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PREFACE 

The study is an examination of religious, social, and family 

influences in the socialization of Arab Muslim women. It deals primar­

ily with urban, middle class women of Palestinian, Egyptian, and Kuwaiti 

backgrounds as observed during the author's two-year stay in Kuwait and 

on shorter trips to Beirut, Cairo, and Amman. Extensive use of the 

relevant literature and interviews with Arab women from different back­

grounds provided added information. Some of the differences and simil­

arities between the urban society of the author's experience and the 

more extensively-studied, traditionally-oriented rural and village areas 

are discussed. Special attention is given to acceptable avenues of 

change existant in the society which have often gone unnoticed by 

researchers. An attempt is also made to contrast the author's observa­

tions with the view of Arab women often encountered in the litera-

ture and in the popular stereotype. It is suggested that a more 

dynamic and comprehensive perspective, attuned to the variations and 

complexities of societies in the Middle East, would be of value in 

future research on the area. 

The author wishes to express her appreciation to her major adviser, 

Dr. Kenneth J. Kiser, for his advice and considerable assistance during 

the completion of this project. Appreciation is also expressed to the 

other members of the committee: to Dr. Larry Perkins, who offered his 

opinions and encouragement; and to Dr. Donald N. Brown, whose profes­

sional advice and support throughout the project proved invaluable. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE SCOPE AND METHOD OF THE STUDY 

The Middle East has long been an area of intrigue and interest to 

the West. This has never been more true than in the past several years 

as the economic and political importance of the region has become ever 

more apparent. Nevertheless, in spite of increased interest and 

research in the area, Western perceptions of the Middle East often con­

tinue to be based more upon popular stereotyp~s and prejudices than on 

any true understarlding of the dynamic realities at work in the region. 

Such an outlook is not new. In fact, misconceptions about the Middle 

East may be so deeply rooted in the West's own intellectual history as 

to be almost institutionalized. In an important and insightful book 

entitled Islam and the West, Norman Daniel (16) traces the history of 

the West's relations with the Muslim World and examines the concurrent 

Western works on Islam at each stage. He concludes that modern ideas 

about Islam are still derived from a history of official and unofficial 

lies, half-truths, and misrepresentations based on centuries of relig­

ious, military, and cultural conflict with the Middle East. That such 

deeply ingrained preconceptions could have an effect even upon the sup­

posedly objective, trained researcher is evidenced by a new book by 

Edward Said (SS) in which he attacks Western orientalists for approach­

ing their subject from just such a slanted perspective. According to 

Said, the predilection of Western researchers to become obsessed with a 
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fictitious Eastern mystique and to view the Near East through an impene-

i 
trable veil of ei~tica and preconceived notions precludes their recog-

nizing the actual processes they are supposedly observing. Similarly, 

the tendancy to make explicit or implfcit value judgments about Arab 

society, based upon the writers' idealizations of Western society and 

the assumed desirability of such non-indigenous goals and ideals as 

"westernization" and "modernization" (of ten used synonomously with west-

ernization, although it is by no means the same thing), also often leads 

to misunderstanding and misrepresentation. The research thus reflects 

and perpetuates the stereotype. 

Needless to say, if Daniel and Said are correct in their assess-

ments, some of the research which has been done on the Middle East has 

not necessarily increased Western understanding of the region. Soci-

eties in the Near East, as elsewhere, are not static entities which can 

be defined, filed, and finalized. They are complex, ongoing processes 

in which innumerable elements are constantly in flux, and they need to 

be regarded as such. Given the importance of the area, therefore, and 

increased sociological and anthropological interest in it, it would per-

haps be well to examine some aspect of life in the Middle East from a 

new and, perhaps, more dynamic perspective. 

A study of factors effecting the lives and socialization of Arab 

Muslim women is particularly well-suited to such an examination, both 

because this is an under-studied and, therefore, valuable field of 

inquiry, and because Western stereotypes seem most pronounced in this 

respect. The predominant Western image of the Arab woman is of a shy, 

cloistered, submissive nonentitity hopelessly dominated by her male-

oriented society. This image is not borne out by observation. Arab 
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women very often tend to be strong, forceful; and self-confident in the 

extreme. This more complex reality--the development of a strong person-

ality in the face of a supposedly oppressive and unappreciative society--

will, therefore, be examined with respect to three factors influential 

in building a woman's self-image--the religion, the social structure, 

and the family unit. 

