titles for reasons of clarity. For the
names of persons and authors, I use a system of transliteration with hamzat al-wasl
(Zaki al-Mahasini instead of Zaki 1-Mahasini); yet, I skip the hamzat al-wasl, if the
personal name is part of an Arabic expression or a whole sentence.

The bibliography of Widad Sakakini’s works has become rather long due to the
nature of her publications. I listed not only her books and journal articles separately,
but also her book chapters. This has to do with the fact that many book chapters can
be traced back to earlier published articles; because of that I came to the conviction
that they can be seen as separate units. By listing the book chapters separately, I
am able to indicate in the bibliography when and where a certain chapter has been
printed previously in a literary journal. In this way, the bibliography is not only
more representative of both the diversity and the different focuses of Sakakini’s
themes. It also more truly reflects the character of Sakakini’s oeuvre, at the heart of
which are not her approximately twenty books, but rather a number of separate or
loosely connected texts that have been collected occasionally and then published
in books.

Due to the wide range of older and newer translations of the Qurian into English
and their very different translation styles, I decided to use the online translation
according to the website al-quran.info (URL: <https://al-quran.info/#home>). The
independent project based in Copenhagen is easily accessible, seeks clarity in the
translation, is committed to accuracy and fairness, offers a transliteration of the
verses and differentiates between translation and comment™.

51 See The Quran. Online Translation and Commentary, URLs: <https://al-quran.info/pages/about>
and <https://al-quran.info/pages/statement> (4 February 2021).
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. Biographical Sketch

In pictures, Widad Sakakini often appears with a scarf loosely bound or thrown
over her head, leaving parts of her hair, face, and neck visible (see fig. 1). These
photos indicate that Widad Sakakini belonged to a generation of women activists
who had conquered the public spaces that had remained closed to women up to
the beginning of the twentieth century. The seclusion of womens lives to the sphere
of the haram—the space of the house which male strangers could not enter—and
the veiling of women who left this sphere had not wholly vanished, but they had
become decreasing phenomena.

Since the early twentieth century, the debate about »veiling« (hijab) and »unveil-
ing« (sufiir) had become polarized between traditionalists—for whom the veil sig-
naled modesty and honor—and modernists, for whom it stood for backwardness'.
Egyptian activists Huda Sha‘rawi (Huda Sha‘rawi, 1879-1947) and Siza Nabarawi
(Siza al-Nabarawi, 1897-1985), upon returning from an international feminist
congress in Rome, cast off their veils at Cairo Train Station in 1923—a »daring act«
that »signalled the end of the harem system«?, according to Margot Badran. Their
act propelled the debate on »unveiling« in Arab and Muslim societies forward.
Unveiling here refers primarily to the veil that covers the face. Most portraits of
Sha‘rawi still show her with a headscarf. In the same process, in which veils became
rarer in the public sphere, clothing, fashion, and make-up practices changed®. At
the same time, headscarves turned into a fashion accessory expressing a kind of cul-
tural reaffirmation. As was the case with Widad Sakakini, her accessory expressed a
different understanding of both Islamic traditions and women’s role in society. The
presence of the scarf implicitly stated that women’s emancipation and Islam could
go together well; the affirmation of the Islamicity of women’s emancipation made
the presence of the scarf almost necessary. The scarf in Sakakini’s portraits therefore

1 Beth BaroN, Unveiling in Early Twentieth Century Egypt. Practical and Symbolic Considerations, in:
Middle Eastern Studies 25, 3 (1989), p. 370.

2 Margot BADRAN, Introduction, in: Huda SHAARAWI, Harem Years. The Memoirs of an Egyptian
Feminist, 1879-1924. Translated, edited and introduced by Margot Badran, New York 1987, p. 7. The
»haremization« of Sha'rawi’s memories through Badran’s translation and redaction has come under
criticism, see Amal AMIREH, Writing the Difference. Feminists’ Invention of the » Arab Woman, in:
Bishnupriyah Goss/Brinda Bosk (eds.), Interventions. Feminist Dialogues on Third World Women’s
Literature and Film, New York/London 1996, pp. 185-211; Mohja KaHF, Packaging »Huda«. Sha'rawi’s
Memoirs in the United States Reception Environment, in: Amal AMIREH/Lisa Suhair Majaj (eds.),
Going Global. The Transnational Reception of Third World Women Writers, New York/London 2000,
pp. 148-172.

3 See BaroN, Unveiling, pp. 372-375.
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reflects not only an opening, but also a cultural reaffirmation and, implicitly, a sense
of uncertainty about the image of women that had taken hold of Arab societies by
the 1930s.

Women saw themselves confronted with contradictory demands that suggested
that they should be good mothers, housewives, and modern individuals with respect
for traditional and religious values at the same time. In the inaugural editorial
of her journal al-Mar'a (The Woman), Nadima al-Munqari (Nadima al-Mungqari,
1904-1992) wrote in 1930 that while Muslim women were in a state of backwardness
most of the people who had studied their conditions were men, not women. Some of
them thought that women should remain in their fitra tabi‘iyya, »natural condition,
without education, while others believed men and women should be equal in all
things: »The Muslim women stands before these debates baffled and confused, not
knowing which path to take«.* She ended her editorial by quoting the Quran and
pleading for God’s »help, lead us the straight path«°.

In this sense—and the portrait photos symbolize this ambivalence—, Sakakini
lived a generation that, on the one hand, enjoyed emancipatory successes since the
turn of the century. On the other hand, it had to deal with a cultural re-affirmation
in the context of the anti-colonial struggle as well as with a neo-patriarchal counter-
reaction, whose emergence took shape by the end of the 1920s and the beginning
of the 1930s°.

On the following pages, I briefly outline the social context and developments
that made women’s participation in the press and in the literary field more gen-
erally possible. Against this background, I sketch the most important events in
Sakakini’s life.

1. Historical Context
Since the end of the nineteenth century, women’s journals and literary salons had

offered women the opportunity to participate in public debates without wholly
entering the public sphere’. The pioneering female writer Zaynab Fawwaz (Zaynab

4 Nadima AL-MUNQARY], al-Kalima al-tl3, in: al-Mara 1 (31 October 1930), p. 4; also quoted by THOMP-
soN, Colonial Citizens, p. 137.

w

AL-MUNQAR], al-Kalima al-ala, p. 4; an allusion to Qurianic verse 1:6.

[o)}

For the background see THoMPsON, Colonial Citizens, pp. 113-154; Joseph T. ZEIDAN, Arab Women
Novelists. The Formative Years and Beyond, New York 1995, pp. 89f.

Ellen L. FLEISCHMANN, The Other » Awakening«. The Emergence of Women’s Movements in the Mod-
ern Middle East, 1900-1940, in: Margaret L. MERIWETHER/Judith E. TUCKER (eds.), Social History
of Women and Gender in the Modern Middle East, Boulder 1999, pp. 89-139; Beth BARON, The
Women’s Awakening in Egypt. Culture, Society and the Press, New Haven/London 1994, pp. 13-57;

~
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Fawwaz, 1860-1914), for example, founded a literary salon in which she actively
took part without physically sharing the same room with the male participants
or behind a curtail; her husband acted as a messenger between her and the other
men in the salon®. The situation changed after World War I with the foundation of
women’s organizations that started to organize lectures for women. These organiza-
tions also mobilized women for anti-colonial and nationalist demonstrations and
held transnational women’s conferences, such as the first regional Arab women’s
conference in Damascus in 1930°.

While women writers often limited themselves to »women’s themes« such as
poetry, education, and fashion in the press of the early twentieth century, the sit-
uation changed fundamentally when Arab women, such as Mayy Ziyada (Mayy
Ziyada, 1886-1941) in Cairo and Mary ‘Ajami (Mary Ajami, 1888-1969) in Damas-
cus, opened literary salons before and after World War I, and more women issued
women’s journals'’. Although more and more women started to speak out in matters
beyond the classical »women’s themes«, Widad Sakakini and ‘A’isha ‘Abd al-Rahman
belonged, between the two wars, to a small group of a handful of women, who were
acknowledged as accomplished female authors in the literature business and who
were able to regularly publish articles in newspapers and journals.

Although the members of the Arabic literary field discussed the negligible pres-
ence of women in its own ranks, it did so not to address the subject of male dom-
ination, but rather of the low rates of educational attainment among girls and
women—thus, it misattributed the limited presence of women to a different so-
cial problem. Until World War I, Arab intellectuals and religious scholars had still
discussed whether women should learn to read and write at all'!. The classical

Marilyn Boors, Woman in Islam. Men and the »Women’s Press« in Turn-of-the-20'"-Century
Egypt, in: International Journal of Middle East Studies 33, 2 (2001), pp. 171-201.

8 Fawwaz was a Lebanese of Shiite background. Since about 1891, she started publishing her various
works in Egypt, where she mostly lived. She opened her literary salon in the Hawran region during
an intermezzo in Syria in 1895 due to a short-lived marriage, see Susanne BRACKELMANN, »Wir
sind die Hilfte der Welt!« Zaynab Fawwaz (1860-1914) und Malak Hifni Nasif (1886-1918) — zwei
Publizistinnen der frithen 4gyptischen Frauenbewegung, Wiirzburg 2004, pp. 42-44; see also eadem,
Novelist, Biographer, Essayist. Zaynab Fawwaz (1860-1914) - Pioneer of Female Emancipation in
the Egyptian Press, in: Horst UNBEHAUN (ed.), The Middle East Press as a Forum for Literature,
Frankfurt a.M. 2004, pp. 151-165; ZEIDAN, Arab Women Novelists, pp. 65-67.

9 ZEIDAN, Arab Women Novelists, pp. 41-91; for Lebanon and Syria, see THompsoN, Colonial Citizens,
pp- 94-100. For women’s conferences, see Charlotte WEBER, Between Nationalism and Feminism.
The Eastern Women’s Congresses of 1930 and 1932, in: Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies 4, 1
(2008), pp. 83-106.

10 For the journals and the salons, see ZEIDAN, Arab Women Novelists, pp. 46-49, 50-55, and 78-80;
for Mayy Ziyada see Antje ZIEGLER, Al-Haraka Baraka! The Late Rediscovery of Mayy Ziyada’s
Works, in: Die Welt des Islams 39, 1 (1999), pp. 103-115.

11 ENDE, Sollen Frauen schreiben lernen?, pp. 49-57.
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counter-argument was that the mastery of writing would increase the dangers that
women posed to men and the social order. Although these debates had waned by
the 1920s, promoters of women’s rights also understood their support of female
writers as a kind of social service. Female writing was not primarily a contribution
to literature as such, but a typically female »service for the other, in this case for
other (still uneducated) women'?. »Women could not legitimize writing simply as
an act of individual artistic expression,« as Beth Baron has argued, »Writing had to
be presented as a service to others and linked to larger causes, such as the progress
of women«!?, the struggle for independence or educating the nation. The need
for social reform was the justification for the acceptance of female literary voices.
That female literary voices should contribute to changing the dominant form of
literature or the male social order was not the point of the debate.

To make matters worse, the first emancipatory successes were followed by a
conservative backlash at the end of the 1920s. The growing gender anxiety in
these years was encapsulated in the turmoil caused by the Lebanese writer Nazira
Zayn al-Din (Nazira Zayn al-Din, 1908-1976) with her two books on unveiling and
the equality of men and women, al-Sufiir wa-I-hijab (Unveiling and Veiling, 1928)
and al-Fatat wa-l-shuyiikh (The Girl and the Shaykhs, 1929)'*. In her first book,
she even claimed partial superiority of women over men because men were but
able to work physically hard, while God had created women, who cared for their
offspring, with higher moral and mental powers'®. She proved her position not only
by examples from the animal kingdom, but also by Quranic verses and statements
of religious scholars; finally, she even asked the French High Commissioner in
an open letter to liberate Muslim women from the dark abyss of slavery'®. Even a
Muslim reformer such as Mustafa al-Ghalayini (Mustafa al-Ghalayini, 1886-1944),

12 BARroN, The Women’s Awakening in Egypt, pp. 40f.; OTTOSSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, pp. 50-53.

13 BARON, The Women’s Awakening in Egypt, p. 40.

14 Stemming from a Druze family, she was the daughter of the first president of the Lebanese High
Court of Appeals, Sa‘id Zayn al-Din. For more on her, see: Nadiya al-Jardi NUwAYHID, Nisd min
biladi, Beirut 1986, pp. 94-99; ZEIDAN, Arab Women Novelists, pp. 26-29; THomPsoN, Colonial
Citizens, pp. 127-140; Nazik Saba YARID, Nazira Zayn al-Din (1908-1976) bayna I-tahaddi wa-1-
iltizam, in: TAJAMMU® AL-BAHITHAT AL-LUBNANIYYAT (Jin Sa‘id al-Maqdisi et al.) (eds.), al-Nisa@
al-‘arabiyyat fi l-‘ishrinat. Huddran wa-huwiyyatan, Beirut 2001, pp. 243-261; Nazik Saba YARED,
Secularism and the Arab World (1850-1939), London 2002, pp. 69-90 passim; Nikki R. KEDDIE,
Women in the Middle East. Past and Present, Princeton/Oxford 2007, pp. 96f.; Aida AL-JAWHARI,
Ramziyyat al-hijab. Mafahim wa-dalalat, Beirut 2007; Miriam COOKE, Nazira Zeineddine. A Pioneer
of Islamic Feminism, Oxford 2010.

15 The reason for her first work was that religious scholars and conservative politicians in Damascus had
demanded that the government prohibit women to leave the house without a veil (nigab) covering
their faces according to YARID, Nazira Zayn al-Din, p. 244.

16 TaHOMPSON, Colonial Citizens, p. 20.
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President of the Islamic Council (al-Majlis al-Islami) in Beirut and a promoter of
women’s education, saw himself induced to distance himself from these positions
because Nazira Zayn al-Din had quoted some of his statements as proofs of her
position'”. Ghalayini not only rejected her ideas, but also stated that Zayn al-Din
had not written the book on her own, but with the help—or even at the order—of
missionaries and atheists'®. In turn, Zayn al-Din fiercely attacked Ghalayini in
her second book!?. In the course of the controversial debate, several religious
scholars felt obliged to stress that unveiling and gender equality were not questions
of personal choice, but of religion.

The debate was part of growing opposition to the movement for women’s rights
in the Middle East in this period®. The Egyptian Electoral Law (1924), as well
as the Lebanese and Syrian constitutions, drafted in 1926 and 1930 respectively,
included no provisions for female suffrage. When 27 Lebanese and Syrian women
groups held their first conference in April 1928, shortly after Zayn al-Din’s first book
appeared, they adopted a cautious agenda®!, embraced »patriotic motherhood«??,
and were eager to show that women’s rights were not opposed to religious traditions.
The atmosphere around the first »Eastern Women’s Congress« in Damascus in 1930
was hostile, as an observer of the International Alliance of Women for Suffrage
and Equal Citizenship—the leading international organization demanding female
suffrage, founded in 1904—remarked. The opening session of the Congress was held
in a university hall »before an audience composed primarily of men«**. Demands for
unveiling and women’s vote were not part of the resolutions adopted by the congress.
The reasons for this backpedaling are not clear; they might be attributed to a growing
opposition to women’s rights, but also to the feminist leaders’ shifting strategy. They

17 See Nazira ZAYN AL-DIN, al-Mara aslah min al-rajul fil-fitra ‘aqlan, in: Muhammad Kamil AL-KHATIB
(ed.), Qadiyat al-mara, 3 volumes, Damascus 1999, vol. 1, pp. 167 and 173.

