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ABSTRACT 

The interpretation of what modem ideas and modem architecture mean varies significantly 

across different regions and bjstorical contexts. At the same time, definitions of modernity and 

modern architecture evolve over time, reflecting cultural, social, and political contemporary 

challenges. This paper ~x.plores the architectural project of the professional school and 

b.eadquarters of L'Union Feministe Egyptienne (UFE) in Cairo, to reflect on how modem 

articulations of architectural design programs intersected with ideals of first wave feminism 

and their local expressions. Founded by Egyptian feminist Huda Sha'arawi and her peers in 

1923, the UFE successfully established its headquarters and a vocational school on Kasr-al­

Aini street in Cairo by 1932, realized through the designs of Egyptian architect Moustapha 

Fahmy. Based on archival information from the UFE mouthpiece, L' Egyptienne - a monthly 

on feminism, sociology and art - this paper primarily investigates the rationale behind the 

design and construction of the union's headquarters. As a journalist and a member of the 

UFE, Ceza Nabarawi, described the building in 1932 in L'Egyptienne: "For it is not only 

the purely artistic monuments that should hold our attention, but everything - ancient or 

modem - that has been erected with the noble purpose of alleviating human suffering and 

contributing to the enrichment and progress of civilization". From this particular case study, 

the discussion seeks to contribute to remapping modernisms from a feminist and postcolonial 

perspective that considers, makes visible, and values women's contribution to the hist0rY 

of the built environment, also in North Africa. Lastly, this paper traces the recent hiS!OrY 

of the building and its transformations over the preceding years, adding to the discourse on 

the public perception of modernist landmarks in the Middle East and beyond, as well as 
th

e 

h Ll f . . . . . h • onservation 
c a enges o mamtammg h1stoncal narratives for these structures to ensure t err c 

and preservation for future generations. 511t 
L 01vE~ 

cuLruP.-" 
.,,. MENfAND 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

"For ii is not only the purely art' t', 
is le monuments th ho 

our attention, but everything _ an . at s uld hold 
cient or modern th h 

erected with the noble purpose of ll . . • at as been 
. . . a evzatmg human sufferin and 

contnbutmg to the enrichment and · g 
progress of civilization" 1 

The notion of modernity and what it me t b 
. • ans O e modern, has been 
interpreted differently across various regions d h' . . 

. an tstoncal penods. The 
exploration of the story of the construction of th h d 

. . . . e ea quarters of the 
Egyptian Femm1st Umon [L'Union Feministe Egyptienne (UFE)] in Cairo 

during the l 930's contributes to documenting the arch,·.tectural · 
representations 

of social movements which often claimed to promote "modernization" _ 

especially the women's movement. Founded by Egyptian feminist Huda 

Sha'arawi and her peers, the UFE building in the center of Cairo stands as 

a symbol of both architectural innovation and feminist ideals in the early 

20th century. From the intimate gatherings where revolutionary ideas took 

root to the relatively opulent scale of the UFE's building, this research traces 

the journey of feminist thought and its spatial manifestation within Egypt 

in the first decades of the 20th century, aiming to make visible the often­

overlooked contributions of women .to the built environment in the Middle 

East, while also contemplating the challenges of preserving these landmarks 

for future generations in the face of changing social values, surging real-estate 

market prices and inefficient heritage preservation policies. To achieve this, 

the research firstly presents the spatial transition of emancipatory ideas from 

private salons to the metropolis, towards the activism of Huda Sha' arawi and 

the proposal to establish the UFE headquarters, as a social and architectural 

response to the need of bringing feminist issues on a public scale. The second 

part focuses on the architectural project designed by architect M~ustapha 

Fahmy, aiming to explore the notions of modem society and architectural 

ideals within the Cairene society at that time. All in all, the research 

d • th otions of modernity to reveal emphasizes the necessity of broa enmg e n . 11:-
th hi • f • • en 

10
• ""'chitecture and society. e stones o v1S1onary worn ~ 

F IDEAS• FROM SALONS TO 2. THE [ SPATIAL] TRANSITION O • 

THE PUBLIC 
' NION FEMINISTE EGYPTIENNE . 

