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Throughout the Mohammedan East the march of intellectuality on modern lines is evident in every grade of society, and especially does this apply to Egypt. For, whereas in the old days the Moslem was content with such training as the Cairo El-Azhar University could give, spending the evening of his days wrapped in the religious contemplation of sacred books, to-day the cry is new men, new manners. And, despite the “semi-barbarous” charge levelled at the Egyptians by Lord Cromer, Sir Auckland Colvin, and other occu​pation apologists, the new thought movement had set in long before the advent of the “modern reformer” or that of the Anglo-Indian Financial Controller.

Napoleon, when he descended upon Egypt with his rearguard of savants, unquestionably implanted the desire in the breasts of thinking Moslems for a fuller knowledge of the outer world, and Mehemet Ali was quick to realise the educational requirements of the people if they were to progress on those lines which contact with Europeans and Western customs had made imperative. Although realising this necessity for erudition in Egypt, beyond educating his younger sons he did little for the people, and this mainly owing to his strenuous military life, which left time for little else, except, of course, the erection of irrigation works which were intended to aid the supply of money for his martial exploits. 
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The Pasha and the Effendi class, however, having also become imbued with the same ideas as Mehemet Ali, and for like reasons, began to supply this intellectual need by sending their sons to European colleges. When Said Pasha suc​ceeded to the Pashalik, having himself received a European training, he not only sent his son Tous​soun to be educated in Europe, but also many of the fellah class, whom he recognised by reason of their overwhelming preponderance, the most impor​tant element in the social scheme, to be trained in the arts of war in the schools of the West.

But, notwithstanding his good intentions in re​gard to the mental amelioration of the masses, his later years being burdened with bodily infirmity and disease, he proceeded to steep himself in plea​sure, to the entire exclusion and extinction of all higher considerations.

It was, therefore, left to the ambitious and rapacious Ismail Pasha to remedy the defective and almost non-existent educational system of his predecessors. When he came to the Viceregal throne in 1863 there were only 185 elementary schools throughout the land of Egypt. In 1875 their number had risen to the respectable total of 4,685, with an attendance of no fewer than 111,803 children. A large number of higher Government and municipal educational institutions were also established, with special schools for soldiers — one to each regiment — and last, but by no means least, he founded a school for Egyptian girls — the first of its kind, not alone in the Land of the Pharaohs, but in the whole of the Turkish Empire.

It is therefore to Ismail, that the gratitude of the women of the Ottoman Empire and of the Islamic world is due for making the first effort in the direction of their intellectual advancement. Of course, the daughters of Princes and Pashas of Egypt and of the other prominent sections of the Turkish Empire were educated in Europe — principally France — before that date, but their education, beyond enabling them to enjoy the somewhat risque French romances, was of very little practical value. Ismail, however, by getting at the mass of the female population, established a precedent which was quickly followed in the capital of the Ottoman Empire, and which has continued to spread throughout the Mohammedan world.

Notwithstanding the greater educational advan​tages accorded women, the Moslem system, by reason of its social seclusiveness, still continues to trammel the advance of female intellect, because, whether the Moslem woman is educated East or West, in the Islamic household she still remains, to a very large extent, a mere cipher, with the veil as her heritage and a husband of her father’s choosing — however inferior intellectually — and the beget​ting of children, preferably boys, as the Alpha and Omega of all her mental endeavour.

There were many causes that contributed to this condition of affairs. In every age and clime woman has not only been considered by man to be the weaker and inferior class, but she has been jealously guarded, because she has been regarded, for the most part, as a sort of chattel or a lust-inspiring toy. And this applies with greater force in the case of Mohammedan women.

In the first place, we have the veil, which dates anterior to the introduction of Islam, and is not a religious rite.

In ancient times the oriental considered woman the richest spoil of war, inasmuch as her produc​tivity made for the increase of a population depleted by constant strife. And, as warrior races were compelled to protect their property with the sword, woman being his most valued asset, she was either entirely segregated or her beauty veiled. There​fore, the Moslem law which says “if thy beauty cause strife among men, inspiring them to love, or jealousy in others, then it were better for thee it should be hid,” is merely a moral safeguard recognising an existing institution.

In the second place, the older Moslem, even at the present day, regards woman in the light of a chattel, whom Allah has conferred, among other blessings, as a slave to her lord, especially dispensed for the adequate satisfaction of man’s carnal appe​tite. Accordingly, although the individual of this class — who is fortunately becoming rare — may and does grant his womenfolk educational advantages, because of his inability to withstand the new moral force which surrounds him, directly the woman returns to the home she is incontinently veiled and shut up a prisoner in the harem, even as her sisters have been for centuries, until she is duly trotted out to be loosely bound to her chosen lord and master. Now, inasmuch as harem life, with scandalmongers, story-tellers, and female musicians and dancers, does not promote intellectual effort, the Mohammedan woman of the middle-class, having in​variably completed her education at the age of, say, sixteen, on becoming a wife, finds herself far below the intellectual standard of her husband, who is forced into the companionship of male friends at the cafés, in order to obtain such mental nourish​ment as has become necessary to his existence, and which is made imperative by his constant official or commercial relations with Europeans.

