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Abstract

Fiction, drama, filmmaking, and art play a significant role in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), where intellectuals
are often considered spokespersons for the people to the regime. From Morocco to Iran, they have a moral authority that
promises influence, imposes responsibility but also invites manipulation by those in power. This article provides a historical
examination of the production of culture from the end of the nineteenth century to the revolutions of the twenty-first century.
Language reform, war, Palestine, gender justice, Islam, and decoloniality have figured importantly on the MENA cultural
scene. During the past 20 years systematic translation of MENA literature and new film festivals featuring MENA cinema have
helped to globalize MENA culture.

Culture in postindependence Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) is the ensemble of literary and artistic production that
reflects the norms and values of daily life. Fiction, drama,
filmmaking, and art play a significant role in the public sphere
where intellectuals are often viewed as spokespersons for the
people to the regime. They have a moral authority that prom-
ises influence, imposes responsibility but also invites manip-
ulation by those in power. This article examines the production
of culture from the end of the nineteenth century to the revo-
lutions of the twenty-first century.

The MENA have come to be conjoined as the Arab world,
with Turkey, Iran, and, more recently, Israel as non-Arab
neighbors. Scholars have traditionally treated the region as
a separate and more or less isolated block, yet it never was.
Framing the southern and eastern shores of the Mediterranean,
this area is geographically, historically, and culturally con-
nected with Europe.

In his influential Orientalism (1978), Edward Said argues
convincingly that eighteenth- and nineteenth-century military
and political incursions from the northern rim were accom-
panied by an equally violent discursive campaign that created
an “ontological and epistemological distinction between the
‘Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the Occident’. [Orientalism
was a] Western style for dominating, restructuring and having
authority over the Orient” (Said, 1979: 2, 3). Apparently
objective orientalist scholarship in most disciplines in fact
served the political ends of their governments and shaped
domestic practices and policies. Postcolonial scholars have
revealed that European portrayals of MENA as primitive,
barbaric but ripe for conversion are colonizing projections. Yet
orientalists’ representations had the force of truth at the time,
and they were remarkably influential. Arab, Turkish, and
Iranian intellectuals writing during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries often built on such positivist foundations.
‘Progress’ became the leitmotiv of the civilizing discourse and
missions. Failure to modernize adequately was predicated on
the inability to imitate the West.

Nineteenth-Century Nahda

To understand the role of culture and especially literature in the
Middle East we must first glance at its history. Although Middle

Eastern literatures have become privileged sites for recording
and engaging with sociopolitical tensions and conflicts, this
was not always the case. In the medieval and early modern
periods, Middle Eastern literatures had been the preserve of the
elite, providing them with literary frames in which they might
elaborate an already familiar tradition and demonstrate formal
skills and erudition. Popular literature such as A Thousand and
One Nights also relied on the already known. Social commen-
tary was generally downplayed.

The arrival in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries of
the French and British colonial expeditions, with their tech-
nological, cultural, and intellectual institutions, forced a new
look at society and culture. Contact with European modernity
cast Islamic cultures in a poor contrastive light. Egyptians in
particular, because they were the first to experience French
colonialism, became concerned to learn about Western culture
and science. Under such Ottoman governors as Muhammad Ali
Pasha and his son Ibrahim Pasha, groups of male Egyptian
scholars traveled to Western Europe, and particularly to France,
to study scientific texts and to translate them into Arabic.
Because of the enormity of the task, these scientific missions
might stay for months on end in Europe where they were
introduced to theater and modern literature. The newest and
most intriguing genre was the novel, and these men returned
with translations of European masterpieces by Honoré de
Balzac, Gustave Flaubert, Leo Tolstoy, and Ivan Turgenev, to
mention only a few. Some intellectuals came to believe that the
writing and function of literature in the Middle East had to
change to accommodate their new realities. They also knew
that conservatives might resist the introduction of new genres,
fearing the great classical literatures of the Arabs, Persians, and
Turks might not survive the invasion of the trivia of the modern
world. Others saw in the dialogue between their own cultural
traditions and those of others the possibility of reimagining
national identity within a common modernity.

