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Introduction

At the end of the summer of 1920, seven-year-old Egyptian –A»isha
returned to her hometown of Dumyat to find her childhood turned
upside down. While she and her family had been visiting relatives in
the countryside, underwater demons had eaten her girlfriends back
home. At least that is what –A»isha initially thought had happened
to her playmates when she did not see them one afternoon at their
usual meeting place on the bank of the Nile. –A»isha’s thinking was
in line with Egyptian lore, which attributed much of the unknown to
invisible good and bad spirits.1 Inquiring around the neighborhood,
she discovered that the girls were in reality safe and sound, sitting in
rows of chairs indoors, wearing uniforms and reading books. Excited
to join them in their new endeavor, –A»isha ran home to ask permis-
sion from her father. He informed –A»isha that these girls had indeed
been consumed by a demon: the new government-run school.

–A»isha’s father, a religious scholar, said that no daughter of his
would study anywhere except in the home. “The school corrupts,”
he declared, commenting on the new government-sponsored, secular
schools that were popping up in Egypt alongside the longstand-
ing religious schools.2 He ordered –A»isha to read a verse from the
Qur»an about the Prophet’s wives. She wanted to retaliate against
her father’s conservative interpretation of the Qur»anic verse, but
remained silent out of fear. For the next few months, –A»isha watched
longingly through the window of her house as the schoolgirls in her
neighborhood passed by every day.

Were it not for –A»isha’s mother approaching her own father about
the matter, her daughter might never have gone to school. The
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maternal grandfather, who was also a religious scholar, made a deal
with his son-in-law to let –A»isha go to school on condition that she
also continued her religious studies at home and that she stopped
attending at 13 years of age. –A»isha’s father agreed.

When –A»isha reached 13, she wanted to continue her schooling,
but there was no high school in her area. Her mother snuck her out
of town to take a placement test, and sold her own gold bracelets to
buy –A»isha a ticket for a school in Cairo, but –A»isha’s father covertly
sabotaged the process by making sure there was no spot for his daugh-
ter in the school when she arrived there. Eventually, –A»isha returned
to Dumyat to appease her father, and studied on her own at home.
–A»isha –Abd al-Rahman, known today in Egypt as Bint al-Shati»(Girl
of the Shore), held various academic posts and wrote on religion and
women’s rights until her passing in 1999.

One afternoon, at seven years of age, –Abd al-Rahman suddenly
found herself at the center of different expectations about how she
should spend her childhood. –Abd al-Rahman’s father thought that
home, religion, and family could provide the best upbringing for
her, whereas government leaders favored the new schools. Within
–Abd al-Rahman’s family, there were also different ideas about her
future. The tug of war that ensued was similar to that experienced by
many other children, boys and girls, across Egypt at the time. Girls
customarily spent their childhood at home doing chores and learn-
ing homemaking skills. Daughters of the economic elite or daughters
whose fathers were religious clergy (such as –Abd al-Rahman) received
a basic religious education from a private tutor. Even though govern-
ment primary schools for girls had operated in a limited number since
1873, the idea was still foreign to most Egyptian families in the early
twentieth century. Many boys at the time also found their childhood
disrupted by the new prospect of attending government schools: pri-
mary schools for them had operated in a limited number since 1837.
Parents weighed the options of sending their sons to these schools or
continuing the customary routine of attending religious schools and
working the land.

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were a piv-
otal period in Egyptian history. The country was searching for an
identity in the face of intensifying western imperialism, the emerg-
ing nation-state, changing gender roles, and a rising middle class.
In the context of colonialism, Egypt’s encounter with these forces