2.1. HUDA SHA'ARAWI AND LU . e ted a continuation 
h 1919 Revolut10n repres n 

lr__ Egyptian feminism after t e . th basis for the formation 
~ "'i.tlli,L . 1· decades setting . e . 
'
1
Cfti.."'aoaroui "L~ of actions undertaken rn ear ier ' . t xt Huda Sha'araw1 

11J. i10rinne1Jee'1 :<>le . 1920s 2 In this con e , 
h~r-erllins· Menan. gere de of women's organizations rn the • . t ongly influenced by her 
'llpr •1e Bgy • ·c· n berng s r 1
ll2):5~

1

011le_ 8,uo.7/(~enebnri~~·:, (1879-1947) occupies a central posi 10 ' . h 189os. Sha'arawi was 
r, -:r E ie Le Brun mt e 

!, IL. mentor French intellectual ugen h . Egyptian upper-class 
"'> "'Ill Bar ' . . l culture, w e1e .· . t 
114~; °'1,711ew. a significant figure practicmg sa on d ·bli·c matters in the puva e 

l~i11e omen's d discusse pu , . Her 
I~)., :yaJ.e1ryU'P11'.<New_ Haven women organized lectures an . became more massing. 

, iver O he meetings . 1923 
• 

611
Y Press, sphere. 3 In the early I 92 s, t tablish the UFE m - • 

lti,. . . . d her peers to es 
11;"'°oE~ mfluential leadership led hei an NOVAS 1133 

l>I 8\J 19 32. HANNA, 
' ILou~c; Mo I' UARTERS IN CAIRO IN 

DER.N. l!UNION FEMINISTE EGYPTIENNE'S HEADQ! 
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Despite the accomplishments of the UFE, as Liina Mustonen h . 
. . . . as wntten 

refemng to the work of Sama Lanfrancht, Huda Sha'arawi faced d'ffi . 
. . . . 1 culttes 

in bndgmg the gap between her pnv1leged status as an upper-class E . 

b d . al . c ed b gypttan 
woman and the roa er soc1et . issues 1ac y the working class.4 Howev 

contemporary feminists perceive their historical legacy as an • t . ~r, 
rn nnsic 

component of the nation's identity since Sha' arawi resisted approp . . 
nation 

by both the hyper-masculine authoritarian state and sought transn t· a tonal 
feminist alliances with women from the global North.5 As a prove, in March 

1919, she led the largest women's demonstration against the British colonial 

state and the success of the march prompted the establishment of the Wafdist 

Women's Central Committee (WWCC) in 1920. 

On the other hand, the UFE was criticized for attempting to impose 

Western-style modernization on Egyptian women,6 who were influenced by 

pacifist feminist western figures such as Margery Corbett Ashby, Germaine 

Malate1Te-Sellier, Christine Bakker von Bosse or Rosa Manus. However, it 

could be argued that even if Huda Sha' arawi did not initially emphasize the 

differences between Arab and Western women with the aim of establishing 

female networks of alliance, she anchored her feminist discourse in a 

progressive Islamic voice to articulate a new feminism within an Islamic 

context.7 This is evident in her subsequent activism beyond the establishment 

of the UFE. In 1938, Sha'arawi organised the Eastern Women's Conference to 

bolster connections between Palestinian women and the broader Arab feminist 

movement. In 1944, Sha' arawi led the Arab Women's Congress in Cairo, and 

in 1945, she became the founding president of the Arab Feminist Union.8 She 

died in 1947, without observing how Egyptian constitutions of 1956 and 1962 

guaranteed equal opportunities to all Egyptians-at least in a theoretical sense.9 

3, p ' 
lltiza I litou 

Mefaba "1'hc nene 81\o 
in Mary'"' Notion ofsNt(\11111i 
Vi .,,ollm""-. ~ 

1ndicafio ""'~raft's 
(17 It O/tl1e R A 

92) and 1-flJda igli(1 o/ ii: 
Harem Yea, . .,., Shaarawi's ' 
E s. 'lleA,t 
KYPtian ~ . flnci,1 