The use of a mutli-factor approach to this subject is meant primar-

ily to add depth and dimension to the study. However, it should also 

serve as an example to remind the reader that a multi-dimensional 

approach is, in the final analysis, necessary to the understanding of 

any society or social group, especially in an area as complex as the 

Middle East. For example, any of the three factors discussed could have 
i-! 

a greater or lessi::.r influence upon women's liv·es depending upon the 

particular regions, societies, groups, classes, families, or individuals 

involved. So also could a host of other factors such as economics, 

local politics or political systems, historical processes, etc. Explan-

ation and understanding require a knowledge of how the factors involved 

have effected the area or group in question. Therefore, while this work 

focuses on three important factors related specifically to the author's 

observations and research on Arab women, the complexity of the subject, 

and of the Middle East in general, should be remembered and the necess-

ity of applying such a perspective to any consideration of the region 

borne in mind. 

Methods 

Three methods of data collection and/or analysis were employed in 

this study: participant observation, impressionistic interviews, and a 
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content analysis of relevant literature. 

Participant Observation 

Participant observation is, perhaps, the optimum method for gather­

ing data in a study such as this, for only direct experience can truly 

counter an accepted and established stereotype. Fortunately, this 

writer had the opportunity to live for two years in the State of Kuwait 

on the Persian/Arabian Gulf, from September, 1972, to November, 1974. 

More limited stays were made in Cairo, Beirut, and Amman. The time in 

Kuwait was spent living directly with a Palestinian family and both 

the length of the stay and the situation contributed to the development 

of great intimacy and a sensitivity to subtle nuance which could never 

have been attained through more casual contact. In Kuwait there was 

also extensive contact with temporary Egyptian residents, as well as 

with the Kuwaitis themselves. The observations made during this period 

form an important part of the work. It should be understood here, how­

ever, that Kuwait is primarily an urban society and that the writer's 

contacts there, and elsewhere in the Arab Middle East, were generally 

among the urban middle class. This fact necessarily biased observations 

in favor of the educated, progressive- forces of the society. However, 

since these forces are the ones most of ten overlooked in studies of 

the Middle East, they are precisely the ones most in need of representa­

tion. The urban middle class is one of the fastest growing strata of 

Middle Eastern society and represents an important mobile and dynamic 

force in the ar~a. As such, its perspective is a vital one which well 

may be a most telling indicator of future directions, especially with 

regard to the role of women in society. For example, the educated, 
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professional woman is very much a part of the urban scene. More signifi­

cantly, she does not necessarily see religion as an inhibiting influence 

or encounter the institutionalized resistance to her activities that the 

literature would lead one to expect. Moreover, the place of the Arab 

woman in the family was experienced as being llllCh more central and 

influential than the partriarchal image of the society would suggest. 

This leads one to wonder if much of the literature has concentrated too 

much on ignoring avenues for change in the society for the sake of des­

cribing a stable--i.e., stagnant--entity easy to define and categorize. 

Most studies of the region have, in fact, tended to concentrate on 

"tradi~ional" lifestyles or tribal societies in the most conservative 

and static way. Even under the best of circumstances, when the observa­

tions recorded seem fairly reliable, the effect of this approach is much 

the same as that which would result from describing American society 

solely from the perspective of rural Arkansas or Appalachia, ignoring 

the existence of such places as New York City or Los Angeles. Both 

approaches, obviously, are of value to research. However, to try to 

build an understanding of modern developments in a society totally upon 

the latter is an error. To assume that the rural areas of a society are 

unalterably conservative or backwards, and then to use them to represent 

the whole, is even worse. The urban bias and regional limitations of 

the study should, therefore, be recognized as such, but should also be 

understood to add a relatively new and vital perspective to knowledge of 

the area. Also, attempts have been made to broaden the base of the 

research through the use of other techniques of data collection. 

Interviews 

The writer's contact with Arabs and Arab society has continued 
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intensively for the six years following her departure from Kuwait. This 

contact, both then and now, has included a great deal of discussion with 

Arab women--and men--concerning the place of women in society. In many 

cases, these interviews have provided insight into more traditional 

aspects of Middle Eastern life through informants' knowledge of, or 

experience with, other segments of the society. Interviews were also 

conducted with women from places not within the author's direct experi­

ence. These interviews broaden the base of comparisons possible in the 

study and provide important insights into the dynamic processes of the 

society. They also, along with the author's direct observations, offer 

a vantage point from which to assess the literature available on Arab 

women. 