The Question of Language

Whether they were closed or open to the outside world, Middle
Eastern intellectuals considered the question of language to be
vital in the process of modernization. Some interrogated the
boundary between high-culture languages and the vernaculars,
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while others considered the implications of importing foreign
words. In Iran, the key was to “disassociate from the Islamic
past and to project a ‘pure’ national origin. . The invention of
an idealized past was contemporaneous with the restyling
of language, which was achieved in a dialogic relationship
with Iran’s Arab-, European-, and (the often ignored) Indian-
Other. . The Persian language was reconstituted as the
essential component of Iranian national identity” (Tavakoli-
Targhi, 1990: 77, 86). History could not be reconceived
without a radical transformation of the language and its
grammar.

The Turkish and Arabic linguistic situations were more
extreme than the Iranian because of the distance between the
written and spoken languages. Indeed, in both cases there had
emerged a kind of bilingualism. The written language of the
Turks was so different from the spoken that it was even named
differently: it was called Ottoman Turkish. Written in the Arabic
script and filled with Persian and Arabic vocabulary, Ottoman
Turkish was a distinct language with its own rules of grammar
(Halman, 1982: 36). Paradoxically, the poetry of the
fourteenth-century mystic Yunus Emre, written before the
Ottomans’ importation of a foreign lexicon, is more accessible
to Turks schooled in the post-Atatürk era than the literature
they learned from their grandparents. Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s
Westernization campaign, erasing Islamic elements in the
language and introducing the Latin alphabet, put an end to the
‘bilingual’ situation that had pertained in Turkey for centuries.
There has been no comparable revolution in the Arab world,
and so the split between the classical and the many local
colloquial Arabic languages persists. The codification of the
spoken language is still tentative because the Arabic of the
Qur’an retains its place of honor as the literary medium of
expression. Without consensus over the codification of the
colloquial, some fear a tower of Babel in which multiple,
mutually incomprehensible local literatures would vie for
a small spot on the grand stage of what had once been a unified
literary tradition. The answer has been to create a modern
standard Arabic used by the media and understood from the
Atlantic Ocean to the Arabian Gulf.

Anxieties about language were compounded by the impo-
sition of colonial languages. French had become the lingua
franca among Middle Eastern intellectuals, even in countries
like Turkey that the French had not colonized. French, English,
and Russian writers in French translation provided models of
how to represent current crises and concerns. Translations of
nineteenth-century European literature were followed by
literary experimentation.

A New Public Sphere

The literary hub of the Arab Middle East in the early twentieth
century was Egypt. Intellectuals censored at home moved to
Cairo. Literary salons convened men and sometimes even
women to discuss the latest developments in politics and
literature. At a time when most middle- and upper-class
women were confined to their homes, these gatherings of
intellectuals were almost the only places where women could
appear with men. Literary schools in Egypt, such as the Diwan
School, the New School, and the Apollo School (none of which

included women among their numbers), encouraged the
production of new kinds of writing that were then often pub-
lished in their own journals and newspapers. These debates and
their publication produced a new public sphere. Discussions
about national identity and the new roles women and men
were expected to play in the future nation became matters
concerning everyone and were no longer restricted to a small
community of scholars, often religious scholars. In the process,
new conceptions of literary criticism appeared.

The new critics’ insistence on the centrality of the imagi-
nation in works of art and the need for the work to interact with
and hopefully to change society influenced a new generation of
critics and writers. The notion that criticism should not be
descriptive but rather investigative led to some radical chal-
lenges. Taha Husayn (1889–1973), the Egyptian doyen of
letters and author of dozens of books, including novels, works
of philosophy, and his own autobiography, titled The Days
(1929), led the charge. New literary critical tools opened up old
texts and revolutionized literary production.

Simultaneous with this literary activity in Egypt, two revo-
lutions broke out in Turkey and Iran. Young Turks and Iranians
brought up on Enlightenment ideals rebelled against autocratic,
self-indulgent rule by the last rulers of the Ottoman and the
Qajar Empires. Between 1919 and 1922 Mustafa Kemal (1881–
1938, known as Atatürk after 1933) waged war against the
British, French, Italians, and Greeks. Expulsion of foreigners was
followed by a series of revolutions that continued beyond the
1923 founding of the Turkish republic. After abolishing the
Ottoman caliphate in 1924, Atatürk implemented his seculari-
zation program and introduced a new Europeanized dress code.