(Doc e111111/s1 ( /87 ofa~ 
toral The . 9.f¾r 

Mouloud M sis, UnivCl'Si~ 
amrne • 'Ji 

202Q),J7. 0 lzj~' 

4. Uina Muston , 

Dimension of U:~u~~­
Backlash in Egypt," Turi.isJilarian 

quarterly 14, no.I (2015): 18~ 

5. Basuli Deb "C . 
. • Utt1ngi1Cr'Qss 
imperial feminisms k>wanl 
transnational feminist SOiidarities: 
Meridians J3,no.2(20J6)· 
164-188,hnps://doi.agtlO~ 
meridians.13.2.09. 

6. Safaa Monqid, "MouvCIIICn!s 
feminins et feministes en ~g)]Xe: 

retrospective et hisloired'lilC 
evolution (fin XIXeme siccle 
a noo jours)." lnsaniyat. Rti'llt 
alglrienned'anthropologitttdt 
sciences socio/es 74 (2016): 49-73. 
https://joumals.openeditou•j 
insaniyat/16591. 

7. Rula B. Quawas, "'ASea 
Captain in Her Own Righi': 

Navigating the Feminisl'(boogbl 
ofHuda Shaarawi," Journal of 

2.2. FROM SALONS TO.THE UFE HEADQ.UARTERS ln1emarional Worrren'sSnJiesS, 

The UFE was established for both international and national reasons, no. 1 (2006).hnps://vcbridgeW­

aligning with women from around the globe in their advocacy for equality, edu/jiws/vol8f~l/l?. 

social and political rights, moral upliftment, the protection of children and s. Deb, "Cuningacross~ 

the abolition of "houses of tolerance" .10 In its first years the UFE participated feminisms." 
' 71rt,.xJun 

in international congresses held in in Rome, 11 Graz, Paris, Amsterdam, 9. JamesL.GelvU1, Newvak: 
• M:ddle East' A History ( 

Geneve and Berlin between 1923-29. The UFE demands included equality m O~ord Uni~ersicy PreSS, 1951~ 

education, setting the minimum age for marriage at 16 years and reforming 2s3. 

marriage and divorce laws. In 1925, they established their monthly magazine .. ,._,,,.,,.,r;ede~~ ,, 10. lJJ'>'-.,....- · d'inagtl_... 
L' Egyptienne, and twelve years later, in 1937 its bimonthly "younger siSter Paella a lace~~;. .. 

Al Masria, published in Arabic. 12 The UFE headquarters building stood in de l'ecole d~.
1
8°;_,. 79(April·MJl 

ed L'Egyptie1u.., • 
1932 as the culmination of nine years of effort. Yet, the UFE also lack 1932): 11-14. 

consistent broad-based support and sympathy, facing instead, "the hoSrility 1 ... .,.wi 110d ~,~ 
11 Huda S i .... ~ .. '[It< 

•13 • Yt1lfl• ··" 
of certain circles to the ideas of progress and emancipation.' Badrall· Hare1;•5gJ•pliiu1 F'.1';,;i 

Members of the he UFE operated through other buildings before Memoirso/'~61vY~:ftl 
ded ( J879·t924:,., ~I), 129· 

establishing its headquarters in Kasr-al-Aini Street. 14 Once the war en Press ai cu,,•· 
and the nationalisl movement became strong, Egyptian women that ha<l Nabaio"~~~"'"• 

ded the (JFE 12. ceza .. ,~ "w 
fought together with men for peace and equality, finally fun 

1
,u,iion Fen111115 

. ~11 
J' f ng 1~•~ 

on the eve of the lnlernational Congress in Rome in March 1923, affi 13 1 
cuiru~Ai 

0 
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8. no. S6 f►£anhe.r 
L'£t~ 
,932~2-6-

, •·Lf,cole 
~ci Menangere •• 

I'- -pose de la prem.iere p1erre 
41e 1'&:ole ProfesslOllnelle et 

~de !'Union Femmistc 

~,2Avril 1931 ••. 
L'Ef)ptienne 1. no. 68 (ApnJ 

,mr.z-9. 
15. Nat,aroui, "A I' Union 
fmniste Egyp1icnoe." 

