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Aspects of space and place shape daily life, social structures, politics, and intimate
relations among people. In the late 1980s and 1990s, anthropologists, geographers, and
sociologists—influenced by the writings of Michel Foucault and Henri Lefebvre1 on
the meaning of social space—started to highlight the spatial in their analysis of social
phenomena.2 These scholars focused on the production of urban space and asserted that
space is dynamic and often shaped by the needs of its users as well as by those who
design it. With the exception of Setha Low’s work on Latin America, these writings
were mostly centered on the United States.

Influenced by this theoretical framework, scholars conducting research on the cities
of the Middle East and North Africa have delved into issues of space and place. These
studies have analyzed public and private spaces, and questioned the dichotomy between
the two, from the old suqs to the recent gated communities. Analyzing the spatial was
not completely new in Middle East studies; earlier Orientalist writings had presented
the region as unique in the way that social space was divided and lived. These writings
(mostly authored by European male scholars) viewed social space as rigidly divided
between men and women.3 Because of male scholars’ preoccupation with women’s
“prohibited spaces,” which they could not observe or access, they failed to see the ways
in which social spaces were divided by other markers, such as class, the kind of activities
taking place in them, or rural, urban, and nomadic differences. The Arab elites’ urban
gendered spaces became the main framework of analysis of Arab and Islamic societies.
Spaces where men and women coexisted—for example, open spaces in rural agricultural
areas where women worked alongside men or the mixed spaces of nomadic communities
where gender segregation was not practiced—were left unmentioned.4

Building on the critique of Orientalist writings, a new strand of scholarly work on
issues of gendered space has emerged in the past twenty years, much of it written
by women scholars from the region.5 These writings join emerging theories of the
production of social space with feminist applications of space theory6 while responding
to the myopic stereotypical representation of Muslim women in earlier Orientalist writ-
ings. Through participant observation and engagement with people using private spaces,
women scholars have closely described and analyzed the private sphere of women,
challenging the trope that Muslim women are the victims of a patriarchal system and
instead presenting them as capable agents who have some control of their own space.7

These writings have centered on agency in the private sphere and on the lives of women
in the public domain. The work of Saba Mahmood on women and mosques in Egypt,
Deborah Kapchan on women performers in the marketplace in Morocco, and Lara Deeb
on the women of Hizbullah in Lebanon are examples of the recent emphasis on women’s
engagement and presence in the public sphere.8 Although these anthropological studies
focus on women who have managed to carve a place for themselves outside the private
space of the house, they have centered on the lives and experiences of a specific tier:
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underprivileged and/or religious women. There is still a need for research that addresses
the experiences of women who are secular, visible, enfranchised, and present in the
public sphere.

Space has been drastically rearranged in major Arab cities in the aftermath of the
2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq and the recent uprisings known as the Arab Spring. Within
these social movements, urban space has emerged as a central theme, manifesting issues
of gender along the way. In Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen, thousands to million of citizens
have gathered and camped in public squares to protest collectively and demand regime
change. The revived public square as a stage for political action has politicized the
associations and meaning of familiar locations and altered the symbolic significance of
city landmarks.

Women have been active participants in recent political protests and public assemblies
in the streets. In Tunisia and Egypt, young middle-class women were visible in the public
sphere during the 2011 uprisings; it is believed that a young college-educated woman
initiated the call for public protest in Cairo.9 The recent currents of scholarship on
gender and space offer a promising starting point for thinking about women’s surge into
contemporary public national activism, about the reactionary response of violence and
repression against them by official security forces and self-appointed gender police, and
about the subsequent outcry by women and men against gender repression.
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