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Abstract 
This paper examines Ahdaf Soueif's The Map of Love (1999) as a work of feminist historiographic metafiction that reconstructs 
Egyptian national history through the recovered archive of a woman's private papers. Reading the novel's dual-timeline 
structure — the 1900s narrative of Anna Winterbourne and Sharif al-Baroudi and the 1990s narrative of Isabel Parkman and 
Amal al-Ghamrawi — through archive theory (Derrida, Stoler, Burton, Trouillot, Steedman), theories of gendered nationalism 
(Chatterjee, Kandiyoti, Yuval-Davis, Ahmed), feminist historiography proper (Chakravarti, Kabeer, Scott, Kelly, Lerner, 
McClintock), postcolonial critique (Mohanty, Spivak), memory studies (Hirsch), and the criticism on Soueif's genre practice 
(Boccardi, Heilmann and Llewellyn, D'Alessandro, Malak), this paper argues that Soueif stages the trunk of letters, diaries, and 
journalism as a counter-archive that displaces the colonial and nationalist historical record with a genealogy of female textual 
labour. The essay contends that memory, translation, and embroidery function in the novel as feminist historiographic 
methods that recover women not as objects of history but as its custodians and authors, and it situates this recovery within 
the actual historiography of the Egyptian women's press (Baron, Booth) to test the novel's claims against the documented 
record. At the same time, the paper subjects the novel's recuperative wager to sustained theoretical pressure, drawing on 
Saidiya Hartman's notion of critical fabulation, Joan Wallach Scott's critique of experience as historiographic evidence, Joan 
Kelly's periodisation critique, and Anne McClintock's account of the gendered and racialised exclusions constitutive of 
nationalist family narrative, to argue that the novel's narrative wholeness and genealogical continuity are historiographic 
choices with their own costs rather than neutral effects of the materials it happens to recover. 
 
Keywords: feminist historiography, archive theory, gendered nationalism, postmemory, Ahdaf Soueif, postcolonial memory, 
women's writing, The Map of Love 
 
Introduction 
Ahdaf Soueif's The Map of Love, shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 1999, has been widely discussed as a Nilotic reimagining 
of the historical romance, one that braids the biography of Anna Winterbourne — an English widow who travels to Egypt in 
1900 and marries the nationalist landowner Sharif al-Baroudi — with the present-tense narrative of Isabel Parkman, an 
American journalist descended from Anna, and Amal al-Ghamrawi, Sharif's grandniece, who together reconstruct Anna's 
story from a trunk of letters, diaries, and newspaper cuttings discovered in New York a century later. Critical discussion of 
the novel has tended to emphasise its geopolitical allegory — the layering of the 1900–1914 nationalist struggle against British 
occupation onto the 1990s landscape of the Camp David accords, the Gulf War, and the Oslo process — and its participation 
in what Edward Said, to whom the novel is dedicated, called a comparative reading of overlapping territories. This paper takes 
a different, though not unrelated, route into the text. It argues that the novel's structuring device — the trunk as archive, and 
the women who open, translate, and narrate it — constitutes a deliberate intervention into feminist historiography: an 
argument, staged formally rather than merely thematically, about who is authorised to write the nation's history and through 
what materials that history becomes legible. 
The premise that women's papers rather than official chronicles carry the burden of historical truth is not incidental to the 
novel's plot; it is its organising epistemology. Soueif positions Anna's journal, her letters to her sister-in-law Layla, Layla's own 
diary, and the newspaper articles Anna's husband Sharif and his sister write for the nationalist press as the primary textual 
strata out of which Amal, and through her the reader, must reconstruct a history that official archives, British consular records, 
Orientalist travel writing, the nationalist historiography of figures like Sharif himself  have either misrepresented or omitted. 
The novel thus dramatises what Antoinette Burton, in Dwelling in the Archive, calls the domestic and often literally private 
locations in which women's historical knowledge is produced and stored: not the state archive but the trunk, the attic, the 
writing desk. Reading The Map of Love as feminist historiographic metafiction — to borrow and adapt Linda Hutcheon's term 
for fiction that is at once self-consciously fictive and genuinely engaged with the discourse of history — allows us to see the 
novel's romance plot as inseparable from its argument about method: how a feminist history gets written, out of what 
fragments, and against what silences. 
 