In 1905, Iran was rocked by its constitutional revolution.
The period was rich with new kinds of writing. These liberal
and often socialist writings depict the turmoil of the period and
react against the social irrelevance of the Qajar writers. After his
coup in 1921, Mohammad Reza Shah became absolute
monarch. He introduced strict censorship and centralized
control, but he also concerned himself with the position of
women. In 1936, perhaps in response to Atatürk’s recent
prohibition on the wearing of the veil, the shah enforced
unveiling.

Such legislation against veiling should be seen against the
background of late nineteenth-century debates about feminism
going on throughout the Middle East and beyond. Claims on
behalf of women’s education were entering the public sphere.
Research by feminist scholars both in the Middle East and
elsewhere has revealed that it was women themselves who were
the first to raise the issue of women’s absence in decision-
making positions at the national or local levels. Yet it was
not until the men took up the ‘woman question’ that it became
a common concern. Atatürk’s fascination with the West, where
feminists were beginning to attract attention, had predisposed
him to advocate women’s rights. After coming to power, he
gave them the vote.

During the 1930s, some writers began to look for an
indigenous, premodern greatness to rival the cultures and
power of the Europeans. Marginalizing Islamic influences,
intellectuals turned in the 1930s and 1940s to the Pharaonic,
Babylonian, Ugaritic, ancient Persian, and pre-Ottoman civili-
zations. Arab critical schools such as Diwan (1920s) and
Apollo (1930s) brought together poets and critics schooled in
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England and France who saw the need to knit Western theory
into local literary traditions. Discussions about national iden-
tity and the new roles women and men should play in the
future became matters of general concern.

Independence Struggles

During this same period, the European Zionist movement was
becoming active and more Jews emigrated from Europe to
settle the land of Palestine. Zionism at that time was primarily
a socialist ideology owing more to Russian-inspired commu-
nism than to Judaism. As such it looked much like the missions
civilisatrices that the French and the British had been dispatch-
ing to the Middle East since the eighteenth century. In 1948,
when most MENA countries had either achieved their inde-
pendence or were close to it, Palestine was recolonized and
transformed into the home of Jews flooding into the region out
of fascist Europe.

The region was in turmoil, and MENA intellectuals began to
address the effects of rapid change. Saudi exile Abd al-Rahman
Munif (1933–2004) situated his five-volume novel Cities of Salt
(1980s) in a recently oil-rich desert state. As a petroleum eco-
nomist, he understood the environmental and demographic
impact of oil exploitation. The reader witnesses the growing
brutalization of the bedouin as they recognize that in this new
world of competition and profit, there is more to be gained by
individual enterprise and greed than in tribal solidarity. The
Iranian writer Al-e Ahmad (1923–69), son of a Muslim Shiite
cleric, coined the term ‘westoxification’ that became a slogan
used against the Shah. For him, as for many of his contempo-
raries, the cultural, economic, and political subordination of
MENA countries to theWest was anathema. The future had to be
modern but not westernized. It was this antioccidentalism that
led to the Islamic Revolution of 1978. Scholarship of this period
has emphasized growing self-confidence and identification with
movements opposed to EuroAmerican neocolonialism.

War Stories

Conflict and violence are so much a part of MENA history and
culture that no consideration of its culture can afford to ignore
them. The Palestinian struggle against Israeli hegemony since
1948, the Algerian War of Independence (1954–62), the
various Arab–Israeli wars but especially the 1967 war, the
Lebanese Civil War (1975–92), the Iranian Revolution (1978–
79), the Iran–Iraq War (1980–88), the Gulf War (1991), the
2003 US invasion of Iraq, and the 2009–12 uprisings in Iran,
Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Syria are the best known of
the MENA conflagrations. Each war produced its own coherent
body of literature with women also actively engaged.

