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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

�

The system of transliteration used in this volume is a modified version of that rec-
ommended by the International Journal of Middle East Studies. The modifications
are due to my desire to be faithful to colloquial Egyptian pronunciations and local
dialects, rather than classical Arabic pronunciations. Some modifications have also
been necessary for ease of printing and to facilitate reading for the non-specialist.

All transliterated words are in italics throughout the volume, except for those
which are now part of the English vocabulary and found in standard English dic-
tionaries, such as sheikh or Quran. Arabic names of persons and places are also
not in Italics. Only Arabic singulars are used; plurals are denoted by the addition
of an (s). The transliteration does not differentiate between emphatic and non-
emphatic sounds.

All diacritical marks are deleted with the exception of the letter ayn and the
glottal stop, the hamza, when it appears in the middle of a word. The ayn in
denoted by the mark . The hamza is denoted by the mark . The long high
back vowel is denoted by the uu. The long high front vowel is denoted by ii. The
long low vowel is denoted by aa. The short high front vowel is (kasra) is denoted
by the letter i; the short vowel (fat-ha) by the letter a; and the short high back
vowel (dama) by the letter u. A dash is placed between two consonants, which are
meant to be pronounced seperately but could be confused for another sound if
kept adjacent. For example, fat-ha, nas-ha.

The modifications made to accommodate the Egyptian dialect are noted
below. Where there is more than one transliteration for a letter, this indicates a
regional difference in dialect.

il =
G =
D or Z =
T or S =

xi

00-Prelims  8/9/02  12:17 PM  Page xi



00-Prelims  8/9/02  12:17 PM  Page xii



INTRODUCTION: 
A PERSONAL TRAJECTORY

�

How do low-income women in Cairo experience, perceive, respond to, and nego-
tiate gender relations and hierarchies in their daily lives, both in the household
and at the workplace? This is the main question with which this book is con-
cerned. The reasons why I felt compelled to seek answers to this question in the
first place, however, may be a story worth telling, as it chronicles a personal and
intellectual journey of discovery which started over fifteen years ago.

In 1985, I returned to Cairo, the city where I was born and bred, from the
United States of America, where I had lived for two years to pursue a master’s
degree in the sociology of development, eager to apply my recently acquired
knowledge and skills. I was particularly interested in finding a job which would
allow me to work on a daily basis in poor neighborhoods around Cairo, which I
only had glimpses of as I was growing up. 

I would not have defined myself as a feminist then. Although I was immersed
in the women in development (WID) literature as a graduate student, gender
issues were not central to my concerns. Nor was I particularly aware of how gen-
der structures poverty and how poverty, in turn, may influence and shape gender
relations, gender interests, and gender hierarchies. In fact, my master’s thesis con-
stituted an excellent example of a rather gender-blind approach to the analysis of
the social organization of irrigation in an Egyptian village.

A few weeks after my return to Cairo, I was offered a unique opportunity to
fulfill my desire to practice development and deepen my firsthand knowledge and
understanding of poverty. Between 1985 and1987, I worked in one of Egypt’s
poorest and most marginalized communities, the settlement of the traditional
garbage collectors, or zabbaliin, in Muqattam which lies on the eastern fringes of
the city of Cairo.1 This is an experience I will always treasure as, much more than
graduate studies, it has taught me what development is truly about, and what it
could and should be about.2

1
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I spent the first six months of my assignment participating in the daily lives of
men and women in the zabbaliin community. This constituted an unstructured
and informal research process, in the course of which I sought to understand
power relations within the community and different people’s concerns, priorities
and needs so as to initiate an appropriate programmatic response. The zabbaliin
had a strict and visible gendered division of labor. Men were responsible for col-
lecting household garbage from around the city and bringing it back to the set-
tlement in their donkey carts. Women were responsible for hand sorting the
garbage into organic and inorganic waste. Organic waste was then fed to the pigs
which the zabbaliin raise, and inorganic waste, such as plastic, glass, and tin, was
recycled (Environmental Quality International report 1987). 

As my relations with the community deepened, however, I began to realize that
the community was also differentiated in more subtle and less visible ways, and that
gender was a central axis of this differentiation. Men and women within the same
household often had divergent concerns, priorities and expenditure patterns, voiced
different needs and interests, and expressed their grievances and concerns through
disparate means. Moreover, men’s and women’s relationships and access to some of
the central institutions and networks in the community, such as the church, the
community development association, local offices of the ministry of social affairs,
informal employment and saving networks, and so forth, varied significantly.

My observations found confirmation in an emerging literature from a number
of developing countries which suggested that women and men had differential
access to, and control over, social, economic and political resources within their
households and communities. Cross-cultural studies documenting how gender
influences intrahousehold bargaining and access to resources has multiplied since
the mid-eighties (Bruce and Dwyer 1988; Bryceson, 1995; Guyer and Peters
1987; Haddad et al. 1995;Hoodfar 1990; Jones 1986; Roldan 1988; Whitehead
1981; Young et al. 1981).