Archive, Trunk, Palimpsest: Theorising the Novel's Historiographic Form 
Jacques Derrida's Archive Fever offers a productive, if oblique, entry point. Derrida locates the archive's authority in the 
arkheion, the house of the magistrate in whom the law is deposited and from whom it is dispensed; the archive is thus never 
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a neutral repository but always already a site of power, of what can be commanded to be remembered and what is condemned 
to being forgotten. Soueif's trunk, discovered not in Egypt but in Isabel's mother's apartment in New York, inverts the 
arkheion's logic. It is a private, feminised, and displaced repository, smuggled out of Egypt at the moment of the family's 
political and financial crisis, and its contents have no official standing: they are letters, a diary in a woman's hand, pieces cut 
for a shawl. That this feminised archive nonetheless proves more reliable, more richly evidentiary, than the male-authored 
nationalist historiography Amal consults in Cairo's libraries is the novel's central historiographic wager. Ann Laura Stoler's 
distinction between archive-as-source and archive-as-subject is useful here: rather than mining the trunk merely for facts about 
1900s Egypt, Soueif asks the reader to attend to the trunk's own formation ,who kept these papers, in what order, against 
what pressures of exile and forgetting as itself a historical process bearing on the meaning of the nation. 
The trunk's contents are also generically heterogeneous  journal entries, letters, embroidery patterns, press clippings and this 
heterogeneity is not incidental but constitutive of the novel's feminist historiographic method. Where nationalist 
historiography, of the kind Sharif and his nephews produce for the newspaper, aspires to the coherence of political argument, 
the trunk offers instead what might be called a palimpsestic archive: fragments in which the domestic, the affective, and the 
political are inextricable, so that a description of a wedding dress or a piece of embroidery sits alongside an account of a British 
massacre at Denshawai. Uma Chakravarti's methodological insistence, developed in the Indian context but transferable here, 
that feminist historiography must read against the grain of documents produced within patriarchal and colonial structures, 
rather than simply adding women as new subjects to an unrevised historical frame, describes precisely what Amal and Isabel 
do with the trunk. They do not merely insert Anna into a pre-existing nationalist chronology; they use Anna's papers to unsettle 
the chronology itself, to show how the categories of “coloniser” and “native,” “public” and “domestic,” break down under 
the pressure of a woman's actual, embodied itinerary through occupied Cairo. 
Michel-Rolph Trouillot's argument that silences enter the historical record at four distinct moments  the making of sources, 
the making of archives, the making of narratives, and the making of what he calls final history, or the retrospective significance 
assigned to the past in the moment of its narration offers a further analytic refinement of the novel's archival logic. The Map 
of Love is most interested, on this account, in the second and third of Trouillot's moments: the novel dramatises not simply 
that women's sources existed (Anna wrote; Layla wrote) but that their preservation as an archive required specific, contingent 
acts of care, concealment, and transport across a century of political rupture, and that their eventual narration by Amal, a 
century later, is itself a further, non-neutral act of historical world-making rather than a transparent retrieval. Carolyn 
Steedman's related meditation on the archive as a site defined less by intentional preservation than by the arbitrary survival of 
what happened not to be destroyed — the archive, in her phrase, as a repository of unintended, fragmentary residue rather 
than of purposefully deposited testimony further complicates any reading of the trunk as a deliberate feminist counter-
monument: the novel is careful to present the trunk's survival as owing as much to the accident of Isabel's mother's hoarding 
and the family's forced itinerancy as to any conscious project of preserving women's history, so that the archive's feminist 
historiographic value is retrospectively conferred by Amal's reading rather than intrinsic to the documents' original 
preservation. 
 