Content Analysis of the Literature 

Some of the problems encountered in the literature have already 

been discussed. This by no means implies that it is worthless. Some of 

the most recent works on the ~iddle East have, in fact, endeavored to 

provide the more complex understanding of social processes advocated 

here. These works act as valuable sources, especially those dealing 

with societies or regions outside of the author's experience. Other 

works on the Middle East provide more or less sound, if static, descrip­

tions of life in certain places at given times. These also are valuable 

sources of information, although they must be used cautiously--a one­

sided approach to the subject can distort many perceptions. In both 

their strongest and weakest aspects, however, these studies offer a 

basis for compar.ison and discussion and broaden the paper considerably. 

Likewise, the contrast provided by ·the truly biased and stereotypical 



works is not only enlightening, but also badly in need of discussion. 

Extensive use will therefore be made of the literature, both to par­

tially counter the urban, middle class bias of the author's experience, 

and to provide deeper insights into the workings of Arab society. 

Conclusion 
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The purpose of this study, then, is to examine the role of women in 

the Arab world with specific reference to their place in the dominant 

religious framework, the society at large, and the family unit. The 

basic limitations of the work have already been discussed. The urban, 

middle class bias of the author's experience necessitates concentration 

on the most progressive forces of the society. However, it has also 

been explained that this perspective is one which is consistently over­

looked, but nevertheless vitally important. It is, therefore, perhaps 

more valuable at this time to work from this direction. Also, an effort 

has been made to broaden the scope of the research through interviews 

with women from other backgrounds and through extensive use of the 

literature. 

Given the author's somewhat unique perspective, however, and the 

conscious attempt made to challenge a simplistic stereotype, it should 

perhaps be understood that this paper is not intended either as an 

"apology" for Arab society or as a polemic against Western ideas and 

research. It is a description of one extremely important aspect of Arab 

society and reflects the lives, opinions, and aspirations of the 

author's informants. If knowledge of the existence of such a configura­

tion necessitates rethinking popular idea about the Middle East, then 

the fault lies with the misleading stereotype, not with the "new" 



perspective, and a knowledge of this can only benefit research. That 

other perspectives, and configurations, exist is taken for granted. 

8 

Middle Eastern society is extremely complex and it ls a serious mistake to 

generalize too freely from one area or sector to another. Indeed, it is a 

misnomer to speak of Middle Eastern or Arab or Islamic "societies." While 

such terms are used for ease of reference it should be understood that 

what exists is an arbitrarily designated geographical area--the "Middle 

East"--and a variety of societies, each with many strata, classes, or sec­

tors, which identify themselves as "Arab." Many of these societies--and 

many which are neither Arab nor Middle Eastern--are Muslim, and may con­

tain one or several sects or legal schools and a variety of accomodations 

of religious belief to traditional social patterns. The different areas, 

classes, sects, or configurations cannot necessarily speak for one 

another, although they often interact and may share a commonly acknowl­

edged national, social, religious, or cultural identity. 

Similarly, "the West" is a catch-all phrase which refers to a large 

and very complex area. Daniel's (16) analysis applies to Western 

European research in general and extends backward many centuries in 

time. The author's own experience is of more recent derivation and her 

personal exposure to "Western" thought based primarily upon her conver­

sations with, and knowledge of the research done by, individuals better 

referred to as coming from the Anglo-American tradition. Exceptions to 

this include the works of the Finnish researcher Hilma Granquist (28; 29), 

several French studies not included for consideration in this thesis and, 

of course, the perspective provided by Daniel's research (16). 

Finally, it should be acknowledged that the ultimate social entity 

is the individual and that individuals, even within a given class, 
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religion, or culture, find individual solutions and definitions for 

socially-generatetl problems. No work on any area can hope to cover all 

of the possibilities. What is discussed here, therefore, is the behav­

ior and perceptions of cert11in individuals .in given circumstances in 

particular parts of the Arab World. The expectation is that a knowledge 

of their ideas and experiences will contribute to a deeper and richer 

understanding of some of the forces at work in their complex society. 



CHAPTER II 

WES1ERN PERCEPTIONS: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The major problem one encounters in dealing with the Arab Middle 

East is the immense social and cultural diversity of the region. 