My attention soon focused on a particular category of zabbaliin households,
those for whom women were the main breadwinners. My discussions and obser-
vations suggested that these households had particularly pressing problems, and
constituted some of the poorest and most vulnerable in the settlement. Accord-
ing to local estimates, about 30 percent of all households in the settlement were
solely or mainly economically maintained by women. These women were either
widowed, married to disabled/sick men, deserted by their husbands, or married
to husbands who were not fully providing for the family. Despite their numbers
and relative disadvantage, women-headed households, however, were largely dis-
regarded by the other development projects being implemented in the zabbaliin
community at the time. As elsewhere in the early eighties, women-headed house-
holds in Egypt remained an “ignored factor in development planning” (Buvinic
and Youssef 1978).

In an attempt to address this issue, I embarked on a participatory planning
process3 in the zabbaliin settlement that culminated in the design and imple-

2
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mentation of a credit and technical assistance project for women-headed house-
holds.4 The aim of the project was to enable this particular category of women to
both improve their earning capacity, as well as enhance their self-confidence and
life options. To alleviate some of the gender-specific constraints which poor
women faced in accessing credit, the project required no collateral or guarantees,
either in the form of the signature of a man, or the possession of an identity card,
as was the case with practically all other credit programs in Egypt at that time.5

In the mid-eighties in Egypt, there were no national statistics or analyses of
women who were financially supporting their households, and there was little
public interest in the issue. In fact, I remember being met with skepticism by
some researchers, activists and government officials when I tried to argue that
women-headed households might indeed be an important issue to study and a
potentially vulnerable group in Egyptian society at large. The major obstacle
seemed to be a deeply entrenched view of the “traditional” Egyptian family which
cast the man as breadwinner, and a prevailing gender ideology that closely linked
maleness and masculinity with the ability to provide financial support (Hoodfar
1990; Nadim 1985; Rugh 1984). The existence of large numbers of women-
headed households challenged this ideology in a radical way, and called into ques-
tion a range of state policies and laws-from social security to personal status laws-
which are largely based on the ideology of the male breadwinner. 

Moreover, the suggestion that these women were particularly vulnerable, and
not adequately supported by their wider kin group, threatened idealized images
of the solidarity of the extended Egyptian family. This “public transcript” about
the family is an item of national pride for many people, and a central feature
assumed to distinguish Egyptians from the “West,” whose weak familial relations
are popularly invoked as the cause of its presumed moral decay. Surely this was an
issue which might be of concern to black families in the United States, I was told
by several researchers, but it was not a development priority for us in Egypt. I
quickly learned, as Eickleman and Piscatori suggest in their discussion of the
family in the Middle East, that “the idea of the family is so central that only with
difficulties do societies alter its conventional images and public forms. … Pres-
sures to change the official and often legally endorsed view of family and familial
roles is often regarded with great suspicion … The family provides a powerful
idiom for expressing core national and religious values” (1996:83-84). 

I was too close to what was going on in the zabbaliin community, however, to
be swayed by the skepticism that I was encountering. Despite the lack of statis-
tics documenting the phenomenon of female headship at the time, my fieldwork
among the zabbaliin, and subsequently in other slum areas in Cairo, strengthened
my conviction of the existence of a significant number of households supported
by women. I also became more aware of how gender relations and family roles
may be rapidly changing in response to broader societal transformations.
Although ignored in Egypt, recognition of the phenomenon of female supported
households was gradually increasing within the international development com-

3
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munity in the light of research in a number of developing countries. This pro-
vided me with important ammunition, although I was not then aware of all the
literature on the subject (see for example, Bolak 1990; Buvinic and Youssef 1978;
Chant 1991, 1997; Harris 1993; Merrick and Schmink 1983; Rosenhouse 1989;
Shanthi 1996).6

Not only were women breadwinners in the communities I was involved in par-
ticularly vulnerable and thus deserving of specific development assistance, but
exposing their reality also seemed to me an excellent opportunity to challenge
patriarchal legal structures in Egypt more broadly, by questioning the basic
assumptions on which they are based. For instance, inheritance laws stipulating
that a man has the right to inherit twice the amount allowed for a woman, on the
basis that men are the main breadwinners, can be seriously put into question by
a socioeconomic reality where women may be increasingly becoming the main
financial providers for their families.

The seeds of the central issues with which this book is concerned were sown
during those early years of working with women-headed households at the zab-
baliin settlement, and have matured and evolved over the decade that followed.
When I left the zabbaliin community in 1987, I had become a self-defined fem-
inist, had developed a keen appreciation of the extent to which poverty is gen-
dered, and was skeptical about the conventional image of the Egyptian family that
casts men as sole breadwinners. As a response, I became a founding member of
the Association for the Development and Enhancement of Women (ADEW), an
organization whose aim is to support households in Cairo where women are the
main breadwinners. Founding ADEW in 1989 with a group of like-minded pro-
fessional men and women in many ways provided me with the necessary institu-
tional base and intellectual support to pursue the issues in which I was interested.7

As I continued my work as a professional involved in development programs
with a number of international agencies in Egypt, I carried out extensive field-
work and my experiences and knowledge of low-income neighborhoods in both
rural and urban areas increased. So did my understanding and awareness of gen-
der issues. As a volunteer board member of ADEW, I became much more
involved in the debates among various women’s groups in Egypt, and joined, both
as an individual and as a representative of a women’s nongovernmental organiza-
tion (NGO), in the various organized activities and campaigns that aimed to chal-
lenge gender inequalities. These debates and campaigns had intensified
significantly in the early 1990s partly in response to the International United
Nations conferences on population and Development held in Cairo in 1994, and
the United Nations conference on women held in China in 1995 (see Egyptian
NGO platform of action reports, 1994, 1995). 