Gender, Nation, and the “Woman Question”: Chatterjee, Kandiyoti, Ahmed 
The novel's historiographic argument cannot be separated from the specific ideological structure of Egyptian anti-colonial 
nationalism that it reconstructs, and here Partha Chatterjee's influential thesis on the nationalist resolution of the woman 
question supplies an indispensable analytic. Chatterjee argues that anti-colonial nationalisms in South Asia and, mutatis 
mutandis, in other colonised societies resolved the apparent contradiction between claiming modernity against the coloniser 
and preserving cultural authenticity by dividing social existence into a material, outer domain  economy, statecraft, technology  
in which emulation of the West was permissible and even necessary, and a spiritual, inner domain  the home, the family, 
women which had to remain untouched by colonial influence and in which women were assigned the role of preserving an 
essential, uncolonised cultural identity. Sharif al-Baroudi's nationalism, conducted through journalism, legal argument, and 
public agitation in the outer domain, depends structurally on precisely this inner domain that Layla inhabits and that Anna, on 
marrying into the household, is required to enter; the confinement, the veiling, the domestic seclusion that both English travel 
writing and, differently, some strands of Egyptian modernist reform read as simple backwardness are legible, in Chatterjee's 
terms, as the nationalist household's guarantee of cultural sovereignty at precisely the moment when political sovereignty is 
being violently denied by the British occupation. 
Deniz Kandiyoti's account of women as bearers of the nation's cultural boundaries sharpens this point. Kandiyoti argues that 
anti-colonial and postcolonial nationalisms characteristically make women's dress, comportment, and domestic conduct into 
visible markers of the nation's cultural authenticity against an encroaching colonial modernity, so that debates over women's 
status become proxy debates over the nation's relationship to the coloniser rather than debates about women's own interests 
as such. The historical debate the novel gestures toward  Qasim Amin's 1899 tract on the liberation of women, published in 
Cairo the same year Anna arrives in Egypt, and the fierce controversy it provoked among Egyptian nationalists themselves, 
some of whom saw unveiling as capitulation to European cultural imperialism and others as a necessary condition of national 
modernisation is precisely the terrain Leila Ahmed maps in her account of the paradox whereby the coloniser's feminist 
rhetoric of rescuing Muslim women was mobilised to justify occupation, with the effect that indigenous feminist argument 
became permanently entangled with, and vulnerable to charges of complicity with, colonial discourse. Anna's own adoption 
of Egyptian dress and her entry into the nationalist household must therefore be read not merely as a personal act of cross-
cultural sympathy but as an intervention, however unwitting, into an already-charged nationalist symbolic economy in which 
a woman's body and habits of dress are never simply her own. Nira Yuval-Davis's related argument that women function 
within nationalist ideology as “border guards” who reproduce and police the boundaries of ethnic and cultural collectivity 
helps explain why Layla's diary, far more than Sharif's newspaper columns, becomes the site where the costs of this 
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arrangement  the confinement, the arranged marriage, the narrowed horizon of what a nationalist woman might do or write  
are recorded at all. The trunk's status as feminist counter-archive is thus doubled: it recovers not only what colonial and 
nationalist historiography omitted about women's agency but also the specific gendered mechanism, theorised by Chatterjee, 
Kandiyoti, and Ahmed, by which that omission was itself made structurally necessary to the nationalist project Sharif serves. 
 