After the establishment of the Israeli state in 1948, Pales-
tinians wrestled with their new loss of independence. Although
many left, a few, like poet Mahmud Darwish (1942–2008), did
stay behind what came to be called the Green Line. Darwish’s
family had left in the first exodus but soon stole back in. They
returned after the period for registering Palestinians had passed,
and so the poet’s writings dwell on the lack of identity papers.
His poem ‘Identity Card’ (1965) became emblematic of the

Palestinian condition. Founder of the binational Israeli
Communist Party, Emile Habibi (1921–96) won prizes for his
1974 The Secret Life of Saeed, the Ill-fated Pessoptimist: A Palestinian
Who Became a Citizen of Israel that tells the picaresque tale of
a hapless Palestinian stumbling through life in Israel. Two years
later, fromNablus inside the Occupied Territories, Sahar Khalifa
(b. 1941) published the first of three novels on the experience of
Israeli occupation. Her heroines demonstrate how women’s
ways of fighting are more effective than those of the men. In the
post-1967 period, some Palestinians within Israel wrote in
Hebrew. Anton Shammas (b. 1941) wrote Arabesques, an auto-
biographical novel that has been hailed by some as a master-
piece of Hebrew prose. Yet despite the critical acclaim, the novel
has not been fully accepted as part of the canon of Hebrew
literature. Shammas has described this work as his challenge to
the Israeli claim that Palestinians living under Israeli rule could
be integrated as Israeli citizens. No matter how assimilated they
tried to become in Israeli society, no matter how excellent the
Palestinians’ command of Hebrew, they could never become
Israeli citizens in the full sense of the word. Shammas was long
in conversation with A.B. Yehoshua (b. 1936) considered one of
Israel’s most important fiction writers and social critics. His
fiction unveils the Arab in the Jew. In his first novel The Lover
(1977), he points to the dreaded other that is always there, lying
in wait for the opportunity to reveal itself. The figure of the Arab
lies at the core of Israeli identity, disturbing the unmarked
Europeaness of Israeli identity. Themore it is repressed themore
violent its ultimate eruption into consciousness. Iraqi Israeli
Sasson Somekh (b. 1935) narrates the challenges faced by Jews
in Arab countries who lived in the interstices between local and
colonial systems that both privileged them as Jews and
emphasized their outsider status.

Women’s versions of their experiences of national violence
have challenged the familiar frame narrative that characterizes
men’s war stories. They have insisted on the importance of their
contributions to the national welfare. In the 1980s, the Algerian
novelist and historian Assia Djebar (b. 1938) started to publish
her semiautobiographical quartet. Through the eyes of women
she radically revises Algerian colonial history, linking her own
experience with the stories of neglected nineteenth-century
women resisters with those of living women who had been
active and then silenced during the war of independence from
the French. The 1990s attacks by Islamic fundamentalists on
intellectuals, and particularly women, in Algiers perpetuate
a war that was not resolved in the early 1960s.

In Lebanon the Beirut Decentrists, a school of women
writers, wrote about the civil war. Some analysts have argued
that political anarchy relaxed social norms so that the prohi-
bition of women writing about war, an experience they have
always been said not to have had, was lifted. Beirut became
emblematic of postmodern wars that erase the boundaries
between binaries, like home and front, which have been so
necessary to the effective telling of the War Story (Cooke,
1997). Critical of participants in the senseless fighting, they
also exposed the literary recklessness of those who wanted to
represent the war as having any moral sense. Emily Nasrallah
(b. 1938) wrote about the devastating effects of the civil war
and the massive emigration it precipitated. Hanan al-Shaykh’s
(b. 1941) The Story of Zahra (1980) traces the growth in
consciousness of a woman whom the war empowers.
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In 1980, while the war in Lebanon was at its height, the
Iran–Iraq War broke out. Scholars from the region as well as
those from outside have pointed out that SaddamHussein, like
many dictators, has had an ambivalent relationship with the
intellectual elite of his country. He needed them and therefore
he feared them. Throughout the war, he coerced the writers and
artists to glorify the war in ink and paint. The Ministry of
Culture established literary series and organized festivals in
honor of the war to which scholars of Arabic literature from all
over the world were invited. Many Iraqi writers and artists did
as they were told. Some did not. Under the very eye of the
censor, some writers managed to articulate criticism of a war
they were supposed to praise (Cooke, 1997). Not only writers
and artists, but literary critics also were commissioned to
describe and analyze the cultural effects and products of the
war. So prolific were they that by the late 1980s books of crit-
icism about the literary criticism of war literature were being
published.