16. Florie Bavard, "Politiques 
dlldmudement dam, Jes Junes 
mliooaliMes et femini~tes en 
~(1882-1956)." Clio. 
Fanmes, Genre, I ll11oire (2022)· 
IOl-127. 

17. "RAPPORT : La Sccrctanc de 
l'UPE." L'Eg)111/e1111e 9, no. 96 
(Novcmbcrl933):2-7. 

l8. Nabaroui, "L'&:olc 
Prof~ionnnclle Cl M~nnnnerc." 

19• "Echos d'Oricm." 
l'E • K)p11e1111c7,no. 70(Juni l•HJ) 
29-32. • 

l"Pooc ' de la premiere p1t>rre :• 

21. Ce2;1 Nai..A-. • .. . 

la, UillUUI, La mruson de 
•trnmc "L'E ('""'I ' • SJ1nie1111e S. no. 79 

''l"I •nfay )9J2): 2-JQ. 

~~ Sh_aarnwj ~ MargOI 
~Saiia qllOlmg the uuerview 
i.. Nabarawi ""bl' heel •l'M). .,~ IS 

t 'rlam H!\11\:y in "La Ctnnie. 
l·i:- Ol'ienlaJe et SOn "~· • ~ • UQhn: 
F ..... ~." Jour,1(1/ de lt1 
"'"'le(l934) 

, . • and personal 
~

11
~tion fl\)111 Sni1..a 

)'\I\ •Ul 19]2 
''· • Harem Years, 

to Lhe .. Alliance lnLern . 
at1onaJe des F 

Itc; aim of asc;Istino th emme pour le s ffr .. 
e e mas es of wome u age . To fulfil 

in AI-Sa}eda Zeinab in C . n they located a "mod .. 
a.1ro: a dispen . e l pace 

children. and a \\Orkshop ·h ary. to a I l ick wo 
• w ere bolh femaJ men and 

nouon" of Arabic. French 'lh . e and male teachers taught b . , 
• an met1c hyo· ~ a 1c 

I • 1ene cir, • 
manua \\ orks. tapestry work and "1..; -:. • e rng. religion, ewino 

u ,coLage•· A .:,, 
to the go'-emmem for Lh - • !though the UFE claimed 

. e acceptance of you o . 
education.•~ lhi remained d' n.:, women in all grade of 

t tam from bccom. . . 
realm where in 1922 enroll db . mg a real11y in the academic 

e oy were till fi • 
The transformation of lhe wo k h . our lime more than girl y1 

r op model 11110 a proi . • 1 therefore one of lheir pivotal 
O 

al 
1 

. e iona chool was 
buildino L 'Ee I p ,r. . eO • eading them to name their headquarte~ 

e o e r0Jesss1011el/e el Menangere de /'VF£ l h . 
at the dispen,arv th • n t e meantime. 

• • e amount of voluntary work wa commendable· treatino 
a total of 18 810 women d h'ld . • .:, 

• ~ an c I ren during the years 1927 and 1928.11 
Thuc-.. th1<. c;pace was not enouoh to fulfil the UFE b' . 

e am 1tIons. 

The aim of the L'FE wilh thi new bujlding was "to reinforce the feminine 

~hdan~ that must e,;1st between the different class societies.''18 However. 

the cla<;"le<;, were c;llll egregated between affluent and non-affluent young 

women The, ~umi the collnt)()rntion of the Ministry of Public Instruction 

to enc.ure that lhc fo111n: ,d100I would be tuition-free and provide free books 

and matcnal, and go1 ~rnntcd .1 plo1. Architect Moustapha Fahmy. who 

had C\f)C'ncnc:c m \\l)f 1m: \\ 1th i.:1vil orga11i~aIions, wns offered the project. 

