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Childhood and adolescent years of Umm Badriyya, 1940s-1950s. 

Abstract 
For a long time, Egyptian women received little attention in the official writing of contemporary history. Only a few 
were endorsed as pioneers in professional fields, or as exceptional public figures for their roles in the making of 
history. While these figures were promoted to become icons in the official historical narratives, the non-
conformists, the controversial, and the marginals were absent from these accounts. In response to this lacuna, 
this presentation will present segments of the life history of an Egyptian woman: Umm Badriyya, whose narrative 
on her childhood and adolescence elucidates detailed aspects of life in Cairo between 1940s and 1950’s. Through 
the lens of a marginalised poor woman who struggled to survive, I wish to show how a rural migrant young girl 
experienced her early years in the city, and how she was integrated into the social and cultural fabric of her new 
environment in Cairo. By looking at aspects of her everyday life, as a child and an adolescent, I will show how a 
young girl’s life within specific historical contexts illustrates the various forms of the dispossession of the 
vulnerable, and how in turn women navigate through and negotiate their marginality. My objective in examining the 
childhood and adolescent years of Umm Badriyya as a biography is to put it in conversation with the historical 
period and in the context of the social structures of the time, mainly the family, kinship relations, the social 
networks around her family, the state, and the city at large. In other words, reconstituting the life of Umm Badriyya 
through her narratives requires the constant connection with the larger structures and the processes of socio-
political and economic change at the time. 
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