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 ARCHIVES

 May Ziadeh (1886-1941)

 Rose Ghorayeb

 Born in Palestine, of a Lebanese father and a Palestinian mother, May
 Ziadeh received her secondary education from the French Sisters of
 Visitation at a boarding school at Aintoura, in Lebanon. It was here that
 she began to write under the influence of Western Romantic authors,
 both French and British, as an entry from her school diary suggests: "I
 am alone in the woods since two hours. Alone with Byron, poet of vio-
 lence and sweetness.... While I write, his Childe Harold lies at my feet.
 Did Byron ever dream that a Lebanese girl would spend with him or
 with some of his works, long, lonely hours in the woods of Lebanon?"
 After 1908, when she settled in Cairo with her parents, May Ziadeh
 published a collection of French poems, "Fleurs du reve" [Flowers of
 dream], under the pseudonym "Isis Copia." They aroused the interest of
 Egyptian and Lebanese journalists and writers. Like her father, who was
 a journalist, she published Arabic and French articles in leading Egyp-
 tian magazines. Between 1920 and 1925 she published her articles and
 essays in four volumes. In addition to the short stories and plays which
 appeared in her numerous books, she wrote "A Discourse on Equality,"
 which surveyed various political systems and theories, pointed out the
 virtues and defects of each, and recommended social and humanitarian
 reforms which would contribute to social welfare under any system.
 Author,journalist, and public speaker, May Ziadeh also founded in 1912

 "Woman and Work" contains excerpts from a lecture given on April 29, 1921, at the
 Egyptian University under the title "The Aim of Life." It was published in Al-Muqtataf 58
 (1921): 466-77. The short story "Uncle Abou Hassan Receives Guests," written in 1924,
 appeared inAl-Hasna, vol. 746 (February 18, 1977).
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 376 Ghorayeb

 and animated successfully for about twenty years a salon modeled on
 those which Western women had created in the seventeenth and

 eighteenth centuries. Taha Hussein, the blind Egyptian scholar who
 faithfully attended the weekly meetings, has described the ambiance in
 the salon: "May's salon was democratic; in the sense that it was open to
 various classes of intellectuals and to literary men and women of differ-
 ent nationalities: Egyptians, Lebanese, Syrians, Europeans and others.
 They discussed all sorts of topics, local and international.... Unique in
 character, this salon had a decided influence on its habitues, who spoke
 highly of it in their memoirs and their reminiscenses."'

 May Ziadeh was a strong advocate of the emancipation of women,
 which had been a topic of considerable discussion in Egypt from 1900
 on. In 1904, for example, Quasim Ameen, an Egyptian writer and
 lawyer, had published a book called The Emancipation of Women in which
 he tried to prove by careful study of the Koran that Islam did not
 institute the veil. Another reformer was the woman teacher and writer

 Malak Hafni Nassif, May's friend and contemporary, who died at the age
 of thirty-two and was commemorated by May in a famous biography
 entitled Bahithat-ul-Badia. Malak introduced several reforms in girls'
 education, founded a feminist club, and at a public meeting in 1917
 drew a list of demands that included compulsory education for women
 at the elementary level and freedom to seek higher education, training a
 sufficient number of women doctors to fill the needs of Egyptian women,
 and gradual abolition of the veil. But May's contribution to the women's
 cause was of a different nature. Because she was a Christian who lived in

 a conservative Moslem environment, she did not feel free to speak in the
 name of Moslem feminists who attacked specific traditions like polygamy
 and the veil. She did attack the tradition which required women to wear
 black and practice seclusion and mortification as a sign of mourning. In
 another essay, she voiced the complaint of a young girl whose parents
 opened letters addressed to her. "It pains me to think that I am subjected
 to a system of police service, which means a total lack of confidence and
 understanding between us." And in one of her short stories, she pointed
 out the evils of frequent divorce and remarriage for which men were
 responsible.