18 Mustafa AL-GHALAYINI, Nazarat fi l-kitab al-Sufar wa-1-hijab mansiba ila 1-Anisa Nazira Zayn
al-Din, Beirut 1928; idem, Fi kalam ‘ala ‘aql al-rajul wa-‘aql al-mara (1928), in: Muhammad Kamil
AL-KHATIB (ed.), Qadiyat al-mar’a, 3 volumes, Damascus 1999, vol. 1, pp. 199-208; AL-JAWHAR],
Ramziyyat al-hijab, p. 260; BADRAN/COOKE (eds.), Opening the Gates, pp. 270f.

19 ZEIDAN, Arab Women Novelists, p. 29; THomPsoN, Colonial Citizens, pp. 134-136; BADRAN/COOKE
(eds.), Opening the Gates, pp. 277f.

20 TrOMPSON, Colonial Citizens, pp. 117-126.

21 See ibid., p. 141.

22 WEBER, Between Nationalism and Feminism, pp. 86f.

23 Ibid., p. 87. The observer was the Greek women’s rights activist and pianist Avra Theodoropoulou
(1880-1964). See also, Manfred SING, Damascus/Dimaschg, in: Joachim BERGER et al. (eds.), On
Site, in Time. Negotiating Differences in Europe, Mainz 2018/2016, URL: <https://en.ieg-differ-
ences.eu/on-site-in-time/manfred-sing-damascus/>.
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may have wanted to attract a larger following by adopting a maternalistic ideology
or by pragmatically accommodating the emerging nationalist atmosphere®*.

Sakakini’s early justifications for girl's education are set against this background.
In a series of articles in the Lebanese journal al- Trfan, published between Decem-
ber 1930 and December 19322, she underlined that girls had the same right to
education as boys because education made out of »minor girls of today righteous
women of tomorrow«*®. »Every mother should remember that her children are
created for an epoch different than her own; so, if they were not shaped by the spirit
of their age, they would live like blind people in a world of light«*”. Most of these
articles were collected in her first volume al-Khatarat (Ideas, 1932), in which seven
essays out of 37 directly addressed the need of female education, which she termed
as a general contribution to »the improvement of women« (Islah al-mar'a)®®; several
other essays touched on the issue indirectly.

That there was a backlash against women’s demands for equality is reflected in
the emergence of ambivalent images of women in the press, which ranged from de-
pictions of women as »backward« to depictions of women as »westernized«—both
motifs had a negative subtext. The problem was that male Arab elites adopted the
colonialist discourse on education, liberalism, and progress, but adapted it to local
gender norms in a colonial situation, in which the education of good mothers was
considered necessary for the preservation of the cultural—Arab or Muslim—iden-
tity?®. Female authors thus faced a double challenge. They had to prove that they
could remain true Arabs/Muslims while simultaneously becoming modern, leaving
the socially backward or culturally alien in society behind them. »Women, to enter
modernity, have to overcome masculinist symbolic representations of the female as
antithetical to the modern«*°, as Marilyn Booth succinctly states.

Male authors pointed at the immoral consequences of »women’s liberation«
(tahrir al-mara), a term closely connected to Shayhk Qasim Amin’s (Qasim Amin,

24 WEBER, Between Nationalism and Feminism, pp. 86f.

25 Widad SAKAKINI, Tarbiyat al-banat, in: al-Irfan 20, 5 (December 1930), pp. 585-587; eadem, al-
Atfal wa-l-usra, in: al-Trfan 21, 2 (February 1931), pp. 181-183; eadem, al-Tarbiya wa-atharuha fi
hayat al-umma, in: al-‘Irfan 21, 4/5 (April 1931), pp. 446-448; eadem, Mahammat al-madrasa, in: al-
‘Irfan 22, 2 (July 1931), pp. 347-348; eadem, Mustaqgbal al-fatat, in: al-‘Irfan 22, 5 (December 1932),
pp- 360f.

26 SAKAKINI, Mustagbal al-fatat, p. 361.

27 1Ibid.

28 Eadem, Islah al-mar’a, in: Eadem, al-Khatarat, pp. 54-58.

29 On the educational discourse at the time, see: Omnia SHAKRY, Schooled Mothers and Structured
Play. Child Rearing in Turn-of-the-Century Egypt, in: Lila ABU-LuGHOD (ed.), Remaking Women.
Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East, Princeton 1998, pp. 126-170.

30 Marilyn BooTH, May Her Likes Be Multiplied. Biography and Gender Politics in Egypt, Berkeley
2001, p. 285.
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1863-1908) book of the same name from 1899°!. In memory of the 35" anniversary
of Amin’s death, ‘Abbas Mahmud al-Aqqad (‘Abbas Mahmud al-Aqqad, 1889-1964)
felt obliged to point out that Qasim Amin’s original call for womenss liberation had
nothing to do with the vices that had spread since. He attributed it to »the contagion
of the society« (adwa I-mujtama‘)®* that what was once forbidden, then practiced
in secret, had become public—like drinking, making love, and marrying without
parental consent™.

To these ambivalent images of contemporary Arab women, Orientalist and
Muslim historiography added further polarized images of historical Arab women.
Either Arab women in history were neglected or seen as oppressed beings; or their
relatively high social position in comparison to other regions, cultures or religions
was affirmed in an apologetic manner®*.

The emerging women’s organizations—in Egypt since the mid-1920s and in
Lebanon and Syria since the late 1920s—as well as Arab women’s journals tried to
counter such polarized images of Arab women, for example by drawing on promi-
nent female figures in history, shahirat al-nisa’. Since the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, such portraits of prominent women fulfilled two aims. They underlined the,
in principle, relatively high and respected position of Arab women in history, while
offering a critique of prevailing forms of discrimination. These portraits of Muslim
or Arab women were often accompanied by female examples from other cultures,
often from the West®. In this way, the pioneers Maryam al-Nahhas (Maryam al-
Nahhas, d. 1888) and Zaynab Fawwaz compiled biographical women's lexicons®®.
In the growing numbers of women’s journals in the early twentieth century, regular
columns on famous women had a firm place. The problem for women writers was,
however, that they »remained mostly on the edges of the literary stage, where they
developed the women’s press«*’.

Sakakini’s works—her biographies on Arab women pioneers as well her accounts
of women in early Islam—were also tied in this tradition thematically. At the same
time, she structurally broke away from this tradition, since she strictly avoided

31 On Amin, see Hoda ELsADDA, Amin, Qasim, in: FLEET et al. (eds.), Encyclopaedia of Islam Three.

32 ‘Abbas Mahmud AL-AQQAD, Qasim Amin, in: al-Risala 513 (1943), p. 342. On al-Aqqad as an
influential and frank literary critic, who tended to hold provocative and conservative views, see
R. ALLEN, al-Akkad, in: P. BEARMAN et al. (eds.), Encyclopaedia of Islam [= EI?] XII, pp. 57f.

33 AL-AQQAD, Qasim Amin, p. 343.

34 See, for example, RODED, Women in Islamic Biographical Collections; Gavin HAMBLY, Introduction,
in: Idem (ed.), Women in the Medieval Islamic World. Power, Patronage, and Piety, Basingstoke
1998, pp. 3-27.

35 For astriking example see Marilyn BooTsn, The Egyptian Lives of Jeanne d’Arc, in: Lila ABu-LucHOD
(ed.), Remaking Women. Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East, Princeton 1998, pp. 171-211.

36 ZAYDAN, Masadir al-adab al-nisal, pp. 571 and 687; BRACKELMANN, Zaynab Fawwaz, pp. 153f.

37 BaroN, The Women’s Awakening in Egypt, p. 57.
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publishing in women’s magazines; she fled the cage of women’s press that tied
women’s writing to literary marginality. To be acknowledged as a serious writer,
Sakakini only wrote for literary and cultural journals, i.e. for a predominantly
male audience and she aimed to achieve this goal by writing about historical and
fictitious female figures, thus publicly mirroring the trials and tribulations of women
in Arab societies.
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2. The Lifelines of Widad Sakakini

Fig. 2 Book cover: Widad Sakakinis first collection of essays al-Khatarat
(Thoughts), published in Beirut in 1932.
Source: Printing permission by Sama’ al-Mahasini.
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Widad Sakakini was a prolific writer, who excelled in various literary genres. She
not only invented fictitious characters, but also wrote biographical portraits, and, in
her essays and journalistic articles, she articulated social as well as literary criticism.
Neither her vocation as a writer nor her literary career were handed to her; her
starting conditions were anything but rosy. When she showed the gifts of a talented
writer, she surely found supporters and could take her first steps as an author.
Yet, when she won a prestigious literary competition sponsored by the journal
al-Makshuf in Beirut in 1936, still in her early twenties, she soon found herself
fiercely attacked by critics. With a strong wind blowing in her face, she almost lost
her confidence and abstained from publishing, according to her own account. Only
when she moved with her husband to Egypt and built relations with feminist and
literary circles there, was she encouraged to publish her first collections of shorts
stories in 1944. She was then acknowledged as an accomplished writer by many
colleagues, enjoyed the dubious fame of being a relentless critic, and entered her
most creative phase in the 1950s and 1960s. When she moved to Syria with her
husband in the final phase of her life, she did not feel sufficiently appreciated by
the younger generation of writers or by her new (her husband’s) home country
Syria. Yet, a collection of new (Syrian) short stories could appear with the support
of the Ittihad al-Kuttab al-‘Arab, the Arab WritersAssociation in Damascus, in 1978.
After her husband’s death in 1972, Sakakini gradually withdrew from public life,
indulging in a certain kind of bitterness, as it were. This capsule version of her
biography prepares us to examine various episodes in her life more closely®.
Widad Sakakini’s date of birth cannot be precisely determined. While most biog-
raphers mention 1913 as the year of her birth, she herself preferred 1915%
in Sidon (Sayda) in the south of today’s Lebanon, she was unable to determine

. Born

how she was related to the well-known Palestinian family of the same name and to
the pioneer of Arab nationalism, pedagogy, and literature Khalil Sakakini (Khalil
Sakakini, 1878-1853), of Greek-Orthodox background*’. Her father Muhammad

38 For biographical details about her life, see Sami AL-KAyYALI, Widad Sakakini, in: Idem, al-Adab
al-‘arabi l-mu‘asir f1 Sariyya, Cairo 1968, pp. 410-414; SHU AYB, Widad Sakakini, pp. 1-19; OT-
TOSSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, pp. 30-46; YOsur/KaHHALA, Widad Sakakini, pp. 106-108;
Nazik Saba YArID/Nuha BaryOmi, al-Katibat al-lubnaniyyat. Bibliytghrafiya 1850-1950, Beirut
2000, pp. 74-77; CAMPBELL, Widad al-Sakakini, pp. 736-738; ZAYDAN, Masadir al-adab al-nisaj,
pp. 350-353. A biography with erroneous details can be found in Sami MOUBAYED, Steel & Silk.
Men and Women Who Shaped Syria 1900-2000, Seattle 2006, pp. 569-570.

39 Campbell, for example, gives the date 1913, but re-reprints Sakakini’s self-portrayal, which mentions
1915 as the date of birth, see CaMPBELL, Widad al-Sakakini, p. 736. OTTOSSON BITAR, I Can Do
Nothing, p. 30, writes that Sakakini claimed that her parents made her two years older so that she
could support the family after her father’s bankruptcy.

40 Widad SakAkini, Khalil al-Sakakini. Raid mujaddid fi I-adab al-‘arabi I-mu‘asir 1878-1953, in:
Eadem, Wujih ‘arabiyya, pp. 30f.
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Sakakini described himself as »Lebanese« and traced his descent back to Egyp-
tian ancestors*!.

During her childhood, her father was struck by a financial catastrophe, which,
in her words, »disconcerted him«*?. When he came back to his senses, he sold his
agricultural holding, parts of his landed property, and his villa, and left his family.
As Widad’s mother suddenly found herself without money, house, and husband,
she decided to return to her family in Beirut, where they could not enjoy any kind
of comfort or wealth. At about this time, Widad's elder sister died, which aggravated
the familial suffering and caused Widad to fall into a depression®*.

When she joined one of the girls’ schools of the Islamic Society of Benevolent
Intentions (Maqasid), she soon showed that she was a gifted writer. Her teacher
in Arabic, shaykh Mustafa al-Barudi (Mustafa Wahba al-Baradi) recommended
that she memorize the Qur'an saying: »It is the lexicon of the poor, and we, my
little daughter, belong to the poor«**. At the age of 14, she started to teach other
girls because of her gifts and the financial difficulties of her family**. After finishing
school, she became a teacher at one of the girls’ schools of the Maqasid, called
al-Zahra}; she also worked in the administration of the Ma‘had al-‘Ali li-1-Banat
(Higher Institute for Girls) in Beirut®.

An account of her difficult early years can be extracted from the autobiographical
sketch Shagqiqat nafsi*’ (My Soul Sister) from her first collection of short stories
Maraya I-nas (Mirrors of the People, 1944, see fig. 10), in which Sakakini talks about

41 Tbid., p. 30.

42 Eadem, Widad Sakakini. Sabiqa d@'iba, in: Eadem, Sabiqat al-‘asr, p. 168. The historical background
was the famine that raged in Greater Syria during World War I, see Linda SCHATKOWSKI SCHILCHER,
The Famine of 1915-1918 in Greater Syria, in: John P. SpAGNOLO (ed.), Problems of the Modern Mid-
dle East in Historical Perspective. Essays in Honour of Albert Hourani, Reading 1992, pp. 229-258;
Melanie S. TANIELIAN, The Charity of War. Famine, Humanitarian Aid, and World War I in the
Middle East, Redwood City 2017.

43 SHU‘AYB, Widad Sakakini, p. 5.

44 Raghda MARDINI, al-Adiba Widad Sakakini raidat al-qissa al-qasira fi Sariyya. al-Adab al-nisal huwa
lladhi yu‘abbiru ‘an al-hayat al-khassa li-1-mara. Hajamtu 1-‘Aqqad wa-1-Hakim li-annahuma sakhira
min al-mara, in: Tishrin (Damascus) 02.06.1990. In an article, she traced Egyptians’ excellence in
poetry and Quranic commentary to their permanent reading of the Quran in contrast to their
Syrian counterparts, see Widad SAKAKINI, Thagafat al-Quran, in: al-Thaqafa 616 (1950), pp. 10f.

45 Author’s interview with Widad’s daughter Sama’ AL-MAHASINi, 23 August 2003.

46 See Sama ManAsINi, Widad Sakakini. Raida min rawwad al-adab al-‘arabi I-mu‘asir, n.p., ca. 1995;
FaTT0H, Widad Sakakini (1994), p. 239; YARID/BA1YUmMmi, al-Katibat al-lubnaniyyat, p. 74; Wadi*
FiLasTiN, Widad Sakakini fi hayatiha wa-athariha, in: Banat al-Ajyal 13 (1995), pp. 86f.