Stretching across North Africa, through the Fertile Crescent, and down 

the Arabian penninsula, and encompassing vast millions of individuals, 

the area does not lend itself to generalizations. One need only peruse 

the seemingly inconsistent and even contradictory literature in order to 

know that this is so. What is true of one group in a given place may 

not be true of another group in the same town or city, let alone in 

another part of the area. Unfortunately, however, studies of the region 

are of ten approached as though such broad generalizations were, in fact, 

possible on a grand scale. The error is an easy one as the genuine cul­

tural and historical unity of the area may lead writers, and more often 

their readers, to assume that this unity extends to the local social 

level as well, which it often does not. Similarly, observations of 

religious observance in one community are sometimes taken as indications 

of Islamic belief in general when they are, in fact, only local 

variations. 

Such difficulties with generalizations seem to be especially pro­

nounced when dealing with the subject of Arab women. In part, this may 

be due to the fact that much of what was, until recently, written on the 

area was done by men, a group by definition usually excluded from 

10 
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opportunities to observe the most dynamtc processes of women's lives. 

Since the men are often dependent upon male informants, there may also 

be a tendancy to mistake outward appearances and ideal representations 

for the deeper reality of an intricate and complex social process. What 

one man tells another about the dynamics of family life may not neces­

sarily reflect the total reality. It may thus not be a simple coinci­

dence that much of the new, more insightful research on women in the 

Middle East is being done by female observers. 

Another problem sometimes encountered in the literature is an 

unfortunate predilection for dra~ing comparisons, explicit or implicit, 

between the reality of life in the Arab World and the ideal of life in 

the West. Needless to say, the reality of one culture can never compare 

favorably to the ideal of another and the resulting misconceptions serve 

only to perpetuate existing biases and stereotypes. Thus the continuing 

fascination with--and overemphasis upon--the legal but not necessarily 

extensive polygyny of Islam without acknowledgment either of the inhib­

itions to polygyny in the area or of the fact that there exists in the 

West certain practices which some might see, as many Arabs do, as some­

what analagous to polygyny and perhaps less morally defensible. Among 

these are the extensive serial monogamy of the West, expressed in high 

divorce rates and subsequent remarriages, and the indulgence in pre-and 

extra-marital affairs which is not only extensive but also lacking in 

the "redeeming" qualities of legitimacy and responsibility. In this 

sense easy access to many sexual partners may be more a common feature 

of life in the West than it has ever been in the Middle East. Nor is 

sexual access the only, or even the major, function of polygyny. Such a 

balance of perceptions needs always to be borne in mind and is often 
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often lost on the st~dent whose exposure to Arab society, however exten-

sive, is not intensive enough to allow for recognition pf the fine dis-

tinctions. In many cases, therefore, especially when speaking to a ~ 

general or uninitiated audience, it is the responsibility of the writer 

to consciously maintain this balance. If understanding is the goal of 

social science, then it is not sufficient to list strange or "exotic" 

customs without attempting to place them in their proper perspective to 

the ideals and realities of the indigenous population or to relate them 

to a wider context which includes the readers' frames of reference. 

Bearing this in mind, it is now possible to turn to an active review of 

the pertinent literature. 

The general, background works on Middle Eastern research were dis-

cussed in the first Chapter (16, SS). These provide some insight into 

the preconceptions which may lead to error. Another cause, perhaps 

derived from these, is simply poor scholarship. Thus, David Hart (32, 

P• 38), a generally reliable and respected researcher on North Africa, 

can write that the Koran "absolutely forbids a wife to divorce her hus-

band, who on the other hand can divorce her with ease." In fact, the 

Koran recognizes a woman's right to dissolution of her marriage through 

annulment or mutually agreed upon divorce and forms part of the basis 

upon which rest later legal decisions expanding these rights. Such a 

statement leaves one with the impression that the researcher either has 

not read the Koran or is incapable of distinguishing between local con-

figurations and religious ideals. Such an omission, needless to say, 

leaves a very mistaken impression with the reader and precludes any 

understanding of one of the most important facets of Middle Eastern soc-

iety. While the conditions Hart describes may, in fact, prevail in the 
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area under discussion, such a blanket statement is misleading with 