Anna Winterbourne: Translation as Feminist Method 
Anna's transformation from an English gentlewoman in mourning to a woman who learns Arabic, adopts Egyptian dress, and 
eventually marries into the nationalist household is frequently read, and not wrongly, through the lens of Orientalist reversal: 
Soueif rewrites the harem fantasy of nineteenth-century European travel writing  the imagined scene of the veiled woman as 
object of the Western gaze  by making the Englishwoman herself cross into the position of the veiled, the domesticated, the 
“translated” subject. But it is worth pressing further on what translation means as a historiographic practice in the novel, 
rather than only as a plot device. Anna's acquisition of Arabic is presented not as assimilation into a static “authentic” Egyptian 
identity but as a laborious, partial, and self-aware process of learning to read differently: to read the newspaper Sharif and 
Layla produce, to read the political meanings of dress and seclusion that her English education had taught her to see only as 
confinement. 
This matters historiographically because Anna's journal becomes, in effect, a bilingual and bicultural document, one that 
mediates between the English reading public she initially imagines as her audience and the Egyptian household she comes to 
inhabit. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's account, in “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” of the impossibility of the subaltern woman's 
unmediated self-representation within colonial discourse is relevant here by way of contrast: Anna is not subaltern in Spivak's 
sense, and Soueif does not claim she is; rather, the novel uses Anna's position as a mediating, translating consciousness  
powerful enough to write and be heard, marginal enough within Egyptian nationalist and English patriarchal structures to see 
what neither fully sees of itself  to stage a limited but real feminist historiographic labour. Anna's journal records details that 
the nationalist press could not print (the interior life of Layla's arranged marriage, the erotics of the harem as experienced 
from within rather than imagined from without) and that English travel writing would not admit (the political intelligence, the 
anti-colonial argument, articulated by Egyptian women in domestic space). Her writing thus occupies precisely the interstitial 
position that Chandra Talpade Mohanty's critique of “Western feminism” as a totalising discourse asks us to attend to: Anna's 
feminism, such as it is, is not exported to Egypt but remade by her encounter with Layla and with the nationalist women's 
movement that Soueif depicts gathering around the 1919 revolution, so that the novel resists positioning Anna as the bearer 
of feminist consciousness to a passive Egyptian household. 
 
The Woman's Press as Counter-Archive: Situating the Novel within Egyptian Feminist Historiography 
A theoretically dense reading of the novel's historiographic claims must test them, where possible, against the actual historical 
record of women's textual production in turn-of-the-century Egypt, rather than treating the trunk's contents solely as an 
internal formal device. Beth Baron's social history of the Arabic women's press documents a substantial and increasingly 
assertive women's periodical culture emerging in Cairo from the 1890s onward, through which Egyptian women wrote 
biography, social commentary, and political argument in venues explicitly addressed to female readers and frequently edited 
by women themselves; Marilyn Booth's study of the biographical genre within this press further shows that the writing of 
exemplary women's lives functioned as a deliberate, collective historiographic project, one in which women authors 
constructed usable pasts and possible futures for Egyptian women against the grain of both colonial and nationalist male 
historiography. Read against this scholarship, Soueif's invention of a household in which women write, argue, and record is 
not an anachronistic projection of late-twentieth-century feminist consciousness onto the 1900s but a fictional intensification 
of a documented historical practice: the novel's trunk is best understood as a synecdoche for the wider, historically attested 
archive of Egyptian women's periodical and diaristic writing that Baron and Booth have recovered, rather than as a solely 
imaginative counter-history invented ex nihilo. 
This grounding matters historiographically because it allows the novel's central claim that women's private papers carry 
historical knowledge official chronicles suppress  to be read as an argument continuous with, rather than merely analogous to, 
an actual feminist historiographic recovery project already under way in Middle East studies since at least Baron's foundational 
1994 study. The novel's staging of women's involvement in the 1919 revolution, when Egyptian women of the nationalist elite 
organised public demonstrations against the British exile of Wafd leaders and began to constitute themselves as an organised 
political constituency, situates Layla's generation at the threshold of a historical transformation whose most visible later 
monument, Huda Sha'arawi's public unveiling at Cairo's railway station in 1923 and her subsequent founding of the Egyptian 
Feminist Union, the novel's own timeline does not reach but clearly anticipates. Reading the novel's fictional women's press 
through Baron's and Booth's historiography thus sharpens rather than softens the paper's central argument: the trunk is not 
merely a novelistic conceit for smuggling contemporary feminist historiography into a historical setting but a plausible fictional 
instance of a documented mode of women's historical self-inscription, which the novel's present-day historians, Amal and 
Isabel, are shown recovering in a manner structurally continuous with the actual scholarly recovery of the Arabic women's 
press that professional feminist historiography has itself performed. 
 