47 Widad SakAKiNi, Shaqiqat nafsi, in: Eadem, Maraya l-nas, pp. 127-135.
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the life of an alter ego called Wiam*®. Among other things, Sakakini describes here
that Wiam works hard as a teacher throughout the day, immerses herself in books
by night, hurries to pray by dawn, and then returns to her private study before the
time for school lessons has come. In these pages, Sakakini compares immersion
in books to a mystical experience. »When she was offered the opportunity to be
all alone by night, she sank like the Sufis in their zawdya, as the spirit carried her
away to the heavens. And here, at the crest of thought, she found the direction of
her life.«*

While she was an autodidact as a writer, Shaykh Mustafa al-Ghalayini—men-
tioned above as one of the critics of Nazira Zayn al-Din in 1928—is often presented
as the »discoverer« or supporter of her literary talents®. In 1927, she began sending
articles to newspapers and journals. Probably her first published article appeared
in the modernist Shi journal al- Trfan (Sidon, published from 1909 to 1996) under
the title Tatawwur al-mar'a (Women’s Development), in 1927°!. The article already
anticipates many aspects of her thought that she would discuss later in more detail.
She wrote that Arab women already held a relatively high position before Islam,
which explained their fast progress in the first centuries of Islam up to the sixth cen-
tury after the hijra (622 CE), when they preserved their Arabism (‘uriaba) and
nationalism (qawmiyya). After that, a steady decline (inhitat) under non-Arab rule
began, and women became »prisoners of their house, who did not see the light
of free life and knew nothing of the things of the world«*?. Men would have to
correct their mistake and understand that the decline of women was the reason

48 The form Wiam (meaning »harmony«) is built according to Widad (»love«). Her close friend Wadi*
Filastin has no doubts that she described herself on these pages, see FiLAsTIN, Widad Sakakini,
pp. 96-98.

49 SAKAKINI, Shaqiqat nafsi, p. 131.

50 YOsur/KauuALa, Widad Sakakini, p. 106; ZAYDAN, Masadir al-adab al-nisal, pp. 350f.; YARID/
BaryOwmi, al-Katibat al-lubnaniyyat, p. 74.

51 Widad SAKAKINT, Tatawwur al-mara, in: al-Irfan 14, 4 (December 1927), pp. 399-402. She kept
on writing for al-Trfan in the following years, publishing 24 contributions until the 1960s, some of
them in the 1930s, most of them in 1950s.

52 Ibid., p. 401. It is important to note the racial and social subtext with its anti-Turkish and possibly
anti-‘Abbasid slant here. The underlying idea is that the equality between the sexes among the
Arabs was given as long as they married among each other. Since already the ‘Abbasid caliphs
(CE 750-1258) started to father their offspring with enslaved women, the negative attribution to the
mixing of ethnicities is connected to the slave status of women. Sakakini’s argument here is mainly
aimed against Turkish or Persian rulers, visible in the fact of how she dates the beginning of the
decline. Yet, it can also be taken as an argument against the Abbasids, as is the case with admirers of
the Umayyads (661-750) among modern Arab authors. Against this background, Sakakini’s later
writing about early Muslim women can also be understood as a treatment of the »pure« Arab women
and their »equal« relation to men. About the notion of »decline« see Manfred SiNG, The Decline of
Islam and the Rise of Inhitat. The Discrete Charm of Decadence in 19 and 20" Century Language

© 2022 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH
https://doi.org/10.13109/9783666573347 | CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



The Lifelines of Widad Sakakini |

for the decline of the entire umma (»Muslim community«), which could only be
fought if knowledge was spread in all social classes and women regained their rights.
The civilizational and cultural differences between nations could be measured by
the situation of women. Finally, she directly criticized the state of affairs in Syria,
writing that the Egyptian woman was ahead of her sister in Syria, but to this day,
most Syrian women kept themselves busy with superficial things®*. The basic line
of this exonerating thought was that the reasons for women’s miserable conditions
were neither to be found in Islam nor in Arab history and that women’s rights
were Islamic rights that were lost under non-Arab rule in the course of centuries of
decline. These ideas were very much in line with Egyptians feminists’ approach to
legitimate women’s rights within an Islamic framework® (see below).

The editor Ahmad ‘Arif al-Zayn (Ahmad ‘Arif al-Zayn, 1884-1960) appended
to Sakakini’s article the remark: »We are happy to see among the young women
from Sidon someone who has such a mature style of writing, hoping that she will
continue until the end unlike the others, who did not get beyond the beginning.
Will the female teachers and pupils from Sidon follow the example of this outstand-
ing teacher?«>

Especially Sami al-Kayyali (Sami al-Kayyali, 1898-1972) from Aleppo promoted
her as a young talent and regularly offered her the pages of his literary journal
al-Hadith (published from 1927 to 1959) as a platform to express her thoughts from
1929 onwards®®. Her first attempt to write a short story also appeared in al-Hadith
in 1932; Yaqzat al-damir (The Awakening of the Conscience) was about a pupil who
takes revenge on her female teacher through a fake love letter”’.

Her early essayistic attempts were collected in the volume called Khatarat
(Thoughts, see fig. 2), published in 1932. How unusual this debut was for a woman
under the age of 20, is shown by the fact that it was introduced by no less than
nine forewords, eight of them written by male writers, publishers, and politicians
who considered themselves promoters of women and expressed their joy at the
appearance of the book®®. The author Muhammad Jamil Bayhoum (Muhammad

Games, in: Syrinx von HEEs (ed.), Inhitat - The Decline Paradigm. Its Influence and Persistence in
the Writing of Arab Cultural History, Wiirzburg 2017, pp. 11-70.

53 SAKAKINI, Tatawwur al-mara, p. 402.

54 Compare Rula B. Quawas, »A Sea Captain in Her Own Right«. Navigating the Feminist Thought of
Huda Shaarawi, in: Journal of International Women’s Studies 8, 1 (2006), pp. 225-230 passim.

55 Al-‘Irfan 14, 4 (December 1927), p. 402.

56 Allin all, Sakakini published 29 contributions in al-Hadith. Six of these were during her early years,
one contribution in 1929, four in 1931, and one in 1932.

57 Widad Sakakini, Yaqzat al-damir, in: al-Hadith 6, 2 (1932), pp. 154-156.

58 These writers were: Ibrahim al-Mundhir (1875-1950), member of the Arab Academy of Damascus;
Bashir al-Kassar (Bashir al-Qassar, ca. 1870-1935), physician, former director of the Ottoman Islamic
School (al-Kulliyya al-‘Uthmaniyya al-Islamiyya) in Beirut and of the Maqasid in Beirut; Béchara
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Jamil Bayhum, 1887-1978), who was well-known for his support of women’s
emancipation as well as for his marriage to the Syrian feminist activist Nazik
al-Abid (Nazik al-Abid, 1887-1960), wrote: »Forwards, oh you woman of letters,
forwards, we are in need of steadfast working women who prove that talent and
genius have no gender, but are equally distributed between men and women.«*’
The only female voice who greeted the new work belonged to Anas Barakat Baz
(Anas Barakat Baz, 1874-1949?), the first female physician of Lebanon who had
studied at the University of Chicago at the beginning of the twentieth century
before returning to Beirut in 1907%. In a skillful play on words, she compared a
person’s »thoughts« (khatarat) to the choice of friends, claiming that they were
an evidence of »the essential nature of his mentality« (jawhar nafsiyyatihi) and
the aim in his life®!. Thoughts were so »valuable« (nafisa) that one would give
all the »jewels« (jawahir) in the world for them if one had to. Thus, she equated
thoughts to the value of human life itself and underscored this idea by astonishingly
referring to the high ransom that the Lindberghs were willing to pay to their baby’s
kidnapper®. This, she wrote, was proof of »the essence of the individual (jawhar
al-fard), in which the Creator had made all men equal«®.

Of special importance were the introductory remarks by Shaykh Ghalayini,
because he ensured readers that Sakakini was »a good model (namidhaj salih) for
young Arab women«*. Whereas the other forewords were half a page or a full
page long, Ghalayini’s text consisted of three pages. He appraised her call for the

Khoury (Bishara al-Khari, 1890-1964), editor of the newspaper al-Barq, Lebanese Prime Minister
(1928-1929) and the later President of the Republic of Lebanon (1943-1952); Ahmad ‘Arif al-Zayn,
founder of al-Irfan; Muhammad al-Baqir (Muhammad al-Bagir), editor of the Beiruti newspapers
al-Fatat and al-Balagh, for which Sakakini had also written articles; the poet Adib Farahat (Adib
Farahat, 1895-1978), teacher from Saida and poet, who contributed a poem on Sakakini and her
book.

59 Muhammad Jamil BAyHuM, Kalimat al-adib al-mufakkir al-ustadh Muhammad Jamil Bayhum,
rais Jam'iyyat al-Ittihad al-Shabiba al-Islamiyya, in: SAKAKINI, al-Khatarat, p. ta. On Bayhoum’s
commitment to women’s rights see Fruma Zacns, Muhammad Jamil Bayhum and the Woman
Question. Between Social and Political Rights, in: Die Welt des Islams 53, 1 (2013), pp. 50-75.

60 On her see Emilie NASRALLAH, Anas Barakat Baz, in: al-Raida 23 (1983), p. 2.

61 Anas BARAKAT BAz, Kalimat al-sayyida al-mufakkira al-duktara Anas Barakat Baz, in: SAKAKINT,
al-Khatarat, p. ha.

62 Barakat Baz, however, does not correctly state the amount of the ransom (half a million instead of
50,000 dollars) and the age of the baby (ten months instead of 20). The son of aviators Charles and
Anne Morrow Lindbergh was abducted on 1 March 1932 and found dead on 12 May 1932. It is not
clear from the text when exactly Barakat Baz wrote it and whether the baby had already been found
dead.

63 BARAKAT BAz, Kalimat al-sayyida, p. ha.

64 Mustafa AL-GHALAYINT, Kalimat al-‘alim al-lughawi wa-1-sha‘ir al-kabir al-ustadh al-shaykh Mustafa
1-Ghalayini, ‘udw al-Majma' al-Tlmi 1-Arabi bi-Dimashq, in: SAKAKINI, al-Khatarat, p. ba.
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public education of girls as »it is in harmony with the well-being of the umma, the
country, and the customs of our heritage«®®. The essay Dhikrd I-nabi® (Memory of
the Prophet) clearly showed that she carried »sincere religious feelings«%’ in her
heart. Ghalayini claimed to have read most of the book with admiration, although
its author was not infallible in every respect®®. What he could say for sure was
that she mastered language, style, and structure very well and that most men were
unable to reach her®. He also shared her view that women should adapt to the
spirit of the times and the circumstances »without excess and without renunciation«
(bi-la afrat wa-la tafrit)’® and appreciated that she criticized those who wanted to
break all bonds and rules and plunge women into European civilization without
any reservation’'. He summarized her first article Tatawwur al-mar'a (The Women's
Development), reprinted in the volume, and approved of her view that the Arab
decline and the backwardness of Arab women began »after they mixed with other
peoples« (bada an akhtalatii bi-ghayrihim min al-umam)”2.

Against the wish of her mother’?, Sakakini married the Damascene teacher and
student of law and literature Zaki al-Mahasini (Zaki al-Mahasini, 1909-1972)7* and
moved to Damascus to be with him in 1934. After graduating from the prestigious
Maktab ‘Anbar School” in 1927, he started studying law at the Syrian University

65 Ibid.

66 Widad SAKAKINI, Dhikra l-nabi, in: Eadem, al-Khatarat, pp. 50-53. She takes the annual mawlid
celebrations at the occasion of the Prophet’s birthday as an opportunity to reflect on the historical
importance of Muhammad and the ethical principles of Islam. In doing so, she mentions that the
united Arabs became the mistress of the nations because of the power and heavenly rules of Islam.

67 AL-GHALAYINI, Kalimat, p. ha.

68 Ibid., p. ba.

69 Ibid.

70 Ibid., p. ha.

71 Ibid.

72 Ibid., p. jim. On the social, anti-Turkish and pro-Umayyad subtext of this view see fn. 52 of this
chapter.

73 Author’s interview with Dhuka’ AL-MAHASINI, 20 August 2003. Accordingly, Sakakini came to
Damascus to attend an event and got to know Zaki on this occasion.

74 For his biography see Yasuf Asad DAGHIR, al-Mahasini, Zaki, in: Idem, Masadir al-dirasat al-
adabiyya, Beirut 1972, vol. 3, 2, pp. 1135-1138; MAJMA® AL-LUGHA AL-ARABIYYA BI-DIMASHQ,
al-Faqid al-duktar Zakil-Mahasini, in: Majallat al-Majma’ al-TImi l-Arabi fi Dimashq (RAAD) 47, 2
(1972), pp. 504-506; Badi' HaqQqi, Ustadhi I-duktar Zaki 1-Mahasini, in: al-Adib 1 (1973), pp. 34-36;
Sama’ AL-MAHASINI, Zaki |-Mahasini, pp. 19-49; Wadi‘ FILASTIN, al-Duktar Zaki 1-Mahasini, in:
Sama AL-MAHASINI, Zaki I-Mahasini, pp. 5-12.

75 It was founded in 1893 mainly for the children of notable families and taught traditional subjects
(Arabic literature, Islamic studies) as well as modern subjects (maths, biology), see THOMPSON,
Colonial Citizens, p. 75.
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in Damascus’®. At about this time, his mother Sara al-Bahri died. Since he had
already lost his father Shukri at the age of two, he went to live at the house of his
uncle Muhammad, who, like Zaki’s father, was a lawyer. After the shock of his
mother’s death, he turned to Arabic literature, finishing his first university degree
in law in 1936, called ijaza fi I-hugqiq (»licence en droit«)”’
ijaza fi l-adab (»licence en lettres«) the same year’8. Zaki al-Mahasini had already
started working as an Arabic teacher in a secondary school (Madrasat al-tajhiz)”
in Antakiya in 1932 and then moved to the newly established school of the same
type in Damascus in 1935. This school was the successor of the Maktab ‘Anbar
School. The tajhiz schools became a breeding ground for pan-Arab nationalism
and »one of the principal centers of nationalist activity«®, teaching the students
classical and modern Arabic literature as well as Arab history and its contribution
to the progress in world history.

When Sakakini and Mahasini married, they encouraged each other to follow
their vocation in literature®!. In 1936, 1939 and 1943, Widad gave birth to a son
(Dhakwan) and two daughters (Dhuka and Sama)®?. In 1936/37, the young couple
caused a stir in the literary scene when both of them won the first price in a lit-
erary competition. Zaki al-Mahasini answered the question »Who is the Greatest
Contemporary Arab Writer?«, which had been posed by Sami al-Kayyali and his
literary journal al-Hadith in 1936. Mahasini explained that Taha Husayn—Ilater
actually dubbed the »dean of Arabic literature«—earned the honour of being con-
sidered the greatest writer—a good choice in so far as al-Kayyali and al-Hadith

and earning his second

76 The university came into being in 1923, when the School of Medicine (founded in 1903) and the
Institute of Law (founded in 1913) were merged. In 1929, the School of Higher Literary Studies
(Madrasat al-Adab al-‘Ulya) was integrated. For an account of the birth pangs of the university
and Kurd Ali’s inglorious role, see: Sami M. MouBAYED, The Founding of Damascus University
1903-1936. An Essay in Praise of the Pioneers, in: Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies 18, 2 (2018),
pp. 179-200.