regard to the realities and complexities of Islam and the variability of 

Arab societies in general. It also ignores the forces which may act 

either to allow women to dissolve their marriages or to inhibit men in 

the use of their power to divorce. "The Islamic Law of Marriage and 

Divorce" is discussed at length by J. N. D. Anderson (7) in an article 

which not only notes the general legalities mentioned above but also 

discusses the refinements associated with the various legal schools and 

the elements chosen for inclusion in many, of the new national legal 

codes. An even more detailed and comprehensive explanation of the sub­

ject is found in Hammudah 'Abd al 'Ati's (1) .The Family Structure in 

Islam, which examines every aspect of Islamic family law. Such back­

ground knowledge is a necessity for research in this area. Likewise, a 

knowledge of the Koran is indispensable to the researcher intending to 

do meaningful work in the Middle East. The translation used in this 

research is by Arthur J. Arberry (33) and is one of the more respected 

renderings. 

Unfortunately, some researchers seem not to have taken the time to 

familiarize themselves with the basics, but to have relied on common 

knowledge instead. Another article which gives ample. support to--and, 

indeed, seems based upon--the stereotype is "The Changing Moslem Family 

of the Middle East" by D. f. Beck ( 12). Meant to explore recent 

changes in Moslem family life, the article sometimes makes little dis­

tinction between past and present, and almost none at all between one 

area of the Middle East and another. Since the writer's emphasis is 

upon what she believes are the effects of "ingrained patterns" of relig­

ious idealogy, there is little recognition of variability, the interplay 
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between religious ideals and social customs, the possibility of viola­

tion of ideals, or the universality of some social behavior. Thus, a 

"Moslem" preference for male children, based on their more active econ­

omic roles, is presented as something unique to the area rather than as 

a phenomenon which applies to the author's society as well and is 

actually condemned by Islam. Similarly, what the author sees as social 

injustices--a value judgment she has no right to make--are attributed 

to the religion rather than to ignorance or poverty, from which such 

things more often arise and to which Muslim analysts attribute them. 

Generalizations are numerous. The divorce rate for Egypt, for example, 

is allowed to speak for the entire Middle East. Simarilarly, an obser­

vation from Afghanistan--thought by other Middle Eastern societies to be 

one of the most underdeveloped of nations, and not an Arab country--is 

used as an example to illuminate Muslim thought in general. Further­

more, certain observations may be suspect. Beck asserts that the edu­

cated Muslim woman often disqualifies herself for marriage because of 

her modernism. Aside from the obvious fact that this would be true in 

many societies, it should be noted that in the Middle East it is cer­

tainly not universal. In many cases the opposite is true and the 

educated woman has much better marriage prospects. Likewise, the compe­

tence of Muslim women in performing their tasks is attributed not to 

pride or a sense of duty, but to the insecurities inherent in living in 

a Muslim society. Aside from her expected role, Beck writes, "I under­

stand that she often goes much further and uses within the home all her 

skills of coquetry, dress, modest flirtation, soft words, seductive 

dancing, and skillful intercourse" (p. 572). From where, exactly, 

Beck derives this understanding is not explained. Neither does she 



question just where in such a "restrictive" society women are supposed 

to learn things like "skillful lntercourse." However, it all fits 
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well into the exotic stereotype of submissive and seductlve harem girls, 

questionable as it may be as an overall observation. 

The tendancy to oversimplify is a major cause of misunderstanding 

in Middle Eastern research. In "Familism and Socialization" Raphael 

Patai (47), another generally respected researcher, reduces all of a 

female child's early socialization to the learning of her "unimportance" 

in the family and her role as a servant to brothers and father. The 

male child's socialization is to the opposite extreme--he learns that 

women are meant to serve him. Such a simplistic analysis is as inaccu­

rate as it is misleading and ignores the very real fact of the claims a 

girl can make on male rlatives and the extensive duties they may owe 

her. Worse, Patai generalizes this supposed socialization to cover 

basic male-female relationships in the entire area although it is not 

supported in all of the literature or by this writer's personal observa­

tions. E. T. Prothro (SO) makes a similar mistake in oversimplication 

in his comparison of child-rearing.practices among Lebanese religious 

groups. His reliance on very general independent variables leads to an 

analysis which ignores many important factors in a society as complex as 

Lebanon's, as does his tacet acceptance of the assumption that Lebanese 

Christians are more "modern" than the Muslims. Aside from the value 

judgment implicit in this position, such an attitude also tends to 

equate modernism with westernization, an approach which effectively 

negates the true dynamics of Lebanese society. The result is overgener­

alized research leading to very simplistic conclusions which support the 

prevailing expectations--that Christians are more progressive than 
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Muslims, that Christian children do better on intelligence tests (a prob­

lem in themselves) than do Muslim children, and that girls are treated 

more coldly than boys in Lebanese society. 