Ironically, the Islamic government of Iran was doing exactly
the same as its enemy, namely sponsoring praise of the war and
censuring whatever was seen to be oppositional to its Islamic
interests. Some writers complied with the government’s will;
others protested. A. Rahmani’s ‘Short Hike’ acts out a moment
of defiance between an Islamic guard and the woman he has
reprimanded for revealing a strand of hair. Restrictions forced
women to speak out (Milani, 1992). Many fled to London,
Paris, Los Angeles, and New York that have becomeMENA exile
capitals. Observing their native lands from a distance, creative
artists and critics publish works of political, social, and cultural
analysis as well as fiction and memoirs.

In March 2003, a year and a half after the 9/11 attacks on the
World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in Wash-
ington DC, the US military invaded Iraq. The pretext was Iraq’s
alleged complicity in 9/11 and the goal was to eliminate the
weapons of mass destruction that until today have not been
found. After toppling Saddam Hussein, the American forces
stayed another 8 years. Sectarian violence spun out of control.
Young bloggers were the first to inform the world about life in
Iraq under American occupation. Two have achieved renown:
Salampax and Riverbend. Both of them have published books
of their blogs; indeed, this melding of blog and literary text has
become a trend in contemporary Arabic literature. In 2007,
Sinan Antoon published his I’jam: An Iraqi Rhapsody, an imag-
ined prison memoir that recollects the anxiety and fears that
ruled Iraqis’ lives since the war with Iran. The USmilitary pulled
out in 2012 having overseen the destruction of the country.

Writers, filmmakers, and artists, especially grafitti artists,
were active in the Arab uprisings of 2010–12. Like the Tunisian
muralists, the Egyptian Ganzeer painted his commentary on to
Cairo’s walls and inspired the young people to continue their
stand against the government. Short story writers and film-
makers collaborated to produce films like ‘18 Days’ that within
months of the resignation of President Mubarak were making
the rounds of international film festivals.

Political Commitment and Prison

Political independence in MENA countries demanded political
and moral vision that would owe as little as possible to

European norms. Intellectuals set out to ‘revolutionize the
revolutions’. In 1946, the Iran-Soviet Society sponsored the first
congress of Iranian writers, which called for the centrality of
ideology to literature. Seven years later in Lebanon, the first
editorial of the influential monthly periodical Al-Adab declared
that all forms of writing must be politically engaged. The time
of art for art’s sake had passed to be replaced by a revolutionary
ethic in all creative activities.

The project of cultural production from inside authoritarian
regimes is fraught with danger: just how much criticism is too
much, how much too little? Nevertheless, despite the dire
consequences for articulating opposition, public intellectuals
rarely flinch from what they consider to be their responsibility.
Some are killed for their words. Many are imprisoned. So many
have published books about their prison experiences that it is
possible to talk about a body of MENA prison literature that is
beginning to receive the critical attention it deserves. The fact
that intellectuals have had such experiences that they then
publish them gives them a moral authority others may never
achieve.