77 The ijaza is equivalent to a Bachelor. The naming of the degrees was inspired by the French university
system with sequence Licence — Master — Doctorat.

78 Sama’ AL-MAHASINI, Zaki 1-Mahasini, p. 22. This information is the most reliable since it stems
from his daughter. Other authors give different dates for Zaki’s first university degree: DAGHIR,
al-Mahasini, p. 1135, 1930 (ijaza fi l-huquq) and 1933 (jjaza fil-adab); FiLAsTIN, Zaki l-Mahasini,
p- 8, 1931 (ijjaza fil-huqaq) and 1936 (ijaza fil-adab).

79 The newly established Tajhiz schools were the training ground for later politicians and state officials
in administration and military, see Philip S. KHOURI, Syria and the French Mandate. The Politics of
Arab Nationalism, 1920-1945, Princeton 1987, pp. 410-423 passim.

80 Ibid., p. 411.

81 ArL-KavvALl, Widad Sakakini, p. 410. Also compare Sakakini’s self-presentation in SAKAKINT, Widad
Sakakini, p. 168, as well as al-Mahasini’s self-protrait, reprinted by the Arab Academy in Damascus
in its obituary, MAJMA‘ AL-LUGHA AL-ARABIYYA BI-DIMASHQ, al-Faqid, p. 505.

82 OTTOSSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, p. 38.
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were supporters of Taha Husayn from early on®?. Sakakini participated in a short
story competition, advertised by the Beirut literary journal al-Makshiif 3* in 1936.
At first, she sent in a short story called Qa’id (Leader), but when she saw her text
printed®, she no longer liked it. Therefore, she decided to write a second one about
»a daring, special subject« to win the competition®®. Her second text Shaykh Hamdi
(Shaykh Hamdi) was published in November 1936%”. It dealt with the topic of zawaj
al-tahlil, »legalizing marriage«: When a husband repudiates (taldq) his wife three
times according to Shari‘a rules, the couple cannot remarry before the woman has
married someone else according to Qurian 2:230. Literature on trickery (hiyal) in
Islamic jurisprudence therefore knows the »legalizing marriage« with another man,
who immediately divorces the woman, so that the first husband can remarry her. In
Sakakini’s short story, a shaykh has cast an eye on the pretty wife of a husband, who
has erroneously divorced her; the shaykh proposes to the husband a »legalizing
marriage« between himself and the wife, but then refuses to divorce her.

On March 17, 1937, a jury of young and innovative writers and critics that the
editor and self-proclaimed Lebanese »messenger of nudism« (rasal al-‘ury), Sheikh
Fouad Hobeiche (Fu'ad Hubaysh, 1904-1973), had assembled®®, convened and
selected Sakakini’s short story as the winning text among 59 submissions. Each
judge selected his favorite short story and sealed his decision in an envelope. When

83 On al-Kayyali see Manfred SING, Between Lights and Hurricanes. Sami al-Kayyalt’s Review Al-Hadit
as a Forum of Modern Arabic Literature and Liberal Islam, in: Horst UNBEHAUN (ed.), The Middle
Eastern Press as a Forum for Literature, Frankfurt a.M. etal. 2004, pp. 119-141; idem, Illiberal
Metamorphoses of a Liberal Discourse. The Case of Syrian Intellectual Sami al-Kayyali (1898-1972),
in: Christoph ScHUMANN (ed.), Liberal Thought in the Eastern Mediterranean. Late 19 Century
until the 1960s, Leiden 2008, pp. 293-322.

84 The journal, and later newspaper, was founded in 1935 and was published until 1950. On the origins
and the history of the journal see Muhammad ABI SAMRA, Rihla fi munsiyyat »al-Makshufx, in:
Mulhaq Jaridat al-Nahar (01.12.2012), URL: <https://mhamadabisamra.wordpress.com/category/
%D9%81%D8%A4%D8%A7%D8% AF-%D8%AD%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%B4/> (11 December
2020); Jazif ABI DAHIR, Fuad Hubaysh wa-zaman al-Makshaf, Louaize 2016.

85 The submitted short stories were continuously published in al-Makshiif.

86 See her statements published after the award ceremony in: al-Makshaf (07.04.1937), p. 5.

87 See Makshaf (18.11.1936), pp. 10 and 14.

88 In 1930, Fouad Hobeiche founded the League of Ten (‘Usbat al-‘Ashara) to fight everything old
in literature. Among the members and symapthizers were Khalil Taqi 1-Din (1906-1987), Tawfiq
Yasuf Awwad (1911-1989), Fu'ad Jaysh and Ilyas Abu Shabaka (Ilyas Aba Shabaka, 1903-1947), all
of whom were part of the Makshiif jury in 1937; Aba Shabaka was absent when the final decision
was taken. The other members of the jury were Butrus Bustani (1898-1969), Fu'ad Afram Bustani
(1904-1994), and ‘Umar Fakharl. On Hobeiche, his literary innovations and his fondness of nudism,
see Hala B1zrr, The Nudism of Sheikh Fouad Hobeiche, in: Octavian EsanNu (ed.), Art, Awakening,
and Modernity in the Middle East. The Arab Nude, New York/London 2018; ABI SAMRA, Rihla fi
munsiyyat »al-Makshaf«; ABI DAHIR, Fu'ad Hubaysh.
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the envelopes were opened and the decision—®6 to 1 for Sakakini—was revealed,
it must have surprised the judges that they had selected a woman! On April 7,
al-Makshif reported on the award ceremony and Widad Sakakini could express
her views about the Arab short story in an interview. She explained that there was
a lack of short stories in Syria in general although they could be a »true reflection
of social life«®’; as a female author, she was also able to write about subjects that
were hidden to men.

However, the award not only boosted Sakakini’s literary career; she also found
herself the subject of a fierce personal attack by Fouad Hobeiche, the editor and jury
member of al-Makshiif, the paper that just hailed—or was forced to hail—Sakakini as
a talented female writer. The occasion for these attacks were two literary debates, in
which Sakakini intervened, whereupon Hobeiche called her interventions unwanted
and unqualified.

The first occasion was a debate between the writer Sheikh ‘Ali al-Tantawi (‘Ali al-
Tantawi, 1904-1999) and a group of letter-writers, which called itself al-Mukhlisan
(»The Loyal Ones«). Between July and September 1937, the Mukhlisiin attacked
al-Tantawi three times and he replied twice®. The anonymous writers argued
that al-Tantawi had plagiarized his new work Aswdgq al-arab (The Arabs’ Markets)
from older manuscripts, while maintaining that there existed neither literature nor
authors in contemporary Damascus. In his answers, al-Tantawi insisted that were
no influential authors with the exceptions of Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali (Muhammad
Kurd ‘Ali, 1876-1953)°!, the president of the Arabic Academy in Damascus, and
the writer Ma‘ruf Arnawut (Ma‘raf Arnawuat, 1892-1948), also a member of Arab
Academy. While the Mukhlistin had invoked Mary Ajami (Mary ‘Ajami, 1888-1969)
and her literary salon, al-Tantawi argued that she was surpassed by Mayy Ziyada, a
Lebanese author who worked in Egypt®.

At this point, Sakakini wrote a letter to the editor. Hobeiche published this
relatively short text, embedding it into a nearly full-page commentary of his own®>.
The title assumed that Sakakini had intervened as a third person in the debate
regarding the existence of literature and authors in Damascus®. In contrast to

89 See al-Makshuf (07.04.1937), p. 5.

90 See al-Makshaf (28.07.1937), p. 1; al-Makshuf (04.08.1937), p. 8; al-Makshaf (18.08.1937), p. 5;
al-Makshauf (08.09.1937), p. 8.

91 On Kurd ‘Ali see Rainer HERMANN, Kulturkrise und konservative Erneuerung. Muhammad Kurd
‘Ali (1876-1953) und das geistige Leben in Damaskus zu Beginn des 20. Jahrhunderts, Frank-
furt a.M. 1990.

92 Ibid.

93 Al-Makshaf (15.09.1937), p. 2.

94 Fuad HuBAvsH, al-Sayyida Sakakini bayna »Mukhlisin« wa-1-Tantawi. al-Katiba Sakakini Mahas-
ini tadkhul shakhsan thalithan fi I-munazara. Hal fi Dimashq adab wa-udaba®, in: al-Makshaf
(15.09.1937), p. 2.
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the title, however, Sakakini had not dealt with the debate in her letter, but instead
criticized the bad habit of publishing anonymous letters to the editor—a habit that
she found unworthy of a literary newspaper. She called the Mukhlisin »a group
of disgruntled menc, getting excited at the coffeehouse tables in Damascus. She
therefore wondered why a »progressive writer« such as the editor of al-Makshiif
published such »drivel, consisting of »envy, wickedness, and slander« (al-hasad
wa-l-dana wal-buhtan)®. Finally, she found the use of words such as »urine« not
adequate to a literary debate—although she admitted that the publication of such
articles might increase the circulation of the paper.

In his lengthy comment, Hobeiche wrote that whoever compared Sakakini’s
unqualified statements to al-Tantawi’s replies to the Mukhlisun »recognizes imme-
diately the substantial differences between men and women. His writing is guided
by the judgment of his intellect, while she is guided by her emotions, so that they
also speak from her pen«*®. Actually, al-Tantawi would have had more right to
indulge in emotions since he was attacked by the Mukhlisan directly; yet, his answer
was calm. Sakakini, however, had fallen back to the »lexicon of insults«, thrown
in the face of the Mukhlisan. »The bullets of her wrath« had also hit the editor
of al-Makshif and Mary ‘Ajami, although they were her friends. Hobeiche wrote
that he had expected this from other people, but not from Sakakini, whom he had
supported so much. Yet, he promised that his journal would not stop making either
positive or negative mention of her. While her short story had been awarded the
first prize because of her daring and clear style, she now proposed to avoid the word
»urine«, which belonged to life as much as other words.

The occasion for Hobeiche’s second attack against Sakakini was another contro-
versy between the Egyptian writer Abdallah ‘Inan (‘Abdallah ‘Inan, 1898-1986) and
the Lebanese poet Ilyas Abu Shabaka, a friend of Hobeiches, a few weeks later®”.
That Sakakini directed criticism to both in the Egyptian paper Sawt al-ahrar, was a
sufficient reason for Hobeiche to print the headline: »Widad Sakakini is looking
for a fight«*®. Here he wrote:

We absolutely have to come back to Widad Sakakini to address her chronic suffering from

her mental deficiency (sakhf muzmin), which she was able to hide from the people for a

95 Ibid.

96 HusaysH, al-Sayyida Sakakini, p. 2.

97 On ‘Inan, see Israel GERSHONI, Eine Stimme der Vernunft. Muhammad Abdallah Inan und die
Zeitschrift al-Risala, in: Nicolas BERG et al. (eds.), Konstellationen. Uber Geschichte, Erfahrung
und Erkenntnis. Festschrift fir Dan Diner zum 65. Geburtstag, Gottingen 2011, pp. 105-124. On
Abu Shabaka, see Salma K. Jayyusi, Aba Shabaka, Ilyas, in: FLEET et al. (eds.), Encyclopaedia of
Islam Three.

98 Fuad HuBavsH, Widad Sakakini al-Mahasini tataharrash bi-1-nas, in: al-Makshaf (08.12.1937), p. 9.
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short period of time. [...] She attacked us without reason months ago. Today she takes the
opportunity to fight with us again, and once again she reveals her sick soul that is gnawed
by envy and worn down by hate. [...] How much we wished that she would not let her
feelings run so carelessly since literature is the work of the mind, not of feelings.”

These comments clearly reveal the construction of gender—the woman as a fury
who cannot keep her emotions in check. The opposition between man and woman
is constructed as congruent with the opposition between mind and emotions'®.
The astonishing thing is that Hobeiche declares the mastery of feelings to be the
yardstick for good literature. This construction of gender marks Sakakini as an
emotional female and therefore unfit for debates in the literary field.

When the journal al-Makshuif ran a special issue about the cultural life in
Lebanon and Syria in March 1939, it did not discuss a single literary work by
a woman writer'?!, but the introductory article promised a future special issue
about womenss literature and mentioned the names of some women writers, but
not Widad Sakakini'®?.

In retrospect, Sakakini saw her victory in the competition as a double-edged
sword. She wrote that, on the one hand, the jury’s appreciation of her short story
strengthened her self-esteem and helped to open the door to literature for her. On
the other hand, she perceived that the choice of her text and »a woman’s superi-
ority« caused a lot of envy among participants and observers of the competition.
She kept coming back to this point at various occasions, as if it could not be men-
tioned often enough'®. Without directly referring to Hobeiche or other authors!*,
she explained:

99 Ibid.

100 Hobeiche was not alone in this prejudice. Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali stated that women were slaves
to their emotions, when he dealt with French womenss literature in the Egyptian literary journal
al-Risala in January 1936, see OTTOSSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, p. 51; Muhammad Kurp ‘ALi,
Tarikh al-adab al-nasawi fi Fransa, in: al-Risala 132 (1936), pp. 51-53 and 133 (1936), pp. 99-101.

101 OTTOSSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, p. 51.

102 Ibid.

103 See, for example, Widad SAKAKINI, ‘Umar Fakhari, Cairo 1970, p. 97; eadem, Li-1-haqiqa wa-I-
tarikh, in: Eadem, Aqwa min al-sinin, pp. 9f; eadem, al-Najjar wa-1-jaiza, in: Eadem, Shawk fi
1-hasid, pp. 214f,; eadem, Adab al-niswa, in: Eadem, Insaf al-mara, pp. 98f.

104 Only once, she singled out the Syrian journalist Muhammad al-Najjar, who claimed that one of his
books had received a price in a competition. She refuted his claim because he had not won either
of those competitions of the journals al-Dhuhiir and al-Makshiif and wrote »it seems he deemed
the youth, in which I was, weak, regarded the prize as too much for someone like me and claimed
it for himself«, see SAKAKINI, al-Najjar wa-l-jdiza, p. 215.
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Apart from the fact that this remarkable victory in the great competition disappointed
the participants, who were annoyed about the superiority (tafawwuq) of »the womanc,
they also deceived themselves about this truth and ignored me at every opportunity. Yet,
it was not in their calculation that the truth rewarded me with good things when I moved
with my husband Dr. Zaki al-Mahasini to Cairo in the years 1944/45, where literary life,

literary production, and literary critique by scholars were in full bloom.'®

Whereas she complained about the lack of support in Damascus, she pointed out
the help of writers and new friends that she experienced in Cairo. With a short
interruption, Widad Sakakini and Zaki al-Mahasini lived in Egypt for most of the
period between 1944 and 1956 and for some years in the early 1960s before they
returned to Damascus and settled there. The literary atmosphere in Cairo inspired
and encouraged Sakakini'®® and it was there that she published her collection of
short stories, which she brought with her from Damascus, under the title Maraya I-
nas (Mirrors of the People, 1944)—a collection which is considered the first »Syrian«
short story collection.