Layla, Amal, and the Genealogy of Women's Textual Labour 
If Anna is the novel's most visible historian, Layla al-Baroudi is its most important theorist of method, and it is a critical 
oversight to read the novel's feminist historiography through Anna alone. Layla's own diary, and her explicit commentary 
within the narrative on what can and cannot be written, on what a woman of her class and period may record and what she 
must encode or omit, models for Amal  and for the reader  the practice of reading absence as historically meaningful rather 
than as mere evidentiary lack. Amal's task in the 1990s strand is thus doubly hermeneutic: she must read Anna's relatively 



415                            Rewriting the Nation: Women’s Archives, Memory, and Feminist Historiography in Ahdaf Soueif’s The Map of Love 
 

www.KurdishStudies.net 

fuller record for what it discloses about English and colonial mentalities, and she must read Layla's more constrained record 
for what its silences disclose about the constraints under which Egyptian women of the nationalist elite wrote. This is the 
move that most explicitly instantiates Chakravarti's historiographic method: Amal does not treat Layla's reticence as a failure 
of the archive but as itself archival information, evidence of the specific pressures of reputation, of political danger, of the 
gendered division between what may be spoken publicly through Sharif's newspaper and what must remain within the confided 
pages of a diary that shaped what could be recorded at all. 
Amal's own position as narrator-historian deserves attention as a further layer of the novel's feminist historiographic argument. 
A divorced woman living alone on her family's rural property outside Cairo in the 1990s, managing land, employing local 
workers, and increasingly disillusioned with both the nationalist inheritance she has been given and the economic depredations 
of the Sadat- and Mubarak-era infitah, Amal is positioned as the inheritor not merely of Anna's and Layla's papers but of their 
historiographic burden: to make a coherent account out of fragments, in a present that the novel repeatedly insists has not 
resolved but rather intensified the crises of sovereignty, occupation, and gendered constraint that the 1900s narrative records. 
The parallel Soueif draws between Amal's 1990s Egypt and the 1900s narrative is not simply allegorical repetition but a 
historiographic claim: that the nation's history is not a completed past available for retrieval but an ongoing, unfinished 
structure, and that women's archival labour  reading, translating, transcribing, and here, novelistically, narrating is one of the 
few forms of agency available for intervening in that structure when formal political agency is foreclosed. 
 
Postmemory and Transgenerational Transmission: Reading Amal and Isabel through Hirsch 
The novel's dual-timeline structure poses, with unusual explicitness, the theoretical problem that Marianne Hirsch's concept 
of postmemory was developed to address: how the memory of events one did not personally live through can nonetheless 
come to structure one's own sense of identity and obligation, transmitted not through lived experience but through inherited 
narrative, image, and object. Hirsch coined the term to describe the relationship of the children and grandchildren of 
Holocaust survivors to a catastrophe that precedes their own birth but that nonetheless shapes their psychic and familial life 
so powerfully as to constitute, in her account, memories in their own right, mediated by photographs, family stories, and 
inherited silences rather than by direct experience. Amal's relationship to Anna's papers exhibits precisely this structure of 
transmitted, non-experiential memory: reading the journal, Amal repeatedly finds herself imaginatively inhabiting Anna's 
consciousness, dreaming her scenes, supplying her unrecorded thoughts, so that the labour of historical reconstruction shades 
into something closer to haunting, an affective identification that exceeds what the documentary record alone could licence. 
This is not merely a psychological curiosity of characterisation but a historiographic claim in its own right, and one that 
requires theoretical qualification as much as endorsement. Hirsch is careful to insist that postmemory must preserve a critical 
distance from the memories it inherits, precisely because the risk of an unexamined generational identification is the collapse 
of the difference between one's own present circumstances and the past one imaginatively occupies, a collapse that can 
produce either an inflated sense of vicarious victimhood or, conversely, an unwarranted sense of vicarious agency and 
resolution. Read through this caution, the structural repetition Soueif builds between the 1900s and 1990s narratives  Isabel's 
romance with Omar echoing Anna's with Sharif, Amal's political disillusion echoing Layla's constrained nationalism, the 
recurrence of exile, of a trunk crossing continents  risks precisely the seduction Hirsch warns against: the implication that 
Amal's present crisis is continuous with, and perhaps even resolved by, her successful reconstruction of Anna's past. The 
novel's postmemorial structure is, in this sense, formally powerful but historiographically ambivalent: it dramatises with real 
theoretical sophistication how inherited papers can constitute a form of memory rather than mere information, while 
simultaneously risking the naturalisation of genealogical repetition as a substitute for the harder work of historicising what, 
precisely, has changed and what has not between 1900 and 1997. 
 
