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Abstract:  Gender and Visibility in Nasser’s Egypt:  Creating a Post-colonial, Socialist Public Sphere in Egypt

One of the most enduring symbols of Nasserist state socialism is that of the working woman. Throughout the 1950’s and the 1960’sThe figure of the working woman was ubiquitous in the press, popular culture and within the regime’s self-presentation.  I argue that the figure of al-mar’a al-‘amila was critical in mapping out the contours of a socialist, post-colonial public sphere.   Working women were represented in state feminist discourse as not only necessary to the economic success of state socialist policies but also as a critical symbol of the regime’s successes in transforming Egypt into a modern socialist nation.  The attempts of the Nasser regime to mobilize women into the waged workforce was part of its broader project of what I have termed elsewhere “state feminism.”  Couched in the languages of inclusion, liberation and public participation, state feminism was narrated by its architects and advocates as a unilinear trajectory from a historical past marked by the “invisibility” of women signified by such the institution of the harem and the “backward” practice of veiling, to their visibility as secularized national subjects within an emerging post-colonial socialist public. 
The emphasis on women’s inclusion, visibility and ways of being visible in the public marked the re-inscription of class and gender hierarchies.  Discussions around deportment and etiquette in newly co-ed workspaces asserted the need for women to assume a metaphorical “veil” based not on the covering of the body, but in disciplined deportment and modest conduct.  Implicated in the process of articulating a normative model of modern socialist femininity, veiling as conduct was asserted by proponents of women’s work as the means to the creation of self-disciplined female subjects whose presence in the workplace (and the public sphere) would also assert a disciplining influence on their male co-workers.  An examination of discussions  over the co-ed workplace as a defining component of Nasserist publicness in the popular press and the Egyptian cinema of the 1960’s, suggest the ways in which nation secular projects redefine and institutionalize religious symbols and practices rather than excluding them.