The book was published by the Lajnat al-Nashr al-Jami‘Tyin (»Committee for
Academics’ Publishing«), which had just been founded in 1943 by young writers
who were interested in creating a forum to offer publication to talented recent
graduates, but also for already established writers. As the young committee were
particularly looking for talented and award-winning writers, Sakakini’s consecration
by the six men of the Beirut jury certainly might have played a role in the adoption of
her work in the newly established publication series. Among others, the committee
consisted of ‘Abdel-Hamid Gouda Sahar (‘Abd al-Hamid Jada Sahhar, 1913-1974),
who was its founder, and Nagib Mahfouz (Najib Mahfaz, 1911-2006), the later
Nobel Prize laureate, at the very beginning of their careers. As a prize winning
author, Sakakini stood in a row with such famed authors as the novelist Ibrahim
al-Mazini (Ibrahim ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Mazini, 1889/90-1949), the short story writer
Mahmud Taymur (Mahmtid Taymar, 1894-1973), or the journalist Wadi‘ Filastin
(Wadi Filastin, b. 1923)!%7. Taymur wrote one of the forewords for Sakakini’s book,
and Wadi' Filastin would become a close friend. The help the committee provided to
Sakakini was not a one-off, as it also helped with the publication of Sakakini’s second

105 Eadem, Li-l1-haqiqa wa-I-tarikh (1978), pp. 9f.

106 She had praised the literary leadership of the Egyptians before coming to the country, see eadem,
Za‘amat Misr al-adabiyya, in: al-Trfan 4/5 (1939), pp. 447-449.

107 On Mazini, see Tania AL SAADI, al-Mazini, Ibrahim, in: FLEET et al. (eds.), Encyclopaedia of Is-
lam Three. On Taymur, see Rotraut WIELANDT, Das erzéhlerische Frihwerk Mahmuad Taymars.
Beitrag zu einem Archiv der modernen arabischen Literatur, Wiesbaden 1983. Filastin had trans-
lated The Father by Swedish playwright Johan August Strindberg into Arabic for the publication se-
ries.
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Fig. 3 Widad Sakakini and Zaki al-Mahasini together with their friend Wadi' Filastin, an Egyptian
journalist and translator.

Source: Printing permission by Sama’ al-Mahasini.

collection of short stories called Bayna I-Nil wa-I-nakhil (Between Nile and Palms)
in 1946. In her review of Nagib Mafouz’s novel Khan al-Khalili about a popular
quarter in contemporary Cairo, Sakakini not only compared Mahfouz’s style to
Victor Hugos, she also explicitly mentioned in the last sentence that this »elegant«
(tarif) work was one of the fruits of »Committee for Academics’ Publishing«!%,
which can be understood as an expression of gratitude.

The reason for the couple’s move to Egypt was that Zaki al-Mahasini was chosen
by the Syrian Ministry of Education in 1943 to be sent to Cairo University, where he
was to write his doctoral thesis in literature. The School of Letters at the University
in Damascus had been closed by the French authorities in 1935/36'%, so that al-
Mahasini could not continue his studies in Arabic literature after he had acquired
his licence. Thus, moving to Egypt was an obvious option. He continued his studies

108 Widad SakAkini, Khan al-Khalili li-l-ustadh Najib Mahfuz, in: al-Risala 648 (November 1945),
p. 1230.

109 See, Shakir MusTAFA, Muhadarat ‘an al-qissa fi Sariyya hatta l-harb al-@lamiyya al-thaniya, Cairo
1957, p. 220. The French saw the expansion of higher learning, and especially of Arabic litera-
ture and history, with inquiety. They preferred to offer Syrian students the possibilty to study in
France to form loyal subjects out of them. Their numbers increased from 37 students until 1935 to
149 students between 1936 and 1939, see ibid. A faculty of letters at the university in Damascus
only reopened after independence in 1946.
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in Arabic literature under the supervision of ‘Abd al-Wahhab ‘Azzam (‘Abd al-

Wahhab ‘Azzam, 1894-1959), professor for Arabic and Eastern languages at Cairo

University'!?. ‘Azzam chose for him the subject of the master thesis—the Syrian

philosopher Abii I-‘Ald’ al-Ma‘arri (d. 1057) »as a social critic«!!!. After that, al-
Mahasini continued his studies and finished his doctoral thesis about Arabic war
poetry in Umayyad and ‘Abbasid times!!? with the highest grade in 1947, again
under ‘Azzam’s supervision; he thus became the first Syrian to earn a doctorate in
literature in Egypt!!®. Sakakini not only helped her husband gather material for his
doctoral thesis'', she also wrote several articles about the relation between Arabic
literature and war'!'>. On the one hand, the theme obviously resonated with the
context of the World War, as al-Mahasini later also admitted in his new introduction
of 1961''®, On the other hand, Widad’s interest in early Islamic-Arab female figures
and Zaki’s interest in classical Arabic poetry were obviously mutually beneficial;
she published Ummahat al-mu'minin wa-akhawat al-shuhadda’, her portraits of
early Muslim women, also in 1947 with the same publishing house, Dar al-Fikr
al-Arabi!'’, in which Zaki published his thesis.

110 Zaki AL-MaHAsINI, Kayfa ‘araftu 1-duktar ‘Abd al-Wahhab ‘Azzam, in: Idem, ‘Abd al-Wahhab
‘Azzam fi hayatihi wa-atharihi l-adabiyya, Cairo 1968, p. 8. ‘Azzam was also a writer and poet. He
joined the diplomatic service in 1947 and became ambassador in Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, and Yemen.
There are parallels to Mahasini’s career, and Mahasini later even lectured on his supervisor, see
idem, ‘Abd al-Wahhab ‘Azzam fi hayatihi wa-atharihi l-adabiyya, Cairo 1968; cf. Abu Talib ZAYYAN,
‘Abd al-Wahhab ‘Azzam fi hayatihi wa-atharihi l-adabiyya. Talif: al-Duktar Zaki 1-Mahasini, in:
Widad SAKAKINT (ed.), al-Duktar Zaki 1-Mahasini, Damascus 1973, pp. 151-156.

111 His master’s thesis was printed as Zaki AL-MaAHASINI, Abu 1-‘Ald naqid al-mujtama’, Cairo 1945,
and reprinted in Beirut in 1963, see Sama AL-MAHASINI, Zaki 1-Mahasini, p. 53. Neither Zaki
al-Mahasini nor his biographers give an exact date, for either the submission of his master thesis or
the awarding of his master’s degree. See Zaki AL-MAHASINI, Kayfa ‘araftu I-duktar ‘Abd al-Wahhab
‘Azzam, p. 8; Sama AL-MAHASINI, Zaki I-Mahasini, p. 23; FILASTIN, Zaki l-Mahasini, p. 9.

112 It was published as Zaki AL-MAHASINI, Shi' al-harb fi adab al-‘arab fi al-‘asrayn al-umawi wa-1-
‘abbasi ila ‘ahd Sayf al-Dawla, Cairo 1947 and reprinted in Beirut in 1961.

113 Samd AL-MAHASINI, Zaki 1-Mahasini, p. 23.

114 OTTOSSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, p. 37.

115 Widad SakAkini, Udabauna fil-harb, in: al-Thagafa 199 (October 1942), pp. 14-16; eadem, Shu‘ard
al-harb ‘inda l-‘arab, in: al-Adib 6 (1943), pp. 23f,; eadem, Zulm al-insan li-I-insan, in: al-Adib 9
(1948), pp. 16f. There is, however, no direct political positioning or commentary on current events
to find in these articles. In her much later biography on ‘Umar al-Fakhuri, Sakakini expresses
some sympathy for his anti-fascist and pro-Soviet stance, see eadem, ‘Umar Fakhari, pp. 63-67. Of
course, this does not allow us to draw any conclusions about her own views during the war.

116 AL-MaHASIN, Shi‘r al-harb, Beirut 21961, p. 6.

117 The publishing house, which would become one of the greatest Arab publishers dedicated to
the publication of academic and intellectual works, had been founded in 1946 by Muhammad
Mahmud al-Khudari (Muhammad Mahmd al-Khudari). It grew out of a printing house established

© 2022 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH
https://doi.org/10.13109/9783666573347 | CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

51



52

| Biographical Sketch

After finishing his doctoral thesis, al-Mahasini kept working as a lawyer and
temporarily taught Arabic literature as an associated professor at the University of
Damascus in 1947. In 1951/52, he was sent back to Egypt, as he had been appointed
cultural attaché at the Syrian Embassy in Egypt as well as representative for cultural
affairs at the Arab League in Cairo. In spite of his diplomatic work, he kept on
writing literary studies, poems, and articles for literary journals. He published
18 His diwan, a
, was posthumously published in 2006 based on Widad

17 books during his lifetime and left several unpublished works
collection of his poems!!”
Sakakini’s archives.

During their stay in Egypt, Widad Sakakini worked as a teacher in the Ma‘’had
al-Ali li-1-Funiin al-Jamila (Higher Institute for Fine Arts) in Cairo, approximately
between 1950 and 1954. In this institute, young women were taught literature, music,
acting, and painting after the baccalaureate. In one of her articles, published in
1950, Sakakini bemoaned the backwardness of young Syrian women in comparison
to their Egyptian counterparts with regard to education in these disciplines as well
as the restrictions imposed by social conditions and traditions'?. For these reasons,
talented female artists were forced to migrate to Egypt'?!. The extent to which
Sakakini includes herself in these lines is unclear. Indicative of the importance she
attaches to fine arts is the fact that she included the famous singer Umm Kalthoum
(Umm Kaltham) in one of her collections of biographies of famous women pioneers,
adding that she succeeded in uniting the Arab countries with her emotional and
patriotic songs more than politicians, ambassadors, or the Arab League!*?.

In several essays and short studies, Sakakini gave an inspiring picture of social life
in Cairo in the mid-twentieth century; she also called the time she spent in Egypt
her »luckiest days«!'?*. During this period, she was very productive and wrote many
short stories, her two novels, and the first edition of Ummahat al-mu'minin as well as
many literary critiques. Her articles were published in the most prestigious literary
journals in the Arab East, such as al-Irfan in Sidon (existing from 1909 to 1996), al-
Hadith in Aleppo (1927-1959), al-Risdla in Cairo (1932-1965), al-Thaqafa in Cairo
(1939-1952), al-Adib in Beirut (1942-1983), and al-Adab in Beirut (1953-2012).

in 1908 by his father and an uncle, see DAR AL-FIKR AL-ARABI, ‘An al-Dar, URL: <http://www.
darelfikrelarabi.com/daralfikralarabi.php> (04.02.2021).

118 Sama AL-MAHASINI, Zaki -Mahasini, pp. 53-60.

119 Zaki AL-MAHASINI, Diwan al-Mahasini li-1-sha‘ir Zaki 1-Mahasini, Damascus 2006.

120 Widad SAKAKINI, Thagafatuna I-fanniyya, in: Eadem, Insaf al-mara, Damascus 21989, pp. 189-198.
Also compare the above mentioned remarks in her first essay from 1927, eadem, Tatawwur al-mara,
p. 402.

121 Eadem, Thaqafatuna l-fanniyya, pp. 192f.

122 Eadem, Umm Kaltham, safirat Misr ila bilad al-‘arabiyya, in: Eadem, Sabiqat al-‘asr, p. 84.

123 Eadem, Widad Sakakini, in: Eadem, Sabiqat al-‘asr, p. 167.
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She was a regular guest of many literary, journalistic, and feminist circles—a
fact that certainly influenced and shaped her work, dictating the choice of subjects
and providing a feminist slant to many of her pieces. Her close friend, the writer
and translator Wadi' Filastin once described the many different cultural events he
attended with Zaki and Widad'**. Filastin enumerated, for example, the meetings
at the Academy of the Arabic Language in Cairo, the Union of the Muslim Youth,
the Union of Writers, the Union of Modern Literature, the Journalists’ Union, the
Publication Committee of Academic Writers, and the Women’s Association. In
addition, there were the clubs of the cultural journals al-Risala, al-Thaqafa, and
al-Mugqtataf and various literary circles, most famously the Nadi I-Qissa (»Story
Club«), founded in 1955, among whose presidents were Taha Husayn and the
novelist and playwright Tawfiq al-Hakim (Tawfiq al-Hakim, 1898-1987)'?>; it was
frequented by prominent writers such as ‘Abbas Mahmud al-‘Aqqad and Nagib
Mahfouz. Sakakini proudly claimed that she was the only non-Egyptian participant
in the club'®. Her collection of (»Egyptian«) short stories al-Sitar al-marfir‘ (The
Lifted Curtain) was published by the publishing house Ruz al-Yasuf at the request of
the Nadil-Qissa in 1955. Another collection of short stories called Nufiis tatakallam
(Souls Talking to Each Other, 1962) and the historical biography of the love mystic
Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (1955) appeared in the series Iqra’ (»Read«), supervised by
Taha Husayn. Sakakini also frequented Huda Sha‘rawi’s house, which she called the
meeting point of the most intelligent men and women in Egyptian society'?’. She
mentioned that she would never forget how she met the »geniuses« Ahmad Lutfi
al-Sayyid (Ahmad Lutfi al-Sayyid, 1872-1963) and Muhammad Husayn Haykal
(Muhammad Husayn Haykal, 1888-1956) in person in Sha‘rawi’s home'?%.

When the family returned to Damascus in 1956, Zaki al-Mahasini worked in
the Committee of Education in the Ministry of Education. During the unification
of Syria and Egypt (1958-1961), Sakakini stood as a candidate for the unitary
party al-Ittihad al-Qawmi (»National Unity«) and won a seat for the Damascene
municipality al-Muhajirin in 1959. She became a member of the Committee for
Prose of the Supreme Council for the Advancement of Arts and Literature. She
seems to have performed this function for about a year before withdrawing from

124 FrLasTiN, Widad Sakakini, pp. 98f.

125 On Hakim, see Paul STARKEY, al-Hakim, Tawfiq, in: FLEET et al. (eds.), Encyclopaedia of Is-
lam Three.

126 Widad SAKAKINT, al-Khusama fiI-naqd al-‘arabi I-mu‘sir, in: Eadem, Sutar tatajawab, Damascus
1987, p. 29.

127 Eadem, Majalis al-adab ‘inda nisa al-‘arab, in: Eadem, Ingaf al-mara, Damascus 21989, p. 52.

128 Ibid. On Lutfi al-Sayyid, see Israel GERsHONT, Lutfi al-Sayyid, Ahmad, in: FLEET et al. (eds.),
Encyclopaedia of Islam Three; on Haykal, see Charles D. Sm1TH, Islam and the Search for Social
Order in Modern Egypt. A Biography of Muhammad Husayn Haykal, Albany 1983.
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Fig. 4 Widad Sakakini and Zaki al-Mahasini at a literati’s meeting in Cairo, together with the Egyptian
poet Muhammad ‘Abd al-Ghani Hasan (1907-1985, to the left) and ‘Abd al-Hadi Hashim
(1912-1988, to the right), lecturer of literature and long-term member of the Syrian ministry

of culture.
Source: Printing permission by Sama’ al-Mahasini.

politics'?. Practically, her task was to participate in meetings with Egyptian writers,
among them her friend Suhayr al-Qalamawi (Suhayr al-Qalamawi, 1911-1997) and
(her opponent) A'isha ‘Abd al-Rahman. In an interview, she explained her political
mandate in the following way:

In my opinion, it is not appropriate that the activities and the thinking of women are
limited to activities in associations. They have to go on to show their talents. I was an
advisor to the committee for the role of women in the Arab-national struggle. Arab
nationalism was the main topic in my book Sawad fi bayad">°, in which I recorded my

ideas about literature, nationalism, and life.'*!