Embroidery and the Materiality of Women's Historical Labour 
A theoretically dense reading of the novel's historiography must also attend to the recurring figure of the tapestry or piece of 
embroidery that Anna is working on across the 1900s narrative and that resurfaces, physically preserved, in the trunk that 
Amal and Isabel open a century later. Needlework in the novel is not merely decorative background but a second, non-
linguistic register of the archive, one that makes literal what feminist historians of material culture have long argued: that 
women's historical labour is frequently stored not in words at all but in objects, textiles, and domestic artefacts that 
conventional historiography, oriented toward the document and the text, is poorly equipped to read. The embroidered panel 
Anna produces, incorporating motifs she learns from Layla and from the Egyptian women around her, functions structurally 
like the trunk's papers: it is a hybrid, syncretic object, English needlework technique overlaid with Egyptian pattern and colour, 
that encodes Anna's cultural translation in thread rather than ink. That Amal, a century later, can read this object as historical 
evidence  can locate in its patterning a record of exchange, intimacy, and cross-cultural labour that no consular report would 
register  extends Stoler's archive-as-subject argument beyond the textual: the historian's task, the novel suggests, is to develop 
a literacy adequate to the range of media in which women have in fact left their historical trace. 
This materialist dimension of the novel's historiography also complicates any reading that would treat “women's writing” as a 
self-sufficient category of feminist historical recovery. The embroidery insists that literacy itself  the capacity to leave a 
documentary trace in the form privileged by professional historiography  is unevenly distributed even among the novel's 
women, and that the recovery of Anna's and Layla's written archive, however historiographically rich, still depends on and to 
some degree occludes the non-literate or partially literate forms of historical knowledge (oral narration, domestic craft, 
embodied practice) that circulate alongside it. Read this way, the embroidery functions almost as the novel's own internal 
critique of its documentary bias, a reminder, available to the attentive reader if not always to Amal herself, that the trunk's 
abundance of paper is a condition of Anna's and Layla's specific class position and education rather than a neutral index of 
what women in this history in fact knew, felt, or did. The needlework thus operates as a hinge between the novel's celebratory 
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account of the woman-authored archive and the more sceptical, class-attentive reading this paper develops in the section that 
follows. 
 
Genealogy as Genre: Feminist Historiographic Metafiction after Hutcheon 
The critical vocabulary developed above needs situating within the more specific scholarly conversation about the historical 
novel's gendered reinvention in contemporary British and Anglophone fiction, a conversation in which Soueif's novel has 
already been read as a significant, theorised case. Mariadele Boccardi's account of The Map of Love alongside the historical 
fiction of A. S. Byatt and Tracy Chevalier identifies a shared formal strategy she terms history as genealogy: rather than 
narrating history through the public, documentary chronology of the state  wars, treaties, successions  these novels relocate 
historical knowledge within the private, embodied, and specifically familial line of descent, so that the discovery of a female 
ancestor's papers becomes the novel's primary historiographic event and genealogical continuity itself becomes an alternative, 
feminised structure of historical intelligibility. This is a more precise formal description of what this paper has been calling the 
trunk's counter-archival function, and it allows us to see that Soueif's choice of a family trunk, rather than, say, a state archive 
or a public library, is not incidental local colour but participates in a recognisable and theorised contemporary strategy by 
which women writers of historical fiction constitute the family, rather than the nation-state, as the primary unit through which 
the past becomes narratable. 
Ann Heilmann and Mark Llewellyn's related argument that contemporary women's historical fiction characteristically stages 
the woman writer's own act of reading and rewriting history as its central drama, rather than treating the past as a simple 
setting for plot, further clarifies why Amal's labour as translator, archivist, and eventual narrator of Anna's story is inseparable 
from the novel's feminist historiographic argument: The Map of Love is not a historical novel that happens to have a female 
protagonist but a novel about the gendered conditions of historical knowledge production itself, in which the reader's access 
to 1900s Egypt is continuously and deliberately mediated by a visible, embodied, and specifically female present-day historian. 
Sabino D'Alessandro's monograph-length study of the politics of representation in the novel, and Amin Malak's positioning 
of Soueif within a broader Anglophone Muslim narrative tradition that self-consciously writes back to both Orientalist and 
nationalist historiographical monopolies, together confirm that the novel's formal choices  the discovered trunk, the dual 
timeline, the translating woman historian  belong to an identifiable and theorised genre convention rather than to an 
idiosyncratic personal aesthetic, which is precisely what licenses reading The Map of Love as a case study in, rather than a merely 
illustrative example of, feminist historiographic metafiction as Hutcheon's original formulation defines it. 
 