 Like nineteenth-century Romantic writers, May considered love the
 precondition of marriage and asserted woman's freedom to choose her
 mate. Although she declared that women should have the same right to
 education as men, she believed that woman's primary duty was to her
 home, her husband, and children. And in a letter addressed to Kahlil
 Gibran, she disagreed with his view, expounded in "Broken Wings," that
 a woman should be able to leave a husband whom she had been forced to

 marry and to meet a former lover secretly, even if that love remained
 platonic. At the same time, May collaborated with Huda Shirawi, the
 Egyptian feminist leader and president of the women's union, who was

 1. M. A. Hassan, May Adeebat-ush-Sharg wal Urubat (Cairo: Dar-Alam-ul-Kutub, 1963),
 p. 187.

 May Ziadeh
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 Winter 1979 377

 the first Egyptian woman to tear off her veil before a large public and
 throw it into the sea. May Ziadeh's contribution to the feminist cause in
 the Arab world was more an indirect result of her contribution to Arabic

 literature than a direct result of her speeches and writings on woman's
 freedom, the biographies she published of feminist leaders of her time,
 or her critical studies of three pioneering women writers. She is still
 considered an unusually gifted stylist, essayist, and public speaker. Many
 critics believe that modern Arabic literature has not produced a woman
 writer of her caliber.

 Institute for Women's Studies in the Arab World
 Beirut University College

 * * *

 Woman and Work

 . . Throughout the course of history, woman stands behind every im-
 portant achievement, a confirmation of Napoleon's famous saying:
 "Cherchez la femme." If we turn the pages of history, we find many a
 woman who became an able queen, a clever politician, a distinguished
 writer, or scientist, a reformer of a high caliber and unusual courage.
 Woman was able to play all these roles despite the constraint and oppres-
 sion to which she has been subjected. What if man had been subjected to
 the same oppressive treatment? What a comic picture this intrepid
 hero-man-would then present to us!

 The duties required of woman are numerous indeed. She has to be
 good-looking, dainty, smooth-tempered, educated, strong in body and
 mind, resolute, capable of maintaining her own personality while she
 adapts herself to the needs and demands of her environment and aims
 to ensure happiness and harmony in her home. She has to bear children,
 take care of their physical, moral and intellectual growth. She has to
 know the principles of economy and of successful housekeeping, to
 establish friendly relationships between her family and those of friends,
 acquaintances and people whose friendship must be sought. Thus she
 has to perform the functions of a minister of the interior, a minister of
 foreign affairs, of education, of communications, of colonies, etc. All
 those responsibilities which are distributed among a select group of men
 are shouldered by a single woman, and yet we keep saying that she is
 weak!

 Yes, she is weak but only in the sense that she suffers from intense
 emotionality and from a readiness to accept suffering to a degree that
 woman alone can imagine. This form of "weakness" pushes her to take
 adventurous steps, to move by leaps and bounds, like one trying to
 compensate for past inactivity or to defy coming disability, while a man
 keeps an equilibrated step, like one assured of his even, positive power.
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 378 Ghorayeb

 A woman pursues her aims keenly and stubbornly, to the point of abus-
 ing herself, using her own art and skill which differ from those of the
 male sex.

 Why this difference? It is the result of accumulated tension and
 monotonous existence which clipped woman to one single purpose: love,
 marriage and family. When matrimony is her sole raison d'etre, she seeks
 it with all her might, unmindful of thorns, rocks or other obstacles. If a
 new purpose offers itself to her, she follows it with the same enthusiasm
 and achieves distinction, either in wrongdoing, like Mary Tudor, or in
 lofty deeds, like Joan of Arc. In times of crises, she may perform won-
 ders: lead strikes, direct demonstrations, wave banners, utter exciting
 slogans and speeches.

 There is no real pain involved in working for a cherished goal.The
 real pain comes, for both man and woman, when one has no goal to work
 for. It is most painful to a woman to lead an aimless, empty life, to see the
 future as a white page, devoid of any sign of hope or word of comfort.
 Many are those dejected women who become an easy prey to spleen,
 which they try to dispel by daily visits, receptions and chitchat. These
 anxious women are afraid of solitude which puts them face-to-face with
 themselves .... Some of them seek refuge in reading novels, without
 taking the trouble of analyzing them and seeking their deeper meaning.
 ... They experience the artificial or exaggerated emotions of lovers in
 novels without knowing that imposed excitement weakens their own
 thinking ability and other capacities, including the capacity for love.
 True love is a great force, capable of stirring the noblest feelings and
 leading to acts of heroism. How small love becomes when it is reduced to
 the common type described by novels and love poems. It makes us forget
 the greater type which forms the main bond between creatures, between
 man and the rest of the universe. Love in this broad sense is the remedy
 to spleen and the healer of pain.