As my involvement in the “women’s movement” grew, so did my own aware-
ness of broader issues and debates among feminists. This fuelled my willingness
and ability to more radically challenge patriarchal structures and ideas both at a
personal and public level. However, I also became increasingly uncomfortable

4
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with the often significant discrepancies, that I began to detect between the types
of issues, priorities and visions that were shaping the most vocal feminist agendas
in Egypt, and the concerns, struggles and priorities of the poorer women that I
was working in a variety of development programs. The issue of “political partic-
ipation” was a particularly nagging one for me.

Increasing women’s “political participation” was identified as an important
priority by feminists in Egypt (as elsewhere), and campaigns to raise less privi-
leged women’s awareness about the importance of participation in formal elec-
tions at the parliamentary and local government levels were launched in the
1990’s. Registering women, and issuing voting cards for them was an important
feminist tactic and a special organization was set up for that purpose in 1994. 

For the many poor women I worked with in the zabbaliin community, as well
as subsequently in other communities, however, politics was not about voting in
the elections. Rather, it was partly about negotiating access to resources from a
state bureaucracy that was biased against them both as women and as illiterates.8

The type of card many low-income women in the zabbaliin and other commu-
nities needed most, and which many were unsuccessfully struggling to obtain due
to a host of complicated bureaucratic regulations and ideological constraints, was
not a voting registration card, but a more basic personal identity card, bitaqa shak-
sia. For many poor women, significantly more so than for poor men, possessing
such a card was literally on the order of an unattainable dream. 

Yet identity cards have an important symbolic value for women as a way of
asserting their citizenship and identity as responsible and independent human
beings. Moreover, an identity card also has a direct practical value for poor
women as it provides an important avenue for participation in the politics of sur-
vival. An identity card is essential to enable a woman to access state subsidies and
pensions, to register her children in schools, or register a complaint at a police sta-
tion, if beaten up by her husband.9 The possession of an identity card thus
appeared to me at its core to be an issue of equal citizenship between men and
women, and represented both a political as well as a pragmatic concern. However,
until recently, when ADEW took up the issue in its campaigns, the symbolic,
strategic and practical importance of identity cards for low-income women had
been completely ignored by activists. Voting cards were on the agenda, but iden-
tity cards were not. This clearly pointed to divergent priorities among different
categories of women in Egypt. 

The research interests behind this book thus partly stem from my dissatisfaction
with our ability to formulate a feminist agenda broad and diverse enough to accom-
modate and reflect the interests and central concerns of women across class bound-
aries. I started to wonder whether our guiding agendas in the women’s movement
were perhaps circumscribed by our own class circumstances as middle-class and
upper-class educated women, and whether our strategies, visions and assumptions
were dependent on our own social locations and lived realities, locations and real-
ities quite different from those of the majority of women in the country. 

5
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I also became increasingly uncomfortable with the discourse and assumptions
underlying the various policies and programs developed by governments, NGOs
and international agencies to “empower” women. I began to realize that these
were sometimes based on ahistorical and decontextualized assumptions about
women’s and men’s lives, devoid of a class perspective and thus often not reflect-
ing the lived realities of poor families. Some aspects of my concerns had to do
specifically with the policy focus on an “ideal,” and I would venture to say quite
middle-class, model of the household as one composed of a married couple with
a male provider. My early experience in the zabbaliin settlement discussed earlier
had already suggested that this was often a fallacy. 

Other aspects of my concerns had to do with the assumptions underlying
some of the more academic work on gender relations in the Middle East. I was
dissatisfied with what I saw as the two polarities in academic writing on gender
relations and women’s agency; some studies depicted women as utterly oppressed
and devoid of agency, (see Tapper 1979; Ahmed 1982); while others celebrated
their hidden or informal power, strength and solidarity (AlTorki 1986; Aswad
1978; Early 1993a,b). As is discussed in greater detail in the following chapter,
these studies seemed to offer polarized theoretical assumptions regarding power,
subordination and women’s agency. 

My years of experience at the grass roots suggested to me that women are often
engaged in a complex process of negotiation at a microlevel in their daily lives.
The low-income women I worked with seemed neither unqualifiably “passive”
objects of oppression, nor were they powerful agents who exercised authority and
agency, and who “have it all together” (Early 1993b), as they have been often
depicted in those two extremes of the research spectrum. I thus felt compelled to
find ways to maneuver between those two images of women. I wanted to con-
tribute to a better understanding of what women’s daily struggles and conflicts
were about, what they were saying about their lives and priorities, how they were
saying it, and how their concerns and responses varied based on their life cycles.
This seemed to me a way to better understand how gendered forms of power
operate at a microlevel. My questions were multiple but interrelated: To what
extent and in what ways were women trying to challenge aspects of their unequal
relationships with men? Which aspects were they not contesting, and why? 

I had a hunch, fuelled by my earlier observations, which suggested to me that
women may indeed be discontented, speak about the desire for change, and
challenge at least some aspects of gender relations and ideologies, but in a
“coded” language. The only way to verify this hunch was to carry out in-depth
and contextualized research using a methodology that would enable me to pay
close attention to women’s narratives, expressed both in public and in private,
and to local expressions and idioms through which they may express daily forms
of discontent.