The Limits of Recovery: Wholeness, Genealogy, and the Problem of Reparative Reading 
It would be a critical error, however, to read the novel's archival recovery project as an unproblematic feminist triumph, and 
a theoretically dense account of the novel must attend to what the recovery forecloses as much as to what it restores. The 
trunk yields, in the end, a strikingly complete story: Anna's marriage, the birth of a daughter, the family's eventual rupture and 
exile, are all recoverable, and the novel's closing pages stage a family reunion genealogical, national, and romantic that resolves 
the fragmentary archive into continuous narrative. Saidiya Hartman's concept of critical fabulation, developed for a very 
different archival problem the near-total absence of the enslaved woman's voice from the archive of Atlantic slavery  
nonetheless offers a useful counter-pressure here. Hartman insists that the archive of subjugated women is characterised by 
irreparable loss, and that the historian's task is not to complete the story but to narrate its incompleteness responsibly, to resist 
the seduction of a wholeness the archive cannot honestly supply. Soueif's trunk, by contrast, is generous: it withholds enough 
to require interpretive labour from Amal but ultimately yields sufficient material for a satisfying genealogical and romantic 
closure, including the revelation of a granddaughter's descent and a concluding image of familial and national continuity. 
This is not, this paper contends, simply a lapse into sentimentality but rather a legible ideological choice with historiographic 
consequences. Because the trunk survives and is legible, because Anna wrote copiously and her writing was preserved rather 
than destroyed, the novel is able to imagine a feminist historiography that recovers rather than merely mourns. The cost of 
this narrative generosity is a certain evasion of the harder question that Hartman's method poses: what of the women whose 
papers were burned, whose diaries were never begun because they were never taught to write, whose historical presence 
survives only as an absence in someone else's document? Soueif's Mabrouka, the household servant who cared for Anna and 
later for Amal's household, is instructive here: her orality, her folk knowledge, and her long service are registered in the novel 
primarily through Amal's affectionate but still class-inflected observation, and Mabrouka does not herself produce an archive 
that the novel treats as historiographically authoritative in the way it treats Anna's journal or Layla's diary. The novel's feminist 
historiography, in other words, is also a class-bound one: it recovers the literate, propertied woman's voice with a fullness it 
does not extend to the domestic worker, and a rigorous reading must register this asymmetry rather than absorb it into an 
undifferentiated celebration of “women's writing” as historiographic method. 
A further methodological caution follows from Joan Wallach Scott's influential critique of the historiographic reliance on 
“experience” as a self-evidently transparent ground of historical truth. Scott argues that treating first-person testimony  the 
diary entry, the letter, the eyewitness account  as unmediated access to what actually happened obscures the prior discursive 
categories through which any experience becomes narratable at all, and that a properly critical historiography must historicise 
the very terms in which subjects are able to record and understand their own experience, rather than simply mining that record 
for facts. Applied to the novel, this caution complicates the paper's own earlier argument: Amal's and Isabel's confidence that 
Anna's journal discloses a truth the official archive suppressed risks reproducing exactly the unexamined faith in the 
transparency of women's testimony that Scott warns against, treating Anna's writing as a window onto 1900s Egypt rather 
than as itself a discursively constructed artefact, shaped by the same Orientalist and Victorian generic conventions of the travel 
journal that a more suspicious reading would need to interrogate rather than simply trust. 
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Joan Kelly's classic methodological intervention, which asks not whether women are visible within a given historical 
periodisation but whether the periodisation itself accurately describes women's historical experience of the era it names, offers 
a second qualification. The novel's implicit periodisation  a nationalist awakening running from the 1900s through the 1919 
revolution, understood as a story of gradually expanding political consciousness and eventual, partial liberation  is Sharif's and, 
derivatively, the nationalist historiography's periodisation; Kelly's question would ask whether this same stretch of years 
constituted anything like an awakening in Layla's own lived experience of confinement, arranged marriage, and constrained 
authorship, or whether the appearance of progress belongs more properly to the public, masculine political chronology the 
novel is elsewhere so concerned to displace. That the novel does not fully pursue this question  that Layla's diary registers 
constraint but the narrative frame nonetheless moves toward the same 1919 horizon of nationalist arrival that structures 
Sharif's story  suggests a residual, imperfectly examined reliance on a periodisation the novel's own feminist historiographic 
method ought, on Kelly's terms, to have placed in question. 
Gerda Lerner's foundational argument for a compensatory and then a contribution-based feminist historiography, aimed at 
restoring women's agency to a historical record that had rendered them invisible, supplies the recuperative optimism against 
which Hartman's critical fabulation, discussed above, offers its counter-pressure; the novel oscillates, this paper contends, 
between these two poles rather than settling into either. Anne McClintock's related insistence that no anti-colonial nationalism 
has ever been gender-neutral, and that the domestic and racialised labour on which the nationalist household depends is 
characteristically excluded from the nation's own narrative of itself even as that household is invoked as the nation's 
foundational unit, returns the paper to Mabrouka: her exclusion from the trunk's documentary economy is not an incidental 
omission but, on McClintock's reading, a structural feature of exactly the kind of nationalist family-as-nation narrative the 
novel otherwise works to complicate. A theoretically rigorous account of the novel's feminist historiography must therefore 
hold together its genuine methodological innovations — the trunk as counter-archive, translation as historiographic labour, 
embroidery as material record — with the residual periodisations, evidentiary assumptions, and class exclusions that Scott, 
Kelly, Lerner, and McClintock together allow us to see the novel has not fully resolved. 
 