For many MENA intellectuals prison is a badge of honor,
exile a terrible necessity, cooptation an ever-threatening
possibility. Public intellectuals in many MENA countries are
closely watched. Since books, plays, paintings, and films may
assume the force of a political manifesto, governments as well
as some nongovernmental associations try to monitor cultural
production before, during, and after its completion. Intellec-
tuals judged to be dissident may be eliminated, exiled, or
coopted. Cooptation is a widespread phenomenon in MENA,
making arduous the decision to stay in one’s country. Film-
making is particularly susceptible. Like theater, film watching is
a communal experience and as such it allows individuals to
share with an anonymous group a sense of justified anger, or to
laugh at the expense of oppressors. The power of such cathartic
moments has not been lost on repressive regimes: national film
institutes sponsor, censor, and retain monopoly of the finished
product. Since the Islamic Revolution, Iranian filmmakers, like
the internationally recognized Mohsen Makhmalbaf, have had
to submit their scripts, rushes and final films to the government
censors, who are especially concerned with Islamizing the
representation of women. During the latter part of Hafiz
Assad’s rule, Syrian filmmakers were sponsored to produce
films that were remarkably critical of the regime yet rarely
shown. Films like Muhammad Malas’ The Night (1991) are
only shown during international film festivals. People know of
their existence and long to watch them. In his Historical Mini-
atures (1993), the Syrian playwright Saadallah Wannus (1941–
98) examines the triangular relationship among state, society,
and public intellectuals through the controversial meeting of
the fourteenth-century Mongol tyrant Tamerlane with the
North African historian Ibn Khaldun. Mamduh ‘Adwan’s
(1941–2005) play The Ghoul (1996) focuses on the cruelty of
the last Ottoman governor sent to Syria. He warns at the end of
the play that if the tyrannical system is not crushed it will recur,
and it has with the rise of Bashar Asad. The 2011–12 mass
revolt of the Syrians against the regime seems to respond to
Adwan’s call to the people not to cut off the hand of the jailor
but to destroy the prison. The viciousness of the government’s
response to the people’s initially peaceful requests for reform
has shocked the world.
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Exile

For some the cost of staying at home is too much to bear, and
so they leave. Citizens of repressive regimes flee so as to find
a place where they might breathe and speak freely. They have
congregated in major cities like Paris, London, Buenos Aires,
New York, and Los Angeles, where they have founded
publishing houses and launched newspapers and magazines.

The Palestinian case has become emblematic of the dilemma
of many MENA intellectuals: they cannot live at home, they
scarcely survive outside. Should the committed intellectual fight
or write or do both or neither? In 1963 Ghassan Kanafani
(1936–72) published hisMen in the Sun, which was turned into
a film entitled The Dupes. This novella explores the possible
outcome of the decision to leave one’s home and to seek refuge
in Arab countries. The fugitives suffer multiple humiliations
before they perish on their way to Kuwait.

Those who write in exile often feel farther from home than
the miles that mark that distance. Yet in a world whose borders
are increasingly porous, where migration is a necessary part of
many people’s lives, a new kind of cultural nationalism
enhanced by social networking is emerging. It allows those
who are living far from their land of birth or ancestry to retain
very real ties of identity. Turkish novelist Habib Bektas (b.
1951) is a good example. Since 1972 he has been living and
writing in Germany. In 1997, his book The Smell of the Shadow
won the Turkish Inkilab Kitabevi Press annual prize; it was the
first time this coveted prize had been awarded to a nonresident
Turk. Bektas explained that his Turkishness did not consist in
residence in Turkey but in language: he lives in Turkish. This
adoption of the language as nation is a strategy many writers in
exile invoke.

Islam and Revolution

Religion has come to play an increasing role in MENA societies
and culture. The success of the Shiite Islamic Revolution in
1979 Iran marked a radical turning point in regional politics
with Muslim ideologues leading the charge. Scholars, especially
Western-trained anthropologists, have asserted that the wide
distribution of cassette tapes of charismatic preachers’ Friday
sermons provide even the illiterate with a new vocabulary and
syntax. Whether the Islamization of the public sphere is
regarded as a good or a bad thing, it has created a new kind of
public sociability that entails a mandate for public intellectuals,
even the most secular of them, to learn its language. The attack
on the Twin Towers in New York City on 9 September 2001
announced to the world the founding of al-Qaeda, an Islamist
terrorist organization under the leadership of the Yemeni Saudi
Osama Bin Ladin committed to opposing Western capitalism
and ungodliness in the world.

Public intellectuals are under constant surveillance by the
government and vigilante groups. The case of Salman Rushdie
and Ayatollah Khomein’s 1989 fatwa against him for his
‘heretical’ Satanic Verses (1988) has entered the annals of world
history. In the mid-1990s Algeria, the Islamic Salvation Front
was voted into office by the people. When the government
canceled the election, the Islamists turned their anger on
intellectuals. Films have been made on the senseless killings.