 There is only one door leading to the love that heals and comforts.
 It is work, work, work. Work which opens the mind, stimulates the heart,
 fills time, soothes the temper, gives a sound, useful outlet to confused
 emotions. Let woman occupy herself with whatever task needs a helping
 hand. Let her perform any work, let her practice any art that she feels
 seriously inclined to practice. It makes no difference whether she works
 to make a living or to seek recreation. The type of work also has no
 importance, whether it be intellectual or manual, sewing, embroidering,
 teaching, housekeeping or selling in a store. The important thing is to
 work earnestly, diligently, with the sincere desire to succeed and achieve
 thoroughness and perfection. There is no such thing as superior and
 inferior work. Every occupation, every task is noble if it is well done and
 useful to society.

 A woman will develop her faculties through work and assert her
 independence by insuring her means of living. For the parents on whom

 May Ziadeh
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 she relies may die, her brothers and sisters have their own families to
 support, friends may change or forget, a large fortune may turn to
 naught, but she, the person, will not betray herself nor lose herself. True
 fortune consists in dignity, self-respect, independence obtained from
 practicing an honest work or vocation. Indeed the work we take as a
 pastime will soon have tremendous significance. It may open new hori-
 zons and lead us to worthy accomplishments. Is it not true that all great
 things had small beginnings? Are not great works of art made up of
 minute details? Let all our activities serve a high aim, while we keep our
 heads high, bearing the crowns of courage. Then our eyes will no more
 reflect the shadows of enslavement. Instead, they will bear the mark of
 the self-confident, self-commanding woman who obeys by her own
 choice, works by her own choice, walks steadily forward, with the assur-
 ance of one who discovers new beauty at every step, and experiences the
 pleasure of rebirth everyday ...

 * * *

 Uncle Abou Hassan Receives Guests

 Morning smiled with its faint autumn rays under the long alley of trees
 bordering the Nile bank. Men and women peasants sat to take some rest
 in the shade of the trees while next to them waited their small donkeys,
 loaded with vegetables, eggs, chickens and fruits which they expected to
 sell in town to rich dwellers or to vegetable merchants.

 Two young women, taking an early walk, passed by. One of them
 was a delegate of the "Toilers for the Emancipation of Women" in Lon-
 don. The other, an oriental woman living in Egypt. Tired of their long,
 swift walk, they stopped to look for a corner where they could recline for
 a while. The smell of fried food filled the air around them. In the shade

 of a large tree, they saw a man kneeling before a clay frying pan filled
 with oil, over a fire burning in a hole dug into the ground like the fire of
 primitive cave dwellers. From time to time the man fed the fire with dry
 branches which lay on the ground.

 The oriental woman drew near to watch the man dexterously stir his
 meal with a stick which moved mysteriously in the pan like a magic wand.

 "In the name of God, Mam'zelle," the man said, "please come and
 share our food. I am Ahmad Abou Hassan. There is my son Hassan and,
 next, his younger brother Hussein."

 "Good morning, Uncle Abou Hassan," said gently the oriental
 young woman.

 "A thousand times welcome, a most lucky morning, a most blessed
 day!"

 "You seem to be quite busy. What are you doing, Uncle Abou Has-
 san?"
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 380 Ghorayeb

 "Doing some cooking for the children. Poor ones. Their mother has
 gone, leaving me alone."

 "Where has she gone?"
 "That way," he said as he pointed to the road, "she went to her

 village."
 "Why did she go?"
 "By Allah, she got angry with me and left."
 "Why did you make her angry? Did you take another wife besides

 her?"

 "Never!" he retorted proudly. "Don't you see me cooking for my
 children? I would not do it if I had another wife."

 "Was she the only woman you married, Uncle Abou Hassan?"
 The man smiled pitifully: "Is that possible? We men get married

 many times."
 "Many women before her?"
 "Yes, many before her, but after her, I swear by the Prophet, I have

 not married any woman yet." He said this with a flourish and a strong
 negative gesture.

 "God bless you, Uncle Abou Hassan. Did she leave you a long time
 ago?"

 "O yes," he said regretfully, "a long time ago-about a week."
 "Only about a week? My praise is then misplaced. You are boasting

 the fact that you are without a wife for only a week?"
 Abou Hassan seemed shocked by the inability of his young inter-

 locutor to understand him. "What of it?" he said angrily.
 "Don't get angry because I am not familiar with your traditions.

 Only tell me how many women did you marry before your last wife,
 Umm Hassan?"

 "Oh . . . many women."
 "Three? . . . Four?"