The young and educated Moslem of the middle class has strenuously set his face against the old marriage system, and the demand for intellectual wives is continually increasing. Nor will he tamely consent to be bound, however loosely, to a woman of whom he knows nothing beyond the representa​tions of her parent. He much prefers the Western woman, with her greater liberty and higher standard of culture. At the same time, realising that a nation’s progress depends upon the elevated mental condition of its women—especially does this apply to Moslem countries where boys are mainly relegated to the women’s apartments—the young Mohammedan is having his sisters and daughters trained on approved European lines.

The wives and sisters of Princes, Pashas, and Beys, although possessing greater freedom than their humbler sisters of the middle class, are still, for the most part, enmeshed in Islamic tradition and seclusion. Their Western culture and their absolute liberty whilst visiting the West makes the yoke of segregation more galling on returning to the ancestral home. It was for this reason that the cultured women of Constantinople, in addition to sending their jewels to the melting-pot to aid the war-chest, intrigued, in the interests of the Young Turk movement, with the hope of obtaining greater social freedom and intercourse than that which existed under the old régime. A Moslem woman of education and culture, who had not only received her training in the highest seminaries of Europe, but who, on her annual visits to the West, attended the various fashionable resorts in perfect freedom, even as other women, could not well be expected to content herself with the seclusion of harem life and the inevitable veil. It is, indeed, true that in Turkey the Yashmak has almost become a disappearing quantity, owing in part to its extreme transparency when not entirely discarded, but it is the veil, what​ever its texture, and becomes odious by reason of its enforced use.

The question of marriage has also irritated the educated Moslem woman. According to Moham​medan law, while a man may possess four legal 
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wives, there is no limit to his concubines. The law compels a husband to supply each wife with a separate establishment and an adequate income. “The rich shall give according to his riches,” says the law, “and the man who has only what he requires, according to that which God hath given him.”

It must, however, be observed that during the last quarter of a century polygamy has been on the de​crease, and intellectual advancement has contributed in no small measure to this desirable state of morals; and no doubt the example of the late Tewfik Pasha and that of his son and successor, Abbas Hilmi, being both monogamists, has had a tendency to discourage plural marriages. The enormous increase in the cost of living, the aboli​tion of the domestic female slave, have also added their quota of discouragement in that direction, and in this respect the Mohammedan woman has little cause for complaint.

The divorce laws, however, are most galling to the educated women of Islam.

The law says, “If a husband repudiates his wife thrice he is not permitted to take her back until after she shall have married another man, who, in his turn, has repudiated her.” It is, therefore, sufficient for a husband to say “Thou art divorced” to repu​diate his wife, and the repudiation becomes abso​lutely final on the formula being repeated thrice. The husband is forced by law to return the dowry the wife brought him, and she must be paid a pen​sion, according to her position, for three months. Should she be enciente, he must support her until the child is weaned.

Men of bad principle, in order to avoid repay​ment of the dowry, have been known to pursue their wives with systematic cruelty, because, should the wife desert her husband, he is not compelled to re​fund the dowry; and a wife, possessing no other remedy except that of applying to the Kadi, or Moslem judge, for what may be termed “restitu​tion of conjugal rights,” would rather relinquish all rights by a precipitate flight than remain in the household of her lord, submissive to his infliction of bodily torture.

Fortunately, the young Moslem, by comparing the Mohammedan marriage customs with those obtaining in the West, observes the necessity for change in this direction; but he is well aware that, notwithstanding educational advantages, the eman​cipation of his women must be gradual. He feels — and those in Egypt who will read these pages will concur in this statement— that, were the Moslem woman to be immediately let loose, unveiled, upon society, the very seclusion which at present tries her patience, making, as it does, for a limited know​ledge of the world, would make her the ready prey of the first plausible adventurer to cross her path. The most notable signs of prostitution were con​temporaneous with the manumission of the female domestic slave, and the mistress would inevitably stumble where the poor slave fell; therefore the Moslem exercises caution in the interests of female purity.

The Mohammedan woman is anxious to obtain her freedom. The Moslem requires intellectual companionship in the household. No great intelli​gence can be obtained until the woman is untram​melled. The Moslem realises this necessity. As, therefore, these two agree on the main point at issue, self-interest operating in each case, the day is not far removed when a solution must be found for a most difficult and complex problem.

DUSE MOHAMED.