129 Author’s interview with Sama AL-MAHASINI, 23 August 2003.
130 SAKAKINI, Sawad fi bayad, Damascus 1959.
131 Muhammad Nasr, Udaba f suwar suhufiyya, Cairo 1965, pp. 289f.
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As Zaki al-Mahasini was once again sent to Cairo, as a member of the Supreme
Council of Culture!*?, Sakakini also joined him with their two daughters, who
started to study at Cairo University around 1959'%. The family stayed in Egypt de-
spite the break-up of the union, and the daughters finished their studies together in
196334, After that, they returned to Damascus, where Sakakini’s husband became
director of the Office for Antiquities and Manuscripts (1961-1965). He accepted
calls to teach Arabic at the University of Mecca (1965/66) and the Lebanese Uni-
versity in Beirut (1966-1969). He was appointed as a corresponding member of
the Spanish Royal Academy of Literature in 1971 and the Academy of the Arabic
Language in Cairo.

After his sudden death in 1972, Sakakini gradually withdrew from public life. She
sporadically published articles in the Syrian state-owned cultural journals al-Ma'rifa
and Nahj al-Islam. Some contributions, written by her on Arabic literature and
literary critique in the twentieth century, though not on women, appeared on the
women’s page »Hunna« in the Saudi journal al-Manhal.

In a two-pages self-portrait of 1987, she clearly aimed to stylize herself as a woman
of letters and claimed—in spite of the political intermezzo in the late 1950s—that
she had never joined a political party, a union, or a governmental body'*>. Neither
did she mention her activities in the context of literary and women’s organizations
in Damascus. She was a member of the state related Arab Writers’ Union (Ittihad
al-Kuttab al-‘Arab) in Damascus, which bore the printing costs of her short story
collection Aqwa min al-sinin (1978) and also published her collection of literary
critiques Shawk fi I-hasid (1981) and her essays Sutiir tatajawab (1987). The still
existing private Association of the Cultural Women’s Club payed the printing costs
for her collection of women’s biographies, Sabigat al-asr (1987).

In 1982, her study on the love mystic Rabi‘a al-Adawiyya, originally from 1955,
was translated into English by Nabil Safwat (Nabil Safwat)!*®. The novelist (and later
Nobel laureate) Doris Lessing (1919-2013), well-known for the spiritual echoes in
her novels, contributed the preface. The connection between Sakakini and Lessing
came through the British-Afghan writer Idries Shah (1924-1996), who was the

132 DAGHIR, al-Mahasini, p. 1136; Sama AL-MAHASINI, Zaki I-Mahasini, p. 23.

133 See ‘Tsa FaTTOH, Widad Sakakini. Adibat min Siiriyya, in: al-Adib 5 (1964), p. 22; Sha'ban KHALiFA,
Taqdim, in: SAKAKINI, Wujith ‘arabiyya, p. 11; OTTOSSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, p. 42.

134 KHALIFA, Taqdim, p. 11.

135 SAKAKINI, Widad Sakakini, p. 168. This might be an indication of Sakakini’s relative distance to
mass organizations in Ba'thist Syria. The foundation of the state-lead General Union of Syrian
Women (Al-Ittihad al-Am li-1-Mara al-Sariyya, founded in 1967) alienated the women activists of
Sakakini’s generation; on this see Esther MEININGHAUS, Creating Consent in Ba‘thist Syria. Women
and Welfare in a Totalitarian State, London/New York 2016, pp. 103-105.

136 Widad Sakakini, First Among Sufis. The Life and Thought of Rabia al-Adawiyya, the Woman
Saint of Basra, London 1982.
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author of the bestselling book The Way of the Sufi (1969), as well as an intimate
friend of Lessing’s. He made contact to Zaki al-Mahasini to ask him about the
situation of Sufis in various Arab countries while working on his research project
»Sufi Studies East and West« in the 1970s'¥. In 1980, Idries Shah finally managed to
visit the Mahasinis in Syria together with his daughter Amina Shah, who wanted to
learn Arabic. In return, he invited Sakakini’s daughter Sama’ al-Mahasini to London
and she visited Idries Shah at the Institute of Cultural Research in Kent and was able
to spend some days with Amina Shah and Doris Lessing. On this occasion, she also
showed Idries Shah her mother’s work about Rabi‘a al-Adawiyya, and Idries Shah
convinced the Iraqi Nabil Safwat to translate the work and Doris Lessing contribute
a foreword. In return, Sama’ al-Mahasini translated Idries Shah’s The Way of the Sufi
into Arabic'®®. Sakakini’s biography of Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya has recently also been
translated into Bahasa Indonesia'*. Yarid/Baiyiimi and Ottosson Bitar mention
that other parts of her work have also been translated into Russian, French, and
English at various points'*.

Widad Sakakini fell ill with a nervous disorder that led to a partial paralysis in
1982. She could no longer leave her house and dictated texts to her granddaughter
Huda (Huda). She mentions her illness in her short self-description with the title
Widad Sakakini. A tireless pioneer (sabiqa daiba) in Sabigat al-‘asr and continues:
»In spite of this, she stays in touch with people. Those who are faithful in their
friendship look for her and visit her from time to time. She is preparing manuscripts
for publication in Damascus«'*!. She died of a heart attack on May 3, 1991.

Already during her lifetime, her literary work was praised, with the Beiruti literary
journal al-Adib, in which Widad Sakakini and Zaki al-Mahasini had regularly
published articles since its foundation in 1942, standing out in particular. In every
decade since the late 1950s, al-Adib published an article in which a literary critic
lauded her achievements as a writer'*2. The critics underlined her elegant style
and empathy for women of different ages and backgrounds that no male writer

137 The following information go back to the author’s interview with Sama AL-MAHASINI, 23 August
2003, Damascus.

138 Sama AL-MAHASINI, Tariqat al-saff, Damascus 1989.

139 Widad Saxaxini, Dongeng cinta sang perawan. Biografi makrifat cinta Rabi'ah al-Adawiyyah,
Jogjakarta 2007.

140 YARID/BAryOMi, al-Katibat al-lubnaniyyat, p. 74; according to OTTOsSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing,
pp. 200f., three short stories have been translated into Russian and French. I was unable to verify
this information. According to ‘Isa Fattih, even »most parts« of the short story collection al-Sitar
al-marfii have been translated into Russian and French, see FATT0H, Widad Sakakini (1964), p. 19.

141 SAKAKINI, Widad Sakakini, p. 168.

142 Fadil AL-S1BA‘T, Widad Sakakini wa-1-ibda‘ al-fanni, in: al-Adib 5 (1957), pp. 16-19; FarToH, Widad
Sakakini (1964), pp. 18-22; Muhsin JAMAL AL-DIN, al-Sayyida Widad Sakakini, in: al-Adib 10
(1975), pp. 26f.; Manwar FawwAL, Widad Sakakini adibat al-qutrayn, in: al-Adib 3/4 (1983), pp. 24f.
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could match!'*?. They also highlighted that her stories featured common people and
popular subjects'*!. Moreover, they emphasized that she took the liberty to choose
her subjects without regard to any literary school, thus not imitating a certain trend
or style, but creating her own'!®. They also singled out her »sincerity« (sidg)'*® as
an author, both in her truthful depiction of Arab women’s lives and in the sharpness
of her essayistic or literary criticism, which knew no room for flattery.

al-Siba‘Ts article is technically a review article of Sakakini’s short story collection al-Sitar al-marfii’,
but he writes his detailed critique with a view to an overall consideration of Sakakini’s oeuvre.
143 AL-S1BA‘T, Widad Sakakini, p. 16; FATTOH, Widad Sakakini (1964), p. 18; FAwwAL, Widad Sakakini,
p. 24; JAMAL AL-DIN, al-Sayyida, p. 27.
144 Ar-S1BA‘T, Widad Sakakini, p. 18; FAwwAL, Widad Sakakini, p. 24; FawwAL, Widad Sakakini, p. 24.
145 AL-S1BAT, Widad Sakakini, p. 16; FarT0n, Widad Sakakini (1964), p. 19; JAMAL AL-DIN, al-Sayyida,
p- 26; FAwwAL, Widad Sakakini, p. 24.
146 FarTon, Widad Sakakini (1964), pp. 18f. and 22; FawwAL, Widad Sakakini, p. 24.
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Il. Widad Sakakini’s Position in the Literary Field

v T

Fig. 5 Widad Sakakini together with the »Dean of Arabic literature«, Taha Husayn, Zaki al-Mahasini,
and Mansur Fahmi, professor of philosophy at Cairo University (from right to left).
Source: Printing permission by Sama’ al-Mahasini.

While all authors strive to accumulate cultural capital through their activities,
Widad Sakakini had a rather exposed position. She was one of the very few women
in the male-dominated transnational Arabic literary field; she also had no university
degree in a field of activity that was dominated by a small set of elite academics'.
Furthermore, her knowledge of foreign languages was rather limited?. Other promi-

1 MUSTAFA, Muhadarat, pp. 230-232. In 1931, the literacy rate in Syra was 28 percent, four percent of
the population had a secondary school education, see KHOURI, Syria and the French Mandate, p. 411.
2 Author’s interview with Tsa FarT0H, 31 May 2003, who knew Sakakini very well.

© 2022 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH
https://doi.org/10.13109/9783666573347 | CC BY-NC-ND 4.0



60 | Widad Sakakini’s Position in the Literary Field

nent women writers—such as the Egyptians Bint al-Shati’ or Suhayr al-Qalamawi
(see below chapter II. 4)—were students when they started publishing, and went
on to earn doctorates. The writing of a gissa, an unclearly defined term that at first
covered the short story as well as the novel, was a cause for much debate among
scholars; the practice of writing gisas required learning and erudition, especially
since the models came from European languages—French, English, Italian, German,
and Russian—that were read, translated, discussed, and adapted®.

In this context, Sakakini’s position in the literary field was determined not only
by her gender, but also by a lack of cultural capital, which meant that she was
viewed differently and had to act differently. While she fought for women’s right
to free speech, she also demanded a cultivated women’s literature; and while she
came to embrace a rather critical attitude towards the dominant (male) culture,
she was dependent on men’s recognition of her talents and on their promotion of
her critical work. As will be shown in this chapter, the male consecration of her
work had ambivalent effects. Therefore, she did not exclusively have contact with
other women and like-minded authors; her network of men and women rather
cut across gender as well as ideological boundaries. This structural positioning
is homologous to the contents of feminist criticism that also cuts across gender
and ideologies. The in-between-position was simultaneously an opportunity and
a problem. While Sakakini could build on various personal connections, she did
not subscribe to a certain group spirit. This also offered her the possibility to act
relatively independently and outspokenly as a critic—which could lead to irritation
among the criticized.

Sakakini’s structural position as a female writer was also clearly linked to the
content of her criticism. As she demanded insaf al-mara, »the just treatment of
womenc, in her collection of feminist essays, her general point of view was that
women were neglected or underestimated by men and that they should be ac-
cepted as »the other half of the world, in the words of feminist pioneer Zaynab
Fawwaz*. This view principally sought to overcome the opposition between man
and woman that structures the social world as a whole. It re-interprets the opposi-
tion as a dualism and seeks for a harmonious equilibrium between the presumably
opposed poles.

This approach was not limited to Sakakini’s feminist criticism, but also inspired
a similar form of critique in other areas of her thought and writing. It thus shaped
her view on modernity, politics, and religion. Formulated in a very general manner,
she argued that the new in literature should be based on the oft-neglected old.

3 MUSTAFA, Muhadarat, pp. 240-245.
4 See Zaynab FAwwAz, Rasa’il Zaynabiyya, Cairo 2014, p. 66, and BRACKELMANN, »Wir sind die Hilfte
der Weltl«.
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She also complained that the rationality of modernity often excluded spirituality.
While she was critical of a literary movement that neglected women and the Ara-
bic written tradition, she was also not fond of women’s literature that exclusively
presented positive images of women and sceptical of a women’s movement that
neglected religion.

In this chapter, I start by having a look at the ambivalent consecration of Widad
Sakakini’s work by men in the literary field (I.1). In this context, I discuss the
critical reception of her character and style, as well as her position regarding other
writers in the field. I then try to highlight her multi-layered contacts. My aim is
to show that she acted not as an isolated player, but as a socially embedded actor
with various loyalties. Then, I unravel her views on women’s and feminist literature
(IL.2). Her own role model was Mayy Ziyada, with whom she was compared both
by herself and others.

The aim of the whole chapter is to show that Widad Sakakini is exemplary of the
differentiation and specialization of women’s role in the Arab public sphere since
the 1920s. Sakakini had close contacts to the women’s movement in Egypt, Syria,
and Lebanon and was an intimate observer of their activities, yet she considered
herself not an activist, but a writer. In spite of this, it would be wrong to understand
her work as detached from women’s activism. It was a part as well as a result of
womenss activism. Therefore, I finally depict the transnational network of women
around her (I1.3).

1. Circles of Consecration
1.1 Mutual Recognition

A foreword written by someone other than the primary author of a book is a site
of acknowledgement that is usually integrated in wider circles of legitimatization.
Forewords are not only essential parts of the players” investment in the literary
field and provide information about their views on the criteria for good literature;
they also show who shares literary tastes and who is connected with whom. For
newcomers, forewords also play the role of admission tickets to the literary field. In
Sakakini’s case, all of these elements are visible in addition to the emphasis of her
gender. The already mentioned nine forewords for her debut al-Khatarat (1932)
were written by other literati such as Muhammad Jamil Bayhoum, known for their
support of women’s education. In them, the authors attested that her thoughts were
appropriate »food for the youth intellectually, rhetorically, and in plain literary
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style«®, in the words of Bishara Khuri, and that she could keep up with men and
even surpass most of them in her art because she knew women better than male
writers®. Shaykh Ghalayini further certified the young woman’s ideas as permissible
in Islam. Such declarations of no objection and harmlessness in a literary or religious
sense have the paradoxical effect that they—by directly or indirectly emphasizing
Sakakini’s gender—reduce her to it and make her an extraordinary case even as
they attempt to dissipate prejudices about women. Although players in the literary
field have to play by literary rules, it becomes obvious here that the issue of gender
seeps into the literary criteria, directly or indirectly, and that there is no way of
avoiding the issue of gender. Paradoxically, the talk about Sakakini’s abilities as a
woman stabilizes gender constructions, even though it aims to destabilize traditional
gender roles.

The same can be said of the three forewords for Sakakini’s first short story collec-
tion Maraya I-nas (1944) that represented an important form of acknowledgment.
They were written by the Syrian literary critic »Prince« Mustafa al-Shihabi (al-Amir
Mustafa al-Shihabi), the then already famous Egyptian short-story writer Mah-
mud Taymur, and the Lebanese writer Karam Melhem Karam (Karam Mulhim
Karam, 1903-1959)".