Focusing only on women’s narratives and experiences, however, carries the
danger of “naturalizing” the concept of experience or taking it at face value,

6
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assuming a one-to-one correspondence between words and things, and ignoring
the constructed and discursive character of experience itself (Scott 1992). In addi-
tion to listening to women’s narratives and experiences, I thus realized that I
would need to examine closely the often conflicting realities and discourses which
inform women’s experiences and structure their visions and identities in specific
physical, socioeconomic and historical contexts. Moreover, since ideas about gen-
der and power relations are best revealed through concrete daily interactions and
specific activities (see Agarwal 1994; Loizos and Papataxiarchis 1991a), I would
also need to carefully observe women and men’s actual daily practices and social
arrangements. This is precisely what I ended up doing over fifteen months
between July 1995 and October 1996 in several low-income communities in
Cairo. The outcome of this endeavor constitutes the backbone of this book.

The impetus behind the book thus comes from a long journey of discovery
about poverty, gender, power, and the possibilities of social change. My general
aim is to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the dynamics of gender
relations (as reflected in the daily interactions and concrete social arrangements
between men and women) and gender ideologies (beliefs and values about mas-
culinity and femininity) in a low-income “community” in Cairo, Egypt. My
focus, however, is primarily on women, and specifically on the ways in which low-
income women at different points in their life course experience, cope with, and
respond to gender inequalities both in the family and at the workplace.

The specific objectives of the book are fourfold. The first is generating knowl-
edge about the diversity of gender relations in the Egyptian family in the context
of relative paucity of information. Despite some recent nuanced studies (Ghanem
1996; Singerman 1995), knowledge based on stereotypes inspired by orientalist
notions of the family on the one hand, and ahistorical feminist notions of patri-
archy, on the other, remains widespread. Tucker (1993) emphasizes the lack of
ethnographic material on the family in the Arab world. “Although the importance
of the family and the daily construction of gender roles and relations is not ques-
tioned, we actually know very little about the on-going evolution of the family in
any specific context. There has been a tendency to assume the existence of a tra-
ditional family, a family defined and regulated by Islamic law that has remained
unchanged” (Tucker 1993: 12).

Moreover, urban ethnographies in general, and those related to gender in par-
ticular, are scarce in Middle Eastern anthropology, in comparison to those deal-
ing with nomadic or rural populations. In Egypt for example, although 50
percent of the population now lives in cities, no more than a handful of urban
ethnographies exist addressing gender issues over the past decade; the majority of
those have been carried out by American and European anthropologists. In an
annotated bibliography of urbanization studies in Egypt produced by the
National Centre for Sociological and Criminological Research in 1990, none of
the 250 citations addressed gender issues (Fergany 1993). My study is thus set
against a context of relative paucity of research.
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The second objective is contributing to theoretical debates related to gender
and resistance. More specifically, my research aims to inform debates, in both the
anthropological and the broader feminist literature, regarding the ways in which
women’s gender interests are formed, and how their strategies for expressing dis-
content and negotiating gender-based power relations, are modified and inflected
by their specific socioeconomic locations. Despite the growing literature on power
relations and resistance strategies, few have specifically addressed gender issues
(Abu-Lughod 1990a; Agarwal 1994; O’Hanlon 1991). Moreover, although sev-
eral studies have carefully documented the life cycle changes in women’s lives, and
how these affect their relative power positions (Morsy 1978; Rassam 1980; Tay-
lor 1984), unqualified and universal statements casting women as a group, as pas-
sive subjects unaware of their oppression, “continue to hold sway” (Agarwal
1994:422; see also Mohanty 1988).

The third objective is contributing to the formulation of a more comprehen-
sive feminist agenda that is more sensitive to differences among women. This
agenda should accommodate class differences and cultural diversity, without los-
ing its basic philosophical commitment to human rights and social justice; an
agenda that can “avoid the dual pitfalls of ethnocentrism and unprincipled rela-
tivism” (Kandiyoti 1995:29). And, I would also add, one that can avoid the pit-
fall of elitism and class bias as well. Although feminist scholarship in other parts
of the world has taken on the issue of class on board (Ramazanglu 1989; Row-
botham 1981), attempting to look specifically at how poverty and patriarchy
intersect (Greely 1983), and examining the “crossroads of class and gender”
(Beneria and Roldan 1987), the relationships between poverty and gender
concerns have not been central to the debates amongst women activists and
researchers in Egypt. In the short run, this research thus aims at informing theo-
retical debates regarding women’s rights, interests and demands in Egypt, as well
as providing NGOs and women’s activists with insights into the perceptions,
practices, priorities and organizing mechanisms of low-income women. 

The fourth objective is to generate policy-relevant data which may be used to
challenge prevailing, unexamined assumptions about gender relations which cur-
rently inform policy and programmatic interventions. In Egypt, many such poli-
cies appear to have been based either on stereotypical assumptions about women’s
and men’s roles, or on empirical realities uncritically transposed from very differ-
ent regions or cultural contexts. In a review article on women, work and well-
being in the Middle East, Papps (1992) concludes that “we are very far from
having sufficient knowledge to implement effective policy or even to evaluate
existing policies” (1992: 595).