The tendancy to view Arab social processes as somehow mysteriously 

and absolutely alien, and then to try to analyze behavior by reference 

to complex and exotic thought pat terns, can also lead to some 

interesting conclusions. In "On the Modesty of Women in Arab Muslim 

Villages" Richard T. Antoun (8)--again a generally reliable and 

respected researcher--attempts to explain female behavioral modesty in 

such villages in terms of an over-riding Arab obsession with sexuality 

and the connection between sexual shame and personal honor. According 

to this analysis the Arab's obsession with his honor is inextricably 

bound to his concept of sexuality--especially female sexuality, which 

must be controlled and guarded at all times. Antoun supports his thesis 

with a complex--perhaps overly complex--analysis of linguistics, espec­

ially those terms which can be related, however obtusely, to genitalia 

or sexual behavior, and hence to women. His linguistic analysis is vig­

orously debated by Nadia Abu-Zahra (2), who questions his basic premise 

as well. Antoun's (9) answer to this is that Abu-Zahra simply does not 

understand his point. Even Abu-Zahra's discussion of Antoun's linguis­

tics, however, does not take note of other ways in which his basic 

premise may have led him to misunderstand or misinterpret his 

observations--observations which in themselves are not necessarily inac­

curate. For example, Antoun (8) observes that little girls must be 

carefully and properly dressed, an observation which seems correct and 

which agrees with the writer's own experience. However, Antoun's 

explanation for this behavior is that girls are objects of sexual shame 
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and must be well-dressed to protect the honor--sexually defined--of their 

male relatives. In fact, it is a religious duty for Muslim men to pro­

vide adequately for their female relatives even if, in the case of female 

children, the male children must be slighted by comparison. In the 

author's experience, shame in this sense is social in a very straight­

forward way. It is a matter of having failed to fulfill obligations. 

There is no need to tie it to sexuality or sexually-defined honor. It is 

a matter of responsibilitiy. Such an appeal to the actual internal 

structure and logic of the society provides at least as adequate an 

explanation of behavior as reliance upon a theorized, and perhaps fic­

titious, mental construct of mystical proportions. 

Unfortunately, however, it is possible to misrepresent conditions 

in the Middle East without falling prey to either questionable analyses 

or the inclusion of inaccurate observations. In "The Arab World," a 

chapter in Raphael Patai's Women in the Modern World, Charles W. 

Churchill (14) manages to support and perpetuate the stereotype without 

presenting too many inaccurate facts and while, indeed, trying to explain 

many of the rights women enjoy in Arab society. The problem here is one 

of presentation. Churchill leaves no doubt that he is presenting his 

readers with the absolute truth. His highly compact, often genralized 

narrative leaves no room for ambiguity or variation. There is also a 

poor sense of perspective. In rural Lebanon, for example, especially in 

predominantly Muslim areas, the author states that there is considerable 

lag in educational opportunities for girls, as compared to urban areas. 

Village parents, the reader is told, had an average schooling of 0.6 year 

for women, while men achieved a tremendous average 2.6 years of educa­

tion. The younger generation showed little improvement--all of 3.1 years 
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of schooling for males, 0.8 year for females. In fact, Churchill 

tells his readers, the fe~1le populatlnn of whole villages may be Llllt­

erate. Given the overall literacy rates for both sexes this should not 

be surprising. Nor should it seem like deliberate discrimination that 

in underdeveloped villages the boys, with more financial responsibili­

ties, should receive a bit more of an education than the girls. This is 

not so much a matter of favoritism as necessity. Later, in his discus­

sion of divorce, Churchill states that the Muslim ban on remarriage of a 

thrice-divorced couple until the wife has been married to, and divorced 

by, another man is based upon the premise that the woman may mature 

through her marriage to a second partner--the implication being that 

women are basically immature. Another explanation--and one frequently 

given--is that the ban helps prevent the husband from abusing his wife 

by constantly misusing the right of divorce. The theory here is that if 

he has divorced her three times she should be allowed to go on with her 

life without his interference. The "second partner" is a husband in 

every sense and aside from the real possibility that the woman might 

stay with him, the experience at least serves to put the first husband 

in perspective. The wife is not obligated to remarry him. There is no 

room, however, for such fine distinctions in this article--the most 

accessible truism, the most concise summary, is deemed sufficient. For 

example, in this article the reader also learns that in the conservative 

parts of the Arab World husbands breakfast on "tea, milk, and eggs with 

unleavened bread," that at noon the man "is served a lunch of rice and 

meat," and that supper "consists of wheat and meat, stew, and laban. 