Mustafa al-Shihabi (1893-1968)% began his foreword by reminding his readers
of Sakakini’s first work and of the fact that he had reviewed it in the journal of the
Arab Academy in Damascus’: Without going into detail, he mentioned that he
had highlighted »the merits as well as the flaws«'® of her book in the usual style of
the Academy. Al-Shihabi had indeed complained that the booK’s treatment of its

5 See Bishara AL-KHURI, Kalimat al-sha‘ir al-‘abqari wa-1-sahafi 1-qadir al-ustadh Bishara al-Khari
sahib »al-Baraq« al-agharr, in: SAKAKINI, al-Khatarat, p. waw; also quoted ‘Ali Rashad ‘ABD AL-
MuMmiN/Manal Kamal ‘ABD AL-RAHMAN, Najamat wa-kawakib fi sama’ al-iqtisad al-manzali,
1937-1980, n.p. 2019, p. 94.

6 AL-KHURI, Kalimat al-sha'ir, p. waw.

7 al-Amir Mustafa SHIHABI, Kalimat al-‘allama al-adib ma‘ali I-Amir Mustafa 1-Shihabi, in: SAKAKINT,
Maraya I-nas, pp. 5f.; Mahmad TAyMOR, Kalimat al-ustadh Mahmud Taymar Bey, za‘im al-qissa fi
Misr, in: SAKAKINI, Maraya l-nas, pp. 7f.; Karam Mulhim Karawm, Kalimat al-ustadh Karam Mulhim
Karam, imam al-qissa fi Lubnan, in: SAKAKINI, Maraya l-nas, pp. 9f.

8 Born in Hasbayya (in today’s Lebanon), he studied agriculture in Paris and Istanbul. When his
brother was executed by the Ottomas in 1916, he became an ardent Arab nationalist. Beginning in the
1920s and the 1930s, he held various governmental posts; in the 1940s, he was appointed governor
of Lattakia and Aleppo. In the mid-1950s, he became Syria’s first ambassador to Egypt. From 1959
to his death, he was President of the Arab Academy in Damascus. See: Sami al-KAYYALI, al-Amir
Mustafa al-Shihabi, in: Idem, al-Adab al-‘arabi, pp. 299-303. MOUBAYED, Steel & Silk, pp. 120f.

9 al-Amir Mustafa SHTHABT, al-Khatarat. Kitab adab wa-akhlaq wa-jtima‘ bi-qalam Widad Sakakini,
in: Majallat al-Majma“ al-‘Ilmi 1-‘Arabi fi Dimashq (RAAD) 5/6 (1932), pp. 382f.

10 SaiHABI, Kalimat al-‘allama, p. 5.
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subject (which according to its subtitle was about ethics and society) was »weak«!!,
lacking intellectual depth and a careful study of the relevant literature. While he
praised Sakakini’s style as surpassing »the style of a large number of those who
are called literati and authors«'?, he then listed several unfortunate formulations
from her essays. He concluded this unflattering criticism by at least unreservedly
praising Sakakini’s motivation for writing the essays, noting that the content of the
book showed a sincere patriotic spirit, love of the Arabic language and a striving for
higher morals. Now, in the foreword to her second book, al-Shihabi continued to
recount that, when he met Sakakini a few years later personally, she came straight
to the point by saying that his criticism had been »painful«'® for her. Al-Shihabi,
however, replied to this that the lesson, »in spite of its mercilessness«'*, seemed to
have been useful and helped to improve her writing—which was, after all, the main
aim of reviews in the journal of the Arab Academy. Thus, he praised her »upscale
style, the good wording, the precise description, and the deep thoughts«'> in her
short stories. He especially expressed his admiration for her literary descriptions of
womenss lives »because it is impossible for the man, however well-versed in rhetorics
he may be, to describe the movements of the soul in a life that he doesn’t live«'®. He
not only stated that the stories combined pleasure with benefit, he also designed a
task that Sakakini took to heart in the years to come: »If only Mrs. Widad were to
deal with women’s issues frequently, she would be of undeniable moral benefit to
the readers by describing the lives of women in our homes and our societies and by
immortalizing on paper the female customs that are slowly disappearing under the
deluge of European influence.«!”

This foreword as well as the episode connected with it is not only remarkable
in itself, but also because al-Shihabi was a representative of the Arab Academy
at that time as well as its vice president and its president in the 1950s and 1960s.
Furthermore, when he became the Syrian ambassador to Egypt in the mid-1950s,
while al-Mahasini was cultural attaché, al-Shihabi became not only one of the closest
friends of Sakakini, but together they turned »the embassy into the prayer direction
(gibla) of all scholars and intellectuals of Egypt«'®, in the words of journalist Wadi‘

11 Idem, al-Khatarat, p. 383.

12 Ibid.

13 Idem, Kalimat al-‘allamat, p. 5.
14 Ibid.

15 Ibid., pp. 5f.

16 Ibid., p. 6.

17 Ibid.

18 FiLasTin, Widad Sakakini, p. 98.

© 2022 Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht | Brill Deutschland GmbH
https://doi.org/10.13109/9783666573347 | CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

63



64 | Widad Sakakini’s Position in the Literary Field

Filastin. Sakakini later called Mustafa al-Shihabi the person, who encouraged her
and criticized her first steps in literature!®.

Mahmud Taymur, a leading voice of the Madrasa al-Haditha (»The Modern
School«), shaped a style that was committed to literary realism, social criticism,
and psychological insights?®. As this was the dominant literary trend in Egypt at
the time, Taymur’s expression of admiration for Sakakini’s »refined art«*! indicated
that she lived up to the credentials of his group. This praise may have been partially
inspired by the fact that Sakakini had previously described »Taymur’s art«*?, in
an article of the same name in the Egyptian journal al-Risala, as multi-colored,
creative, and ever-evolving. Taymur singled out three characteristics of Sakakini’s
short stories. He praised, firstly, her profound psychological analysis of women’s
emotions and, secondly, her accurate observation powers, which, he emphasized,
were one of the most important components that made up a writer. Finally, he
also stressed »the independence« (istiglal)* of her writing, which was »free from
any foreign influence« (khuliis hadha I-fann min ayy muaththar ajnabi)®. »In
her writings, the author Mrs. Widad proceeds from a fertile ground at which her
particular skills, which derive from her Oriental personality, sparkle; thus, she
assembles in them the particular qualities of Oriental writing with its fables, its
simplicity, and its courteousness.«*®

In his foreword, Karam Melhem Karam?® briefly recapitulated the development of
the Arabic short story. He noted the limited beginnings before World War I—which
according to him had been inspired by a revival of the prosimetric literary genre of
the magamat as well as by translations from European languages—only to bemoan
finally, how widespread the art of story writing had become in his days so that,
»everyone who carries a pen sees in the novel (gissa) or the short story (agsiisa) the
goal of his persistent search (dallatuhu)«*’. But in contrast to many others, Sakakini
knew how to write short stories that were elegant in structure, deep in analysis, and
reduced to the essential. It was no exaggeration to say that her

19 Widad SakAkini, Kalimat al-muallifa, in: Eadem, Niqat ‘ala I-huraf, p. 9.
20 On him and the Madrasa al-hadita see Jan BRUGMAN, An Introduction to the History of Modern
Arabic Literature in Egypt, Leiden 1984, pp. 249-268; WIELANDT, Das erzihlerische Frithwerk.

—_

21 TAYMOR, Kalimat al-ustadh Mahmad Taymdr Bey, p. 7.

22 Widad SAkAKINI, Fann Taymdr, in: al-Risala 421 (July 1941), pp. 959f.

23 TAYMUR, Kalimat al-ustadh Mahmuad Taymar Bey, p. 8.

24 Ibid.

25 Ibid.

26 Karam belonged to »the League of Ten« around Hobeiche and pledged himself to literary renewal.
He was a short story writer, literary critic, and journalist.

27 Karaw, Kalimat al-ustadh Karam Malham Karam, p. 9.
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eloquence puts to shame the hollow pomp (bahraja) of a large number of colorless writers,
who enjoy fame in the realm of pens, since in her style lie rhetoric and beauty. When
a woman has reached this outstanding literary position, she belongs to the gifted ones.
Therefore, she is allowed to have ambitions and is entitled to success. She has become

equal to man, though he imagines that no woman can match him.?

These forewords provided substantial credibility to Sakakini since the authors were
considered outstanding writers. Mustafa al-Shihabi was a widely acknowledged
scholar. Mahmud Taymur and Karam Melhem Karam were described as za‘tm al-
qissa ft Misr (»the leader of the short story in Egypt«) and imam al-qissa fi Lubnan
(»the master of the short story in Lebanon«) in the subtitle of their respective fore-
words.

What is printed as the foreword for the second edition of Sakakini’s feminist
essays in Insaf al-mara (1950, 21989) was originally the review of the first edition by
the prominent Egyptian literary critic Shawqi Dayf (Shawqi Dayf, 1910-2005). Dayf
was a former student of Taha Husayn and a colleague of Ahmad Amin, who was
chief editor of the journal al-Thaqafa, in which Dayf’s review appeared®. He stated
that Sakakini’s work »belongs to the best books written on the women’s cause. [...]
You will not find a book in which modern Arab women’s history has been laid down
with more reliability«*’. He was particularly impressed by the wide range of topics
that Sakakini addressed from ancient Greece to modern France, as well as from the
ancient to the modern history of Arab women. He also appreciated Sakakini’s style,
especially her use of old Arabic poetic expressions as well as of expressions taken
from the Quran. With Sakakini’s focus on literature, the arts and girls’ education,
he characterized her approach not as »a revolution against the heritage of the
forefathers«’!, but as a call for »reform, education, and guidance« (islah wa-tahdhib
wa-irshad)®?. Three times he called her approach »calm« (hadi’)** and underlined

28 Tbid., p. 10.

29 Shawqi DAYF, Insaf al-marf, talif al-sayyida Widad Sakakini, in: al-Thaqafa 615 (October 1950),
pp. 21f; idem, Taqdim, in: Widad SAKAKINI, Ingaf al-mara, Damascus 21989, pp. 9-14. He published
innovative studies on Arabic prose and poetry since the 1940s. His interests covered nearly all fields
of Arabic literature, and later he wrote a monumental ten-volume history of Arabic literature (Shawqi
DAavYF, Tarikh al-adab al-‘arabi, Cairo 1961-1996). He was President of the Academy of the Arabic
Language in Cairo from 1996 to his death in 2005. On Dayf see Adel S. GaAMAL, Dayf, Shawqj,
in: FLEET et al. (eds.), Encyclopaedia of Islam Three. He also wrote a positive review of Zaki al-
Mabhasini’s doctoral thesis, see Shawqi DAYF, Shi‘r al-harb fi adab al-‘arab li-duktar Zaki I-Mahasini,
in: SAKAKINT (ed.), al-Duktar Zaki 1-Mahasini, pp. 157-160.

30 Davr, Taqdim, pp. 11f.

31 Ibid,, p. 12.

32 Ibid,, p. 14.

33 Ibid., pp. 11 and 13.
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that she refrained from reproaching the opposite sex. In her introduction to the
second edition of the work, Bouthaina Shaaban also refered to Sakakini’s »calm«3*
answer to misogyny. She pointed out that Sakakini’s book was not the first that
used the notions of »women’s literature« (al-adab al-nisa7) and »feminist critique«
(al-naqd al-nisa)®, but that it was the first that discussed these notions »with this
seriousness and objectivity«®.

Once again, these examples testify to a gender-specific form of appreciation for
these feminist essays, whose merit is to be a »calm« rather than a sharp or biting
criticism. This wording also reflects that Sakakini strove for balance between the
two sexes—for insaf, a just treatment; she certainly did not call for revolutionary up-
heaval®’.

Muhammad Mandur’s (Muhammad al-Mandar, 1906-1965) foreword to Nigat
ala huraf (Dots on the Letters, 1962) was of the utmost importance for the recog-
nition of Widad Sakakini’s skills as a literary critic. Mandur had been part of the
literary circle around Taha Husayn since the 1920s, but became a »spokesman
for socialist involvement in literary criticism«*® beginning in the mid-1940s. His
foreword appeared in a collection of Sakakini’s literary criticism. As the book was
printed and published in Cairo, Sakakini later decided to re-publishd most parts of
it, including the foreword, in Shawk fi I-hasid (Thorns in the Harvest) in Damascus
in 1981. The importance of Mandur’s praise for Sakakini is also underlined by
the fact that it has been reprinted in full length in the 2019 volume of the Syrian
Cultural Club (al-Nadwa al-thagafiyya) in honor of Sakakini®.

34 SHA‘BAN, Muqaddima, p. 16.

35 Ibid.

36 Ibid., p. 17.

37 'This has also been noted by ‘Atif AL-BuTrUS, Widad Sakakini wa-qadiyat al-mara, in: Malik SuQUr/
Nazih AL-KHORI (eds.), Widad Sakakini bayna I-bahth wa-1-ibda; Damascus 2019, pp. 38-40.

38 BRUGMAN, An Introduction, p. 402. Mandur studied law and literature at Cairo University; with the
help of Taha Husayn, he obtained a scholarship to continue his studies in Paris in 1930. In 1943, he
wrote a dissertation under the supervision of Ahmad Amin about al-Naqd al-manhaji ‘inda I- arab
(Methodical Critique among the Arabs). He resigned from his university duties, when he was not
offered an academic position, and worked as an editor, translator, and journalist. See, Salma Khadra
Jayyusi, Trends and Movements in Modern Arabic Poetry, Leiden 1977, pp. 522-529; BRUGMAN,
An Introduction, pp. 402-410.

39 Muhammad MANDUR, Widad Sakakini wa-l-naqd al-multazim, in: SAKAKINI, Nigat ‘ala l-huraf,
pp- 3-7. The text is reprinted as Muqaddimat al-duktar Muhammad MANDUR, in: SAKAKINI, Shawk
fi1-hasid, pp. 7-12. It appears without source evidence as Muhammad MANDUR, Ba'dan mimma
qaluhu I-naqid Muhammad Mandar fil-adiba Widad Sakakini, in: SuQUR/KHURI, Widad Sakakini,
pp. 41-46.
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In his foreword, Muhammad Mandur related Sakakini’s work to Jean-Paul Sartre’s
concept of literature engagée that had been translated as iltizam and adopted by
Taha Husayn and other mostly leftist Arab authors*.

Although the writer started to compose novels and short stories before the idea of engage-
ment (iltizam) in literature spread across our Arab world from the most modern literary
schools in the world, she was, however, already rightly guided in her literature to this idea
by her own inspiration and a sincere feeling for the needs of our Arab society, a society,
whose substance has not been gnawed on by anything, such as hypocrisy, cowardice or
fear of responsibility.*!