The book is organized along topical themes. The first chapter discusses the
theoretical framework that has guided the research. I critically review some of the
debates on power, gender and resistance, and argue that a modified and gendered
concept of “everyday forms of resistance” provides a way forward to a more
nuanced and historically grounded analysis of gender relations. The second chap-
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ter provides an overview of some of the macrolevel socioeconomic and political
influences that Egypt has witnessed over the past two decades. My purpose in
doing so is to contextualize the results of the fieldwork and thus enable the reader
to better interpret and understand the more microlevel processes in the chapters
that follow. The third chapter provides the Cairo-and community-level contexts
of my research. I provide an overview of the historical development of the city of
Cairo, followed by a general description of the research setting and a profile of the
study community and research sample. The fourth chapter provides a situated
and reflective account of fieldwork encounters. I also justify my methodological
approach and discuss the specific research tools adopted. 

The following five chapters present the results of the fieldwork and analysis of
my data. Each chapter deals with a particular set of social arrangements where
gender relations and ideologies are explored; some chapters refer to women as
members of their families and households, while others deal with work relations
and with women as paid workers. Chapter five is concerned with premarital
expectations and standards. It explores how girls are prepared to assume their cen-
tral roles as wives, mothers and sexual partners, and how decisions regarding
choice of spouse are negotiated. The chapter highlights several gendering
processes such as female circumcision and menstruation. 

Chapter six discusses marriage negotiations and transactions. The focus is on
specific practices, such as the accumulation of the gihaaz, marriage trousseau, and
the insistence on writing an ayma, marriage inventory, through which women
attempt to gain more secure entitlements in marital property and to mitigate their
perceived vulnerability in marriage. Chapter seven discusses the role of gender in
structuring earnings, conditions of work and women’s options in the informal
labor market, focusing on two types of female employment: piecework and waged
work. The chapter highlights how the convergence of marital trajectories, the
phase of a woman’s life cycle, supply and demand factors, and the usage of kin-
ship idioms result in different forms of acquiescence, accommodation and overt
protest in work relations.

Chapter eight concentrates on negotiations within the conjugal union, and
highlights women’s responses to their husband’s demands for sex. The chapter also
illustrates how women voice their grievances and articulate their discontent,
sometimes overtly, and sometimes covertly, through the idiom of spirit posses-
sion. Chapter nine discusses intrahousehold decision making and analyzes areas
of dissent between husbands and wives, such as decisions related to the education
of daughters, and how these are resolved. The chapter also discusses the role of
extrahousehold networks in enabling women to gain more leverage within the
conjugal union.

In their totality, the chapters of this book thus provide insights into the ways
in which different groups of low-income Cairene women juggle the contradic-
tions in their daily lives. Such insights aim at enriching theoretical debates regard-
ing how gender inequalities are produced, reproduced and transformed. They also
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seek to expand the knowledge base regarding low-income women’s priorities,
practices, and strategies with a view to informing both activist and policy agen-
das in Egypt. Finally, the insights generated raise a number of questions about
poverty, gender, power and social change that merit further investigation. 

NOTES

1. This was in the context of an integrated community development program, implemented by
Environmental Quality International (EQI), an Egyptian nongovernmental consultancy orga-
nization. I remain indebted to EQI’s director, Dr. Mounir Neamatalla, who encouraged my
keen interest in learning about poverty and provided me with the intellectual support and flex-
ibility to pursue my interests.

2. The concept of “development” has been the subject of increasing controversy and debate over
the past decade. There has been an increasing recognition of the limitations of the early con-
ceptualization of development as a linear process, as well as the overly technocratic, apolitical,
top-down, and fragmented approaches to improving human welfare through the vehicle of
“development project”. For a critique of development discourse and practices, see Ferguson
1990; Hobart 1993; Hancock, 1989.

3. Participation, now a central concept in development discourse, was introduced in the late
1970s partly in reaction to the failure of many large-scale, top-down development projects. The
emphasis on consultation with local community members, including women, throughout the
design, implementation and monitoring of development programs constituted the backbone of
this alternative approach to development. However, several studies have shown the huge gap
between the rhetoric and the practice of participation, and the inherent tensions in such a con-
cept. Participation is often used as a means to achieve project efficiency and pass on develop-
ment costs to beneficiaries, rather than as an end in itself aimed at empowering communities
to set the agenda and take control over their own lives. For a critique of the concept, high-
lighting the benefits and misuses of participatory processes in development see Mayoux (1995)
and Nelson and Wright (1994). For a discussion of the history of the concept, see Cohen and
Uphoff (1980).

4. The potential and limitations of credit as a development tool for alleviating poverty and
“empowering” women has been the subject of much debate. For a recent critique see Goetz and
Gupta (1996).

5. The project also organized women into “solidarity groups,” inspired by the internationally
acclaimed Grameen Bank model in Bangladesh, and building on the traditional informal credit
and saving associations, gam⊂iyya(s), which were common among women in the community.
The project was funded by the Ford Foundation and OXFAM. For details see EQI (1987).

6. Several researchers in Egypt have recently addressed the issue of women-headed households,
particularly as it relates to poverty. See for example, Fergany (1994b). Moreover, the issue has
received some recent media attention (El Wafd newspaper, 15 October 1997; Sabah el Kheir
magazine, July 1997.