 "Many more."
 "God help me! You mean thirty?"
 "I do not know exactly ... about fifteen."
 "Where did that army go?"
 "Nowhere. I divorced them, I got rid of them and felt relieved."
 Turning to his sons, Abou Hassan asked them to bring him some

 sticks to burn.

 "You see this boy Hussein, Mam'zelle? He was born when Sultan
 Hussein was ruler, hence his name."

 Hussein brought a bundle of dried sticks which his father stuck
 under the pan. In his hands the boy held four tomatoes, all wearing
 green ruffles around their round crimson gowns. The father stirred the
 potatoes and onions contained in the frying pan, then put his stick aside,
 and started a ritual which had significance by itself as well as in the
 history of the culinary art. He took the tomatoes one by one, performed

 May Ziadeh
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 the sign made by the butcher as he starts to kill a victim and intoned, "In
 the name of God the Compassionate, the Merciful," then drove his knife
 into the heart of each tomato. Soon the red pieces joined in the hissing
 sound performed by the other vegetables in the pan. Uncle Abou Has-
 san resumed the action of the magic wand.

 "Tell me, Uncle Abou Hassan," the girl said when her host was
 ready to talk again, "how do you earn your living?"

 "I am a fisherman. By Allah, the fish I sell are the best in Egypt."
 Then he hurried to a basket placed near by, took out three large fish
 wrapped in paper, held one of them by the tail and said: "See, it is still
 moving."

 "Do Hassan and Hussein help you in your fishing?"
 "No, by Allah! They both go to school where they prepare to learn a

 better profession."
 "I go to school at Bulaq," intervened Hassan. "I am the best student

 in school. Can read, write and draw a boat. My teacher is proud of me,
 he often rebukes the older boys by saying: Aren't you ashamed of your-
 selves to see this child ahead of you?'"

 "God keep you, my son," said Abou Hassan, raising his hands
 heavenward.

 "Where do you go fishing," asked the young woman.
 "Anywhere, here, there, in every direction."
 "In fishing and in divorcing your wives, you seem to be perfectly

 free, Uncle Abou Hassan."
 The man was pleased. He smiled as he said: "Quite true, by Allah!"
 "Didn't any of your wives divorce you?"
 "What? A woman divorce a man? Never!"

 "Why not? If she is unhappy, if she can keep him company no more.
 Is she not a human being like him, capable of the same feelings?"

 "A human being like us?" He said it scornfully. "A woman to be
 treated like a man? How could it be? A man does as he pleases because
 he is a man. He may divorce her if he chooses, but if he chooses to keep
 her she must be thankful."

 The two young women resumed their walk under the bower of
 trees, enjoying the view of the Nile creeping behind the green curtain.
 The tall reeds, moved by the breeze, sighed like a person in agony.

 As they reached the Zamalek bridge, the oriental girl said to her
 friend: "Men who, by nature or by culture, are willing to liberate women
 are an infinitesimal minority, not only in the East but all over the world.
 It seems to me that the majority of them are either exactly like Abou
 Hassan in mentality or nearly so. Now tell me, how long will it take to
 liberate men before we are able to liberate women?"

 "It will take the work of generations and centuries," answered the
 British delegate. "Otherwise we should not need the struggle. Our
 struggle is fair. It would be wrong to yield to reactionary groups instead
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 382 Ghorayeb

 of resisting them and shaking off their yoke. How? By opening the eyes
 of the new generation and showing them that the women's cause is a just
 and humane one."

 "Do you think there are many women who understand the meaning
 of their cause?" asked the oriental woman.

 "We are like a sower who must choose for his seeds, not rocky or
 thorny land but the fertile, productive soil. We are toiling to free the
 woman who is oppressed by her husband, her father or her brother, the
 woman who will respond to our call and help in the struggle. We are
 working for future generations and we expect sympathy and under-
 standing from noble hearted men. Stuart Mill did not believe women
 should participate in electoral campaigns but his son supported women's
 claim because he held his wife in high esteem and knew that many
 husbands did not treat their wives justly."

 By now the two friends had crossed the Zamalek bridge and
 started walking in Fouad 1st Street in Al-Jezirah. The soft autumn
 breeze was blowing over the trees. Yellow leaves were falling. The first
 autumn leaves whirled for some time in the wind and fell down to earth,
 where they lay motionless, waiting for disintegration.

 "Like these autumn leaves," said the London delegate, "obsolete
 ideas must fall from the branches of the human soul. New leaves will

 replace them, which will grow and serve a new purpose and finally fall
 down once their task has been fulfilled."

 May Ziadeh
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