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Elite Women in Egyptian Life During the Age of Al-
Jabarti: Nafisa Qadin bint Abdullah al-Bayda as a Model

Dr. Tariq El-Sayed Selim — Faculty of Arts, Menoufia University

Abstract:

This study aims to re-examine the role played by elite women in Egypt
during the era of Al-Jabarti (the second half of the 18th century and the
early 19th century), through a case study of Nafisa Qadin bint Abdullah al-
Bayda, commonly known as Nafisa al-Bayda. She represents a unique
example of a woman who transcended traditional roles and demonstrated
active political and social presence during a highly complex period in
Egypt’s history.

The research challenges the prevailing stereotype of women's
marginalization during the Ottoman era, and documents how Nafisa played
a central role in several distinct historical phases—beginning with her
association with Ali Bey al-Kabir, then her marriage to Murad Bey, her
involvement in intricate relations during the French expedition to Egypt, the
subsequent political turmoil, and finally the early years of Muhammad Ali
Pasha’s rule. The study further explores the tools of soft power that Nafisa
utilized, such as founding charitable institutions, diplomatic mediation, and
building a network of influence within the Mamluk ruling elite.

The researcher relied on authentic historical sources, including
contemporary writings from Nafisa’s time, documents, and memoirs of
European travelers, as well as modern historical literature. A critical reading
is offered to correct distortions present in some Orientalist narratives. The
study demonstrates how Nafisa represents a model of a woman who was not
merely present at the decision-making table, but also influential in shaping
those decisions—prompting a reconsideration of dominant narratives about
women’s history in Egypt during that era.

Keywords:

Nafisa al-Bayda — elite women — Mamluks — Al-Jabarti — French expedition
— social history — Ottoman-era women — European travelers — Nafisa al-
Muradiyya
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