7. ADEW’s activities are modeled after the zabbaliin project mentioned earlier. ADEW was the
first, and remains the only, private voluntary women’s group whose sole concern is empower-
ing women supporting their households, primarily through improving their access to financial
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and legal services. For a discussion of ADEW’s philosophy and activities, see “Women-headed
Households in Egypt: a Panel discussion” (1994); El-Kholy (1996b).

8. I am not at all suggesting that political participation and attempts to register women for elec-
tions are not important areas of intervention and that efforts in this regard are laudable. My
point is only to suggest that it reflects the legitimate priorities of only a certain group of
women.

9. Boys are required by law to obtain an identity card at the age of sixteen. Girls, however, are not,
and few are encouraged to do so. The underlying assumption is that women do not need a sep-
arate identity as theirs is tied to their fathers and later their husbands. Women face many obsta-
cles in obtaining individual cards. The process, if successful, can take up to one year. To own
an identity card, you need a birth certificate, which many women do not have and which is dif-
ficult to get. You also need access to two government officials who know you in person and who
are willing to stamp your papers. You need to have access to a clinic to get a blood test. You
need to have access to a police station. All of this requires time, energy, knowledge, and the abil-
ity to break through to the gatekeepers of these various bureaucracies, who are usually unsym-
pathetic, and often intimidating, male officials who uphold prevalent gender ideologies
regarding women’s roles and identities. The process also requires money, in some cases up to
two hundred pounds. As a result, in the worst case scenario, and there are many women in this
situation, an identity card remains an unattainable dream (see El-Kholy 1996b).
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12

1
RETHINKING APPROACHES TO

RESISTANCE, POWER AND
GENDER RELATIONS: TOWARDS A

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

�

To understand how gender relations and inequalities are negotiated at a micro-
level in the daily practices of low-income women and men in Cairo necessitated
that I explore the relationship between two key concepts, power and gender.
Despite the centrality of both concepts to feminist scholarship, “the precise nature
of this relationship remains shadowy” (Oldersma and Davis 1991). I ventured to
examine the connections between power and gender by focusing on a third con-
cept, that of resistance, arguing that a focus on how women negotiate unequal
power relations both in the family and in the work place offers a promising
avenue for better understanding how gender inequalities are produced, repro-
duced, and transformed. I specifically argue that a modified and gendered version
of Scott’s (1985, 1986, 1990) notion of “everyday forms of resistance” is a par-
ticularly useful tool for analyzing gender relations at the microlevel. 

The concept of “everyday forms of resistance”, a term coined by Scott in 1985,
captures a wide range of behavior and actions of subordinate groups, ranging
between open, collective revolt and passive consent (such as foot dragging, eva-
sion, avoidance protest, sabotage, gossip, slander, and feigned ignorance). Such an
approach to resistance, which focuses on the daily, often covert, and noncoordi-
nated practices of subordinate groups allows us to view resistance as a shifting
continuum of practices, which must be empirically investigated in specific socioe-
conomic and historical contexts. This approach also promises to significantly fur-
ther our understanding of both the mechanisms of power as well as the potential
agency of those in positions of relative disadvantage.

01-Ch1  8/6/02  7:29 PM  Page 12



Women, particularly in the Middle East, have often been portrayed as either
passive and unwary victims of oppression, or as strong and powerful actors. I term
these two polarized depictions found in much of the anthropological literature on
the Middle East the “oppression” and “strength” strands. On the one hand, there
is a large body of research influenced by orientalist stereotypes that largely depict
women in the Middle East as submissive, oppressed victims (Ahmed 1982; Tap-
per 1979). On the other hand, and partly in reaction to the former, there is a
plethora of studies that present women as active, powerful and resourceful actors
(AlTorki 1986; Aswad 1978; Early 1993a; Early 1993b).

The problems with the former approach, and orientalism more generally, have
been well rehearsed elsewhere (see, for example, Ahmed, 1982). The problem
with the latter type of approach is the common confusion between women’s activ-
ity and their power or authority (see Okely 1991). Being active is not the same as
being of equal value. Women may be economically active and outspoken, and at
the same time subordinate, and bound by many constraints which limit their
choices. My concern is thus not to reveal women’s informal power as some of
these latter studies have done so well. Rather, my aim is to render more visible
some of their daily acts of resistance against perceived injustices in specific con-
texts, as well as to achieve a better understanding of their lack of contestation in
other contexts. I argue that an approach to resistance based on covert and indi-
vidual actions has the potential for providing a more complex and textured
account of relations between men and women. 

Focusing on women’s everyday acts of resistance promises to not only further
our understanding of gendered forms of power, but is of potential value for devel-
oping policies and strategies for social change as well. An understanding of the
potentially consequential acts of everyday resistance is an essential complement to
the emerging scholarly focus on women’s formal organizations as a major site of
protest against gender inequalities. Low-income, largely illiterate women, who
constitute the majority of women, have neither the time nor the skills to engage
with formal women’s organizations, and rarely do. Their voices of protest, their
daily grievances, struggles and strategies, which should be the essential building
blocks for the work of formal women’s groups, are thus rarely noticed or taken
into account by activists. Low-income women’s voices even more rarely inform
theories of power and resistance. Ethnographies guided by a theoretical approach
that stresses the place of resistance in the construction of everyday gender rela-
tions would thus address an important theoretical and political gap. 