Mandur stressed that Sakakini was not only an »engaged« (multazim) writer in her
narrative work, but also an »engaged critic« (naqida multazima)**. She did not flee
her responsibility to defend her positions, but exerted a brave and fearless form of
criticism since a long time on the pages of journals and magazines. Although he
neither held her critiques for flawless nor concurred with everything she wrote, he
saw her opinions as objectively justified, worthy of respect and open for further
debate®*. Mandur also stressed that there were several talented female authors,
who worked in short stories, novels, and poems. However, in the field of literary
criticism, there was not a similar female presence. Literary talent was not enough for
a critic, who should have a deep knowledge and understanding of culture in a broad
sense, as well as of its various expressions and tendencies. Mandur not only praised
Widad Sakakini for her critical abilities, he also underlined that the courage of her
critiques had brought her some distress and trouble**. Yet, he expressed his belief
that she was to find appreciation among her readers—especially among the younger
generation for whom the articles had been collected—as a kind of consolation.
Whereas the forewords to Khatarat and Mardya I-ndas were words of encour-
agement from established writers who were presenting a young talent, Mandur’s
foreword took stock of 30 years of Sakakini’s creative work. He did not introduce the
book of a barely known writer, but justified the collection of her already published
articles as illustrative material for brave literary criticism. Therefore, this foreword

40 Verena KLEMM, Literarisches Engagement im arabischen Nahen Osten. Konzepte und Debatten,
Wiirzburg 1998; eadem, Changing Notions of Commitment (liltizam) and Committed Literature
(al-adab al-multazim) in the Literary Circles of the Middle East, in: Journal of Arabic and Middle
Eastern Literatures 3, 1 (2000), pp. 51-62.

41 MANDUR, Widad Sakakiny, p. 3.

42 Tbid,, p. 5.

43 Tbid,, p. 6.

44 Tbid., p. 7.
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must be read as an acknowledgement of Sakakini’s important, even singular, posi-
tion in the literary field.

Forewords are not the only form of literary acknowledgment. Personal acquain-
tance and contact or publicly expressed appreciation are important as well. Since
Sakakini became acquainted with all the prominent figures in the Egyptian literary
scene after her move to Cairo, these relationships in turn helped to widen the net
of her contacts and to boost her own prominence. Wadi‘ Filastin recounts a story
the writer Abbas Mahmud al-‘Aqqad once told him. Al-Aqqad had thought that
a male ghost writer was behind Widad’s work until he visited Sakakini and dis-
cussed the Arabic language, rhetoric, and writing with her. Since that day, he was
convinced that she was a writer from head to toe*®. This story is remarkable insofar
as al-Aqqad was well-known for his misogynistic views, which inspired Sakakini
to criticize him. For example, al-‘Aqqad held the view that there was a natural
difference between men and women and that in the competition of the sexes, men
were always superior to women, even »the male cook is always better than a female
cook and a male fashion designer is always better than a female fashion designer«*°.
Sakakini criticized al-Aqqad’s views in articles that had appeared 1935 in al-Hadith
and 1944 in al-Risala* . In this respect, al-‘Aqqad’s acknowledgement of Sakakini’s
literary competence can be seen as even more important than Bayhoum’s, Karam’s
or Taymur’s because in the story, as told by Filastin, a professed misogynist finally
has no choice but to confess his admiration for a woman’s knowledge. In contrast to
the male supporters of Arab women’s emancipation, the misogynist gives Sakakini
the literary consecration in spite of her sex, not because of it.

Sakakini’s exceptional position is illustrated by the fact that she was asked by the
newly founded journal al-Thagafa (Culture, extant 1933 to 1934)* in Damascus
in 1933 to answer the question why young women turned away from the Arabic
literature. Sakakini pointed out the still dire need for more girls’ schools, the still
very young women’s awakening (nahda)*® in the Arab countries, as well as at the

45 FiLastin, Widad Sakakini, p. 93.

46 Quoted by ELsADDA, Discourses, p. 48.

47 For the relevant passages, see SAKAKINT, Insaf al-mara, p. 27; eadem, al-Mara wa-1-talim al-li,
p- 133; eadem, Add al-marfa, pp. 156-158; eadem, I1a I-duktar Hussam al-Khatib, in: Eadem, Shawk
fil-hasid, p. 212. Also compare OTTOSSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, pp. 42f.

48 The poet Khalil Mardam Bey (1895-1959), the philosopher Jamil $aliba (1902-1976), and the writers
Kazim Daghestani (1898-1985) and Kamil Tyyad founded the journal with the goal of spreading
modern literature in Syria.

49 Inherarticle about the reasons for the stagnation of the female nahda in the same journal, Mary ‘Ajami
pointed out that educational societies had been founded in Lebanon and Syria just ten years before
with the goal of raising women’s positions; she bemoaned that educated women only contributed to
these societies when they were invited to give a talk, see Mari ‘Ajami, al-Nahda al-nisaiyya fi Sariya
wa-Lubnan, in: al-Thaqafa 1 (1933), pp. 64-66.
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governments’ and the peoples’ lacking interest in reviving Arabic cultural heritage;
she deplored distorted views on literature especially in the conservative milieu and
summoned government and people to join forces to combat the factors that kept
young women away from literature™.

Five years later, the editor of the Egyptian cultural journal al-Risala, Ahmad
Hassan al-Zayyat (Ahmad Hasan al-Zayyat, 1885-1968), still deplored the scant
number of women who could express themselves in Arabic and enumerated besides
Sakakini one Syrian and four Egyptian women, all of whom had already published
articles in his journal®'. He had a twofold explanation for the nearly complete
absence of women authors in his journal. Firstly, most Arab women still lacked
the necessary education and, secondly, many educated women were educated in
foreign languages.

In this context, it was almost inevitable that writers would sooner or later have
something positive to say about Sakakini as a women writer—and that these state-
ments would be quoted over and over again as proof of her literary talents. In
his anthology of the Lebanese short story, for example, Shawqi Badr Yasuf quotes
Muhammad Mandur and two further warrantors, the writer Taha Husayn and the
female journalist Amina Sa‘id (Amina Sa‘id).?? Taha Husayn had to say: »Read this
writer. She has a vision and is brilliant in research and biography«>. Amina Said’s
oft-quoted statement reads:

When Widad Sakakini is mentioned, every Arab people considers her one of their own.
Thus, the Lebanese boast of her national origin (jinsiyya), the Syrians cling to her residency
(tawattun) and identity, and the Egyptians see in her production the truest picture of
the Egyptian literary mentality (agliyya). The truth is that all of them are right because
in Widad there is the fragrance (nafha) of Lebanon, the depth (‘umg) of Syria, and the
sensibility (hasdsiyya) of Egypt so that when she writes, she carries you on the wings of
literature to the remotest parts of this compilation of these precious properties.”*

Consecrations in the literary field are mostly reciprocal and form circuits of (self-)
legitimization. Since I have now shed a light on how other writers saw Sakakini, it

50 Widad SAKAKINI, Ma sabab insiraf al-fatayat ‘an al-adab al-‘arabi?, in: al-Thaqafa 4 (1933),
pp. 368-371.

51 Ahmad Hasan AL-ZAYYAT, al-Mar'a wa-l-adab, in: al-Risala 240 (February 1938), p. 202. The other
women were Falak Tarazi (a communist writer from Syria), Asma Fahm, Suhayr al-Qalamawi, Bint
al-Shati, and Gamila al-‘Alayili. Also compare OTTOSSON BITAR, I Can Do Nothing, p. 52.

52 Shawqi Badr YUsUF, al-Qissa al-qasira al-nisawiyya lubnaniyya. Antalajiya, Giza 2010, pp. 19f.

53 Ibid., p. 19.

54 Ibid., pp. 19f. It was quoted for example by FaTTOH, Widad Sakakini (1964), p. 18.
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is not surprising that she payed tribute to the generation of Taha Husayn, Mahmud
Taymur, and Muhammad Mandur for their support of her.

To begin with, she called Mayy Ziyada »my highest ideal« (mathali I-a‘la)>> and
considered her congenial and a kindred soul (see below). The press in Egypt and
Syria in the 1960s also came to call her »Mayy’s successor« (khalifat Mayy)*°. This
appraisal certainly derived from Sakakini’s stature in the literary field. It also hinted
at the fact that both women stemmed from Lebanon and came of literary age in
Egypt. Mayy is thus depicted as lighting a torch, which Widad carried on. Sakakini’s
reference to Mayy Ziyada must be read as a clear statement that she located herself
in the lineage of modern Arab female writers. Thus, she positioned herself in a
female and feminist tradition although, as we will see shortly, all of her other Arab
literary authorities were male writers.

In an interview at about 1960, she named—next to Mayy Ziyada—Taha Husayn
as the writer to whom she felt closest™. In the 1980s, she also called Taha Husayn
and ‘Abbas Mahmud al-‘Aqqad »the two eternal critics«*®, who had been her role
models for literary critique. In an interview in 1990, she named Muhammad Kurd
Ali in the first place, followed by Taha Husayn, the Egyptian literary critic and poet
Ahmad Shayib (Ahmad Shayib, 1896-1971), the Egyptian historian Ahmad Amin
(Ahmad Amin, 1878-1953), and the critic Muhammad Mandur, stating: »These
were the vanguard of those who encouraged me and got me started writing.«>
Sakakini considered Ahmad Amin to be the first modern Arab historian to write
a history of early Islam®. Amin was also the editor of the journals al-Risdla and
al-Thagdfa in Cairo, to which Sakakini contributed regularly. Amin was known for
his outspoken criticism and complained in 1935 that although »more and more
was being written, there was less and less genuine and constructive criticism«®!.
In this respect, he also noted that politics had meddled with literature and thus
spoiled literature as well as literary criticism®. In 1954, Sakakini published an
obituary for Ahmad Amin in the Beiruti journal al-Adab, claiming that his death
was not absolute given that he lived on in books and studies that were written for

55 SAKAKINI, Mayy Ziyada, p. 6.

56 NAasRr, Udaba, p. 265 (caption).

57 Ibid., p. 290.

58 SAKAKINT, al-Khusama fil-naqd, p. 28.

59 MARDINI, al-Adiba. On Ahmad Amin, see Emmanuelle PERRIN, Amin, Ahmad, in: FLEET et al.
(eds.), Encyclopaedia of Islam Three. Shayib wrote an Arabic standard work on literary criticism
that saw many editions, see Ahmad AL-SHAYIB, Usil al-naqd al-adabi, Cairo 1940.

60 Amin earned this reputation by his three volumes Fajr al-Islam, Duha’ al-Islam and Zuhr al-Islam

(1928-1953), which dealt with the emergence of Islam.

William SHEPARD, The Dilemma of a Liberal. Some Political Implications in the Writings of the

Egyptian Scholar, Ahmad Amin (1886-1954), in: Middle Eastern Studies 16, 2 (1980), p. 86.

62 Ibid.
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posterity®®. She noted that in his works on early Islam his aim had not been to
satisfy every »sect« (taifa) and every »tribe« (gawm), »even if he remained alone in
one row while the world aligned itself against him in the other«®*. Although, as she
emphasized®, she had not been his student at university her judgement rested on
the fact that she had read his publications and listened to his lectures and learned
a lot from them; she also recounted that she »was happy that he had approved of
her literature«®.

That Sakakini befriended two hegemonic players of different generations and
countries—Kurd ‘Ali of Syria and Taha Husayn of Egypt—is certainly no coin-
cidence. Kurd ‘Ali was the founder and first president of the Arab Academy of
Damascus (established in 1918). He was considered a central representative of the
elder generation, already active before World War I. As author and president of
the Arab Academy, he represented the »conservative« and Syrian pendant to the
Egyptian authors surrounding Taha Husayn, who considered themselves younger
and more progressive, as well as to the Arab Language Academy®, which was es-
tablished in 1932 in Cairo. The names that Sakakini lists as influences demonstrate
that she maintained good relations to the representatives of both of these camps.
Obviously, Sakakini did not share the view that there were two starkly differentiated
camps. Although she criticized misogynistic phrases in Kurd ‘Ali’s work®®, she
maintained a friendly personal relationship to him and to his daughter (see below).
In the scandal following the publication of his Mudhakkirat (Memoirs, 1948-1951),
she defended him against his critics as well as his right to choose outspoken works
about fellow politicians and writers®®. She also tried to mediate the tensions between
Kurd ‘Ali and the Language Academy in Cairo, as Kurd ‘Ali was disinvited from
the Academy’s meetings in Cairo on the instigation of the then President Ahmad
Lutfi al-Sayyid and the journalist Ahmad Hassan al-Zayyat, who were among those
criticized in Kurd ‘Ali’'s work”®. Sakakini admitted that Kurd ‘Ali had used »obscene

63 Widad SAKAKIN, Ahmad Amin. Mu'allim al-adab wa-ra‘id al-jil, in: al-Adab 8 (1954), p. 13.

64 Ibid. This can be read as an indirect defense against the critique of anti-Shiite tendencies in
Amin’s works.

65 Ibid.

66 Tbid., p. 14.

67 Taha Husayn was a member of the Academy in Cairo and would become its president from 1963 to
his death in 1973.

68 Eadem, Ila l-duktar Hussam al-Khatib, p. 212.

69 See the reprints of her positive reviews of Kurd ‘Ali’s memoires: Eadem, Mudhakkirat Kurd ‘Alj, in:
Eadem, Niqat ‘ala I-huraf, pp. 83-87, and eadem, Hawla Mudhakkirat al-ustadh Muhammad Kurd
‘Ali, in: Eadem, Niqat ‘ala l-huraf, pp. 226-229.

70 See her account, eadem, Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali min alam al-muslimin al-mu‘sirin, 1876-1953, in:
Nabhj al-Islam 25 (1986), p. 174. She mentions an article that she had written in this respect in the
Egyptian journal al-Kitab that was not accessible for me.
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expressions« (alfaz badhia) in the first volume, but she noted that he had apolo-
gized for his mistake in the second volume. However, she lamented that »schemers«
(dassasiuin) had stired up Kurd ‘Ali’s feelings and tricked him into his angry criticism
of »the indignant«”!. She added that one of schemers came from Aleppo, a second
one from Damascus’?. It is easy to identify Sami al-Kayyali from Aleppo as one of
the »schemerss, since he was not only a friend of Taha Husayn, but often voiced
his scepticism about the »old« style of literature and language reform cultivated in
Damascus’®. Moreover, Kurd ‘Ali sharply attacked al-Kayyali in the third volume
of his Mudhakkirat because al-Kayyali had received money as a corresponding
member of the Academy, but had not fulfilled any of his duties and even sent the
Academy articles that were unsuitable for publication”.

Maybe Sakakini exaggerated her mediating role by hindsight. However, the fact
that she was the only woman”” that Kurd ‘Ali mentioned in his Mudhakkirat, can
be taken either as an incentive for her loyalty or as proof of his gratitude. He called
her an adiba da’iiba’®, »a tireless woman of letters«—an expression that she later
even adopted with a slight variation as sabiqa daiiba’’, »a tireless pioneer«, in her
self-description of 1986. In his half-page biographical sketch, Kurd ‘Ali mentioned
that Sakakini was mainly an autodidact and that »what came from her rarely comes
from the bearers of certificates of higher education, and this is due to her persistence
(bi-fadl dutibiha); her production confirms that certificates are something, but not
everything«’®. He characterized Sakakini’s literary, narrative, and essayistic style as
having »the spirit of the new blended with something from the old«”®. Moreover, he
already compared Sakakini’s ascension to fame in Egypt with Mayy Ziyada and other
»Egyptianized« women from Greater Syria. For the Syrian nationalist Kurd ‘Ali, the
attraction of Egypt to »Syrian«*® women was obviously a problem that demanded
an explanation; it further prompted him to compare the levels of education in
Egypt and Syria. Thus, he claimed that Mayy’s—and implicitly Widad’s—»secret«
of success 