A fie, mnc > C.lf" or hand n11,11I~ 111 n i.:Ontexl of huge international crisis. in 

Sp, 11w I l I f hid.\ h.l • .ir,m I plai.:cd 1he first sronc.lll The building was built 

111 JO me 11111', .anJ "h:1111111,I, lru111 diverse careers" such as "men of letters. 

Jllllfl\;111:.h, Lm )er,. doctor, amJ notables" gathered during the opening 

L'cremun) un Apnl 7 , 1932, In wha1 the media named: '·La Maison de la 

!~mine"· 11k Fe. had intended to engrave this message on the facade of 

the b111lding, but due: co ~ignificant public objection, ultimately did not do it.22
, 

ha'arn" i ~tmed: .. Th~ day is one of the happiest of our association as it marks 

a ne\\ page in the annals of the national evolution of the Egyptian women .''2] 

3. MOUSTAPHAfAHMY, THE UFE'S HEADQ.UARTERSANDBEYOND 

3.1. MOUSTAPHA FAHMY ANO THE UFE'S HEADQUARTERS (1932) 

A h d b M Cedes Volait 24 the Fahmy family, spanning four s researc e y er , 
· uJ · I tinents has left a notable mark in architecture. 

generanons and m np e con , . . . . 

( 1856 1924) received one-year 1ra11ung 111 F1 ance and 
Mahmoud Fahmy - . . 

. . . . fi Uowino an itinerary of technical ex peruse and 
developed a unique po5ta on ° • 0 

. ,., 1 h Fahrny (1886-

-
. . . . . eerino career. H1s son, iv. oustap a 

23. ~Di.~. poltncal funcnon m engm O 
. . • • iy focused on public 

~-• .:-~de l• • ·1 path with a caree1 pnman 
·qtlt. "lllleCharaoui 1972), followed a s1m1 ar ' Havino oraduated from 

. arional engagements. o o 

~· M....._ . works but with broader mtem ' . (ESTP) in 1912, Moustapha was 
d~:~volai.. . fP bLicWorksofPans . 
~~ ...,,__ 

1

, Une lignee the Special School o u . of Eoyptian Architects in I 917 
~ ~ .. _ - ... ,:-plusieurs . bers of the Society o . 
~ "'S Falun>· d'E one of the founding mem h archicecrure at the Poly1echn1c s2 "i'$ de '4 &>-pee " • rofessor to teac . 

(2011) .. }11<iirtrra,~ ' and became the first Egypoan P 'buted to establish 1he Egypuan 
~10 • '-' 1·266 e. no. • · 3 In 1948 be conm · • If 

-~IM•- • https;,1/cloi School of Cairo 111 l 92 • ' . (UJA) which established 11Sc 
"""11S743 • . U • n of Arehtlects , 

't1tcc.,. • section of the Intemaoonal 010 
1135 

<>t>E11, IRO IN 1932 -HANNA, NOVAS 
Ii, llll1Lo1N • HEADQUARTERS IN CA 

C MODERN. l'UNlON FEMINlSTE ECYPTIENNE S 



-

to represent the profossion in the Middle East. His architectural works ranged 

from public buildings to buildings developed by civil associations, such as the 

hospital for the Muslim Benevolent Association ( l 932) and the headquarters 

of the doctor's syndicate (1940) as part of Egypt's alleged "modernization 

process" .25 The UFE headquarters was also designed in this context. 

Following Fahmy's designs, the UFE headquarters was built on Kasr-al­

Aini stTeet in Cairo by 1932 (Fig. 1). This move signified a transition from 

their former model of working-class districts' workshop and clinic to an 

architectural symbol of the movement. The school, envisioned by wealthy 

class women for their working-class peers, aimed to train them in feminised 

manual jobs such as cooking or sewing, while also offering spaces for public 

encounter, including conferences and annual parties. The two-floor building 

also included multiple offices and "salons", as well as a grand conference hall 

with a podium, an exhibition shop and childcare facilities for working women. 

The main two floor plans were published in L'Egyptienne in February 

1932 (Fig. 2). The first floor included two magazines in the two corners of the 

front facade, and the main spaces of the school including offices, rooms for 

sports, toilets, and the biggest room, the refectory. The second floor hosted the 

"grand conference hall" and its podium, more offices, classrooms, and toilets, 

with two salons on both sides of the main entrance, facing the front facade. 