Moral censure of literature has escalated to sanction for
deadly assaults on the authors. In 1992, Egyptian Islamists
assassinated Farag Foda, a journalist, for his critique of their
discourse, especially in his Before the Fall (1992). That summer,
they published in paperback format the proceedings of a trial of
the Egyptian writer, physician, and activist Nawal El Saadawi
(b. 1931) they had conducted, titled Nawal El Saadawi in the
Witness Stand. With its cover picture of a wild, white-haired
woman staring out from behind bars, the book was so widely
distributed that it could be found on the blankets of Cairo
sidewalk book vendors, selling for a few piasters. She had called
for the ‘Lifting of the Veil from the Mind’ in her Arab Women’s
Solidarity Association (founded 1982), in her lectures given all
over the world, and in novels like The Fall of the Imam (1987).
For that they condemned her to death.

Feminists from within the region are analyzing the situation,
forming contingent coalitions, and proposing new ways to
challenge the policing of women’s actions, behavior, and
speech. They have recognized the dangers inherent in Islamists’
declarations that women are the symbolic and moral center of
their society. What they do and how they act have becomemen’s
affairs. It is within this context that the veil, abandoned or even
banned in most places during the first half of the twentieth
century, has reassumed such central importance. In places like
Afghanistan, Iran, Algeria, and Sudan, the unveiled womanmay
be reflexively labeled wanton. Although the veil is not Islamic, it
is seen by many to be highly recommended. There are several
problems with this highlighting of the veil as an emblem of the
society’s moral rectitude. Feminists in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century fought against the veil as a symbol of
men’s ownership of women. To go back to wearing this patri-
archally loaded symbol is to renounce the gains of their
grandmothers. Another problem with the blanket mandate that
women veil is that not all women in MENA countries are
Muslims. At the other end of the political spectrum are Islamist
women like Zaynab al-Ghazali (b. 1912) whose prison
memoirs, Days from My Life (1977), enact a model of women’s
empowerment within orthodox Islam (see Cooke, 2000).

Translation and Recognition

MENA literature, art, and films are now enjoying international
recognition, as they enter the mainstream of world culture.
Three writers have won the Nobel Prize in literature: the Israeli
Shmuel Yosef Agnon (1888–1970) in 1966; the Egyptian
Naguib Mahfouz 1988; the Turkish Orhan Pamuk in 2006. In
1989, the Moroccan Tahar Benjelloun won the Prix Goncourt,
the first Arab to be awarded this coveted French prize. In 1997,
the Turk Yashar Kemal was awarded Italy’s most prestigious
prize, the Nonino Literary Award. In that same year four Iranian
films were awarded major prizes at Cannes, Locarno, Tokyo,
and Montreal. Many countries host annual film festivals with
latest additions being Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Qatar.

Arabic, Hebrew, Persian, and Turkish fiction and poetry are
being translated into European languages. In 1981, the Pales-
tinian poet and literary critic Salma al-Khadra’ al-Jayyusi
founded her Project for Translation from Arabic in the United
States. Whereas the first translations found homes in marginal
presses dedicated to publishing works by writers from the
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global South, by the late 1980s major European, American, and
even Japanese publishing houses started to adopt literary series
as well as individual authors. The growth of the translation
industry is significant for readers, who now have unprece-
dented access to the cultural imaginary of people they had
previously known through the stories of scholars and travelers
only. It is important above all for the intellectuals who are
writing with the awareness that their works will be translated,
that what they say about their culture is being consumed far
from the local readership they had originally targeted. Writing
thus entails consequences that must be anticipated. MENA
intellectuals are seeing their books and films becoming part of
a global cultural project in which they should play an
increasingly visible role.

See also: Education in the Middle East and North Africa; Islam:
Middle East; Middle East, North Africa: Sociocultural Overview;
Middle Eastern and North African Legal Traditions;
Nationalism, Historical Aspects of: Arab World; Near Middle
East/North Africa Studies: Gender; Near Middle East/North
Africa Studies: Politics; Near Middle East/North Africa Studies:
Religion; Near Middle East/North Africa Studies: Society and
History; New Media and Democracy in the Arab World; New

Media, Political Mobilization, and the Arab Spring; Sexual
Politics in the Arab World.
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