Conclusion 
The Map of Love stages, more insistently than criticism focused on its geopolitical allegory has generally acknowledged, an 
argument about historiographic method: that the nation's history is legible not primarily through the state archive, the 
newspaper of record, or the memoir of the statesman, but through the trunk of a woman's papers, transmitted informally, 
incompletely, and across generations and continents, and requiring translation, both linguistic and interpretive, to be read at 
all. Read through Derrida's account of archival power, Stoler's distinction between archive-as-source and archive-as-subject, 
Burton's attention to the domestic locations of women's historical knowledge, and Chakravarti's insistence on reading silence 
as evidence, the novel's dual-timeline structure emerges as formally isomorphic with its historiographic argument: Amal's 
present-tense labour of translation and narration repeats and extends Anna's own translational labour a century earlier, so that 
the feminist historiographic method the novel proposes is itself genealogical, passed from woman to woman as the trunk itself 
is passed. At the same time, a properly theoretically dense reading cannot stop at celebration. Measured against Hartman's 
insistence on the irreparability of the subjugated woman's archival absence, and attentive to the class asymmetries within the 
novel's own cast of women, The Map of Love's recuperative generosity its willingness to let the trunk yield a whole and consoling 
story  should be read as a historiographic choice with its own exclusions, not as a neutral outcome of the materials the novel 
happens to have preserved. The novel's most enduring contribution to feminist historiography, then, lies less in the specific 
history it recovers than in the method it dramatises: the insistence that reading a nation's past adequately requires reading it 
through the women who kept its papers, and reading, too, for what those papers, however abundant, still cannot say. 
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