The Journal of New Critical Arabic Literature Yazd University

Original Research Article Fifteenth Year, No. 29, Fall and Winter 2025, Pp: 27-55.

d-)): 10.22034/MCAL .2025.22373.2444

The Problematization of Egyptian Women in Qasim Amin's Thought from
the Perspective of van Dijk’s Mind-Society Dialectic (Case Study: Tahrir al-
Maraa and Al-Maraa al-Jadeedah)

Akram Madani, PhD student of Arabic translation studies, Faculty of Literature and
Humanities, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran

Saadullah Homayooni”, Associate Professor, Department of Arabic Language and
Literature, Faculty of Literature and Humanities, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran

Masoud Fekri, Associate Professor, Department of Arabic Language and Literature,
Faculty of Literature and Humanities, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran

Javad Asghari, Associate Professor, Department of Arabic Language and Literature,
Faculty of Literature and Humanities, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran

Received:02-12-2024 Accepted: 26-04-2025

Introduction:

Qasim Amin’s views evolved significantly over his lifetime, as reflected in his writings.
In his first book, *Al-Musriyytin* (1894), Amin defended Egypt and Islam against the
orientalist perspective of the French Duke d’Harcourt, who viewed Egyptian
backwardness as inherent. In *Tahrir al-Maraa* (1899), he challenged gender
inequalities in Egyptian society and called for social reforms based on a reinterpretation
of Qur'anic verses concerning women. However, these ideas met strong resistance from
a society unprepared for such change. In response, Amin published *Al-Maraa al-
Jadeedah* (1900), in which he analyzed the roots of Egypt’s intellectual stagnation,
particularly regarding attitudes toward women. His works reveal an active agency and
subjectivity within his intellectual discourse, which can be examined through Van Dijk’s
socio-cognitive theory. This study critically investigates Amin’s dialectic between
cognition and language, uncovering the manifest and latent elements of his constructivist
perspective on women’s issues. Furthermore, it explores his Western-Arabic episodic
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memory and how these cross-cultural experiences contributed to the emergence of new
meanings in Islamic jurisprudence and the social lives of women in Egyptian society.
The present study is structured around the following central research questions:

1. According to Van Dijk’s socio-cognitive theory, what are the most significant
individual and social factors that enabled Qasim Amin to construct a novel
representation of the Egyptian woman?

2. How do Qasim Amin’s ideological knowledge, the epistemic frameworks of his time,
and the semantic memory of Egyptian society regarding women inform and shape the
formulation of his works?

Methodology

Given the varying configurations of Qasim Amin’s perspectives on women’s issues—
particularly with regard to veiling and female emancipation—across his different
writings, this study undertakes a critical discourse analysis of these representations
through the lens of Van Dijk’s socio-cognitive theory. The research first interrogates
Amin’s episodic memory and mental models as they relate to his embodied and
culturally mediated lived experiences. Subsequently, through a content analysis of
semantically significant propositions within his texts, the study offers a critical
excavation of the historical and discursive conditions underpinning these utterances,
treating them as ideologically charged discourse fragments situated within the socio-
cultural and political fabric of Egyptian society.

Results

The question of women’s status within Islamic discourses—particularly in
relation to gender, embodiment, veiling, and education—has consistently
remained a contested and central theme in both sociological and religious
scholarship. This study aims to critically analyze the representation of women in
the works of Qasim Amin, a prominent Egyptian reformist intellectual. The
research methodology is grounded in Teun A. van Dijk’s socio-cognitive
discourse theory, through which Amin’s discourse is examined on three
interrelated levels: linguistic, cognitive, and social. At the linguistic level, the
study investigates lexical choices and syntactic structures. At the cognitive level,
it explores mental representations of women and the underlying power relations.
At the social level, it examines the discourse’s embeddedness within broader
structures of domination and the cultural milieu of Egyptian society. The findings
indicate that radicalized interpretations of the Qur’an and the Prophetic tradition
have played a significant role in the systematic denial of women’s rights. Within
this ideological landscape, Qasim Amin seeks to rearticulate a reformist
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discourse from within the framework of Islamic tradition, mobilizing religious,
rational, and sociocultural arguments.

On a macro level, he positions the “woman question” as a fundamental component of
Egypt’s modernization project. On a micro level, he employs persuasive rhetoric and
discursive oppositions to underscore the urgency and inevitability of reform.
Nevertheless, in certain instances, Amin’s limited sensitivity to the sociocultural
specificities of Egyptian society leads him to espouse overly radical interpretations of
women’s emancipation.

Conclusion

According to Van Dijk’s theory, the primary individual and social factors influencing
Qasim Amin’s lived experience in Egyptian society include: the lack of intellectual
education for girls and women; restrictive traditional veiling practices such as the
*nigab* and *burga*; widespread illiteracy among women; superstitions surrounding
femininity; illness and depression; the abuse of men’s divorce rights; and polygamy.
These societal conditions contrast with Amin’s Western experiences, which featured a
high number of educated European women actively participating in public life, the
granting of women'’s rights, and the modernization of social structures. This East-West
dialectic profoundly shaped Amin’s worldview, leading him to formulate a new
perspective on women’s issues in Egypt.

Amin’s writings reflect a synthesis of Western influences and the dogmatic, patriarchal
structures of Egyptian society in his time. Through his works, Amin constructs an
ideological critique of existing gender and social hierarchies. His discourse functions as
a call for transformation and reconstruction of gender and social ideologies—
particularly through education and women’s enlightenment, which he sees as the
cornerstone of reform. From Van Dijk’s perspective, on a **macro level**, Amin’s
discourse is shaped by broader social reforms in Egypt and the influence of European
modernity. On a **micro level**, he employs specific linguistic and structural strategies
to advance his reformist agenda, often relying on dichotomies such as
*progress/backwardness*, *knowledge/ignorance*, and *freedom/enslavement* to
highlight the necessity of change. Through these rhetorical contrasts, Amin calls for a
re-evaluation of women’s rights and traditional conceptions of gender roles in Egyptian
society. In conclusion, Amin’s work represents a critical engagement with both Western
and Egyptian contexts, offering a new framework for understanding women’s issues in
Egypt. His discourse, shaped by experiences in both cultural spheres, reflects his effort
to challenge and reform the gendered norms of his society.

Keywords: Qasim Amin, Egyptian women, *Tahrir al-Maraa*, *Al-Maraa al-
Jadeedah*, Van Dijk, Critical Discourse Analysis
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