The entire setup represented the tangible realisation of spaces designed to 

contribute to women's emancipation in line with the UFE's main concerns. 

3.2. "MODERN" ACHIEVEMENTS AT THE UFE'S HEADQUARTERS 

At the UFE's Headquarters, the private became more explicitly political, 

and public achievements in relation to "modem" civilization were constantly 

highlighted. Notably, students' works were showcased and sold at exhibits 

in Cairo in 1926 and 1931, as well as at the International Exhibition in Liege 

in 1930. By 1933, the school boasted a total of 150 students over the age 

of 12, with a preparatory class dedicated to orphans aged 10. Additionally, 

significant strides were made in the fight for women's admission to 

universities. That year, the UFE celebrated the first female laureates from 

the University, recognising them as the "names of modern Egypt" across 

faculties such as Humanities, Sciences, Medicine, and European Universities, 

literally marking a "joyful effect in the evolution of the modern Egypt" .26 It is 

clear that for their members, the UFE represented Egyptian modern ideals, as 

did their building. Thus, what constituted modernity in Cairo in the 1930s? 
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transf~rmations, often through defensive developmental ism, such as rulers 

adoptmg European governance methods alongside the influence of (in this 

case, both British and French) imperialism.27 Yet, as the history of the UFE 

Headquarters demonstrates, along with the lives and work of Moustapha 

Fahmy and Huda Sha'arawi, Egyptian modernity transitioned from an 

intellectual movement to a socio-political project, with anti-imperialist 

ideas permeating its very establishment by local elites-the same elites who 

constructed architecture as the material embodiment of modernism. 

Still, the prevailing notion of [European] modern heritage might have 

influenced the recent history and preservation of the UFE's building, 

shaping its transformations over the preceding years (Fig. 3). Presently, 

the discourse on the public perception of modernist landmarks in the Middle 

East and beyond might overlook buildings like the UFE Headquarters. 

However, its significance is probably greater than commonly thought. 

4. BEING MODERN, BUILDING MODER.N 

Huda Sha'arawi's transition from private salons to the public arena 

t t·a1 transgression of feminist concerns in Cairo. In this represen s a spa 1 • . 
• • the history and narratives surroundmg the UFE context, exammmg . . 

nl Prompts us to reconsider the nouon of moderrusm 
Headquarters not o Y . . . 

. . d d colonial lenses but also invites reflection on 
through femimst an e . 

. . f odernity across geograph1cal contexts, 
the diverse manifestations O m . . 

. . ct· the preservation of h1stoncal spaces. 
particularly in discussions reg~ mg bin the history and stories 

th expenence of researc g 
In the process, e eveals the current urgency of 

. UFE Headquarters r 
surrounding the . 1 been built to pursue the ideals of 
documenting buildings that have active y 

. . . ·ty and peace. ■ 
social Justice, prospen ' 

Blocll 
AP Hy tiality of urbiul conflicts 

John ltanna J er His research addresses the spa ea o11 cities, and urban 
W11]j at ohn Hanna is an architect lecturer and research • M diterranean and Red S ' p 
hist,,.,1· oe)us on Paris and Beirut John's ~ider research interests include e 

""'I es of A£. · • 
nca and the Middle East. . of social and political 

"1a • • 1ersec110ns · 
l ~•a Nov . . d • exploring the Ill . d books that delve u110 
'%1fu... as Ferrad-<-• h spec1ahse 10 

1• d arucles an ·6 l. ~y and c - 1s an architect and researc er , ublished and e, 11e_ . enero: una in1roducc1 n 
'lllv,, fe1ni11· lllt.ural studies with the built environment. Novas ha~ p He. book "Arq1111ec1111a y g 
Pos • 1st rno b design. 1 a· 1i·1I 81blc" (20 vements have shaped architecture and ur an . cl Urbanisn1 iem ' • 

21) received recognition at the 16th Spanish Arch11ecwre au 2. HANNA, NOVAS 1137 
ae,~ tRO IN 193 

C.r.,ODER.N BU NNE'S HEADQUARTEI\S IN CA 
' ILOINC MODERN. L'UNION FEMINISTE EGYPTIE 

,4 