In my attempt to understand how women experience, articulate, and respond
to their relative disadvantage in both the household and the workplace, I empha-
size a conceptualization of gender that focuses on the relationship between men
and women as well as between masculinity and femininity. This socialrelations
approach is the one implicit in much of the gender and development literature.
It remains committed to an analysis of how the female/male distinction repro-
duces inequality in access to, and control over, resources at every institutional
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level (Kandiyoti 1998; Moser 1993). Based on this conceptualization, the pri-
mary task of gender analysis and feminist activism is thus to interrogate the insti-
tutionalized inequalities between men and women (Moore 1988; Nicholson
1994). Following the proponents of this concept of gender, and in line with my
own commitment to local understandings and priorities, I argue that social cate-
gories such as men and women are thus not homogenous, and emphasize in my
research approach the multiple, contested and contradictory meanings associated
with male/female identities and distinctions. (See Moore 1994b). This approach
may not have the theoretically liberating potential of the post- structuralist (see
for example Butler and Scott 1992), deconstructionist conceptualization of gen-
der, and may occasionally result in the slippage between the concept of women
and that of gender. Despite its possible limitations, however, I concur with oth-
ers who have argued that dealing with the world as it is constituted by the cate-
gories of members of local communities themselves is more desirable than the
analytical distortions and political impotence that could result from importing
Western conceptual frameworks that are dismissive of local articulations and
understandings (Kandiyoti 1998). Having specified how the term gender is used
in the book, I now turn to a discussion of the relationship between the concept
of gender and that of resistance and power.

The Emerging Concern: “Everyday Forms of Resistance”

Studies of resistance have traditionally been dominated by accounts of open con-
frontations in the form of largescale rebellions and revolutions, and have largely
focused on class conflict as the major cause of struggle (Paige 1975; Wolf 1969
quoted in Abu-Lughod 1991a). Influenced largely by a narrow Marxist para-
digm, resistance has been conceptualized mainly as an organized struggle by sub-
ordinate groups informed by a coherent oppositional ideology, focusing
specifically on the working class, eventually leading to revolutionary confronta-
tion. A critical assumption in Marxist theory regarding resistance is the relation-
ship between positionality and consciousness, a relationship which emphasizes
the split between “objective” conditions of oppression and “subjective” con-
sciousness of this oppression, between ideology and behavior, between the eco-
nomic and the political spheres. (McLellan 1973). This approach to resistance
and consciousness is also implicit in the strategies adopted by early feminists in
the West. The emphasis on “consciousness raising” as an essential feminist strat-
egy in the 1960s and 1970s was partly based on the premise that a “collective”
consciousness must precede agency. 

However, I argue in this book that such approaches may be inadequate for a
historically and culturally sensitive understanding of the dynamics of power
underlying gender relations. The last decade has given way to a more nuanced
usage of the concept of resistance largely as a reaction against the economistic,
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reductionist and gender blind versions, and interpretations, of Marxist theories of
power (Abu-Lughod 1990a). The opening up of new possibilities for under-
standing power and resistance has been influenced by feminist theory and prac-
tice as well as by the post- structuralist/modernist critique, with Foucault’s work
assuming particular importance.1 The debate regarding false consciousness pre-
dates the post-structuralist movement. However, with post-structuralism the
boundaries between the objective and the subjective began to fade more rapidly
and the concept of false consciousness lost much of its earlier force. Structures of
dominance are no longer being viewed as independent and monolithic entities
that are challenged only during dramatic instances of revolt, but rather, as more
commonly a web of contradictory processes that are continuously being renego-
tiated and contested (Haynes and Prakash 1991).

Scott’s notion of “everyday forms of resistance” captures this conceptual shift.
He uses the term to describe a wide range of contestary actions of subordinate
groups, from open, collective revolt to passive revolt, tracing his own interest in
the concept to his disillusionment with the outcome of socialist revolutions
(Scott 1985). Scott does not display a particular concern with gender relations
or gender inequalities, and in fact overlooks the gender dimension. Only a lim-
ited number of scholars, such as Hart (1991), whose work I discuss in chapter
seven, have explicitly attempted to subject Scott’s framework to analysis using a
gender perspective.

In his work, Scott is concerned primarily with the “peasantry” and focuses
mainly on class domination. Within such relations, Scott argues forcefully for the
inclusion of everyday resistance as an integral part of the history of agrarian rela-
tions and peasant politics. He notes that:

a history of the peasantry which only focused on uprisings would be much like a his-
tory of factory workers devoted entirely to major strikes and riots. Important and
diagnostic though these exceptional events may be, they tell us little about the most
durable arena of class conflict and resistance: the vital, day to day struggle on the fac-
tory floor over the pace of work, over leisure, wages, autonomy, privileges and respect.
Resistance of this kind does not throw up the manifestos, demonstrations and pitched
battles that normally compel attention, but vital territory is being won and lost here
too. (Scott 1986: 6)

While these “weapons of the weak” Scott argues, consist largely of “routine
resistance” and do not pose any major threats to agrarian inequalities, they none-
theless represent a continuous process of renegotiations and testing of social rela-
tions, and could have important, if unintended, consequences. Arguing along the
same lines, Haynes and Prakash note that “the struggles of subordinated peoples
need not be dramatic or informed by conscious ideologies of opposition to seri-
ously affect relations of domination” (Haynes and Prakash 1991: 4). A broader
definition of resistance, they argue, would allow a fuller understanding of the
very processes through which subordinate groups test and undermine power and
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the ways in which daily struggles can be transformed into large-scale and con-
scious challenges to sociopolitical structures. The concept of everyday resistance
has since triggered much debate. (See the special issue of the Journal of Peasant
Studies 1986.) The main arguments within this debate are summarized in the
following section.

What Constitutes Everyday Forms of Resistance?

Despite widespread agreement on the need to explore the diverse forms of non-
conventional, nonviolent acts of everyday resistance, a debate continues regarding
how inclusive or exclusive such a concept should be. The debate seems to center
on two related issues. The first question involves the issues of intentions and
motivations of the actors: are they “subjective,” “self-indulgent,” and “self-inter-
ested,” or are they “objective,” “selfless,” and “principled”? The second related
issue revolves around the consequences of these acts of resistance, with the cen-
tral argument centering around an attempt to differentiate between acts of resis-
tance and daily survival strategies. The key question seems to be: To what extent
do acts of resistance challenge the forces of oppression? For example, could every-
day survival strategies, often used interchangeably with “coping strategies,” that
seek to maximize life options and in fact result in perpetuating the system of
domination be considered forms of resistance? 

Some scholars, following a narrow Marxist framework, thus emphasize a dis-
tinction between “resistance” and real resistance (White 1986). Real resistance is
seen as organized and collective, with revolutionary consequences and embody-
ing a form of consciousness that challenges the basis of domination. “Resistance”
as elaborated by Scott and his followers, is seen by these scholars as no more than
incidental acts that are individualistic, and opportunistic, with no revolutionary
consequences, and embodying intentions to accommodate the structures of
oppression rather than to challenge them. White argues that such acts of “resis-
tance” are actually dangerous over the longer run because they may simply act as
a safety valve for oppressed people, making them unable to see their oppression,
and thus contributing to the emergence of false consciousness. 

I disagree with attempts to make such clear-cut differentiation because I think
they preclude an understanding of the diverse experiences and perceptions of
subordinate groups in a given situation of power, and privilege an objectivist, a
priori, interpretation. I also think that the term “coping strategies,” given the
development and economic discourse in which it has evolved, often does not cap-
ture the political nature of some of the acts involved. In fact, the distinction
between coping or survival strategies as individualist, economic tactics, and
“everyday forms of resistance” as more political ones, may be misleading as it sug-
gests too neat a separation between the sphere of economic and political behav-
ior. Particularly in contexts of poverty, scarcity and deprivation, tactics to ensure

16

Defiance and Compliance

01-Ch1  8/6/02  7:29 PM  Page 16



survival cannot be easily dismissed as apolitical behavior. As Scott elaborates when
discussing peasant politics:

“Bread and butter” issues are the essence of lower-class politics and resistance. ….
When a peasant hides part of his crop to avoid paying taxes, he is both filling his stom-
ach and depriving the state of grain. (Scott 1985: 295-96)

Another criticism of Scott’s work is his overemphasis on the “individual”
nature of everyday resistance. By doing so, he seems to have favored one extreme
end and thus loses sight of the “middle ground,” the various forms of resistance
that social networks or informal groups may be involved in. Turton (1986) devel-
ops the concept of “patrolling the middle ground” to turn attention precisely to
everyday forms of resistance that fall in the middle of the continuum between
individual acts and organized collective actions. This criticism is I believe partic-
ularly pertinent when attempting to “gender” the concept of everyday forms of
resistance and use it to specifically explore power relations between men and
women. There are a number of studies which demonstrate the crucial role that
women’s informal networks play in enabling them to gain power within their
marriages and communities (see for example March and Taqqu 1986). 

The main critique of Scott, however, and one with which I concur, is that he
does not fully appreciate the cultural and ideological aspects of domination and
the structural constraints which limit the actions of subordinate groups, and lay
down distinct “rules of the game.” These rules often determine what can be legit-
imately resisted and how effective such resistance can be. Scott’s overemphasis on
the ability of subordinate groups to always penetrate the hegemonic ideologies of
the ruling classes, and to develop an unmystified discourse and consciousness, is
most clearly captured in his concept of “the hidden transcripts.” He defines the
hidden transcript as the “discourse that takes place offstage, beyond the direct
observation of the dominant groups”(Scott 1990). However, as Prakash and
Haynes (1991) have correctly argued, the ability of subordinate groups to break
through the walls of hegemony may be constrained by the very nature of existing
power structures; every- day acts of resistance take place in the field of power and
thus are themselves affected by the nature of hegemony.

Timothy Mitchell (1990), in a detailed critique of Scott’s work, takes particu-
lar issue with the “contextfree rationality” implicit in Scott’s accounts, and his nar-
row definition of hegemony which does not allow him to appreciate how various
forms of domination operate. As a result, Scott relabels and disguises the hege-
monic relations evident in the village he studies by giving such relations titles such
as “obstacles to resistance.” However, Mitchell argues, “kinship is not something
‘given’ that happens to work as an obstacle to resistance but another of those
strategies of euphemization by means of which relations of dependence and
exploitation disguise themselves, as they must, in this case in the form of family
ties” (Mitchell 1990:557).
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