(p. 111). Assumedly, Arab men never eat salads or fruits or prefer a 

change of pace at supper occasionally. In this type of absolute 
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presentation, the stereotype stands out because the author is, in a 

sense, trying to create one. In light of this, Churchill's discussion 

of women's rights is dismally inadequate. In a book obviously intended 

as a complete reference to women today this is most unfortunate. 

Indeed, the only real balance of perspective attainable with regard to 

the Arab World comes from Patai's 'introduction to the volume, in which 

he attempts to explain how recent the emancipation of Western women has 

been. Churchill's only attempt to balance perceptions is a note that in 

some parts of the middle and upper classes, especially in Christian 

households, women's prestige has increased enough "that some women exer­

cise the prerogatives of American women and are genuinely in control of 

the family" (p. 122). Churchill apparently sees American society as 

no more complex than the Arab variety. 

That such overgeneralizations on the part of professional 

researchers should carry over to the general reader is not surprising. 

In less specialized works, only the stereotype remains. In Women in 

Cultures ~ the World, a work obviously meant as a handbook on women, 

Dorothy Hammond and Alta Jablow (31, P• 12) Sl.UD up the Middle East by 

describing biased child-rearing practices, such as those mentioned 

above, and then by stating, with regard to the segregation or partial 

seclusion of women, that such.limitations on a girl's "access to exper­

ience foster shyness, timidity, and dependency." This statement is made 

on the basis of library research, not on observation, and certainly does 

not agree with this writer's experience, making it inapplicable to at 

least some portions of the Arab World. Nevertheless, it is presented as 

all-inclusive and as derived from reliable sources. Hammond and Jablow, 

in their turn, have been used as major sources for other research. 
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The limitations of articles such as those discussed above can only 

be truly understood when compared to other works which avoid the obvious 

pitfalls or make a concious effort to critically examine the stereotype. 

An important.cha:nge in Middle Eastern research began to take place in 

the late 1960' s with the publication o.f several articles, most of them 

by women, aimed at examining more carefully the status of women in 

various Arab societies. One such article is Barbara Aswad's (10) "Key 

and Peripheral Roles of Noble Women in a Middle Eastern Plains Village." 

Carefully defined according to location and class, and thus free of 

over-riding generalizations, Aswad's article describes the social roles 

played by certain women in a given village, taking into account the ways 

they may influence village life and affairs, the legal rights and social 

perogatives they enjoy, and the types of social prestige they may 

attain. That this may be evidence of a change then taking place in 

research on women in general is suggested by the fact that the same 

volume contained an introductory article by Ernestine Friedl (26) enti­

tled "The Position of Women: Appearance and Reality." This article 

was, in fact, an argument for research examining the real processes of 

women's lives more carefully and for noting the previously ignored but 

very real influences women exert on social life. Aswad's article did 

exactly that. 

In a similar vein one finds Safia K. Mohsen's (40) "Aspects of the 

Legal Status of Women Among Awlad 'Ali." Again, this article is 

restricted with regard to time and place and concentrates primarily on 

structural aspects of women's positions. It includes a discussion of 

legal rights, types of violations of those rights, and non­

institutionalized ways in which women can protect themselves. Here, 
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women are depicted as active participants in the social process, working 

within the system to attain self-defined goals. No attempt is made to 

suggest that what is true among Awlad 'Ali can apply to all Arab 

societies. The variability involved is acknowledged. 

L. S. el Hamamsy's (30) article on "The Changing Role of the 

Egyptian Woman" is actually a much earlier work, but its reprint in 1970 

bespeaks new interest in this approach. Dealing with a larger, more com­

plex subject, el Hamamsy draws careful distinctions between the groups 

under discussion. Her examination of legal rights includes acknowledg­

ment of the ideal, even when it is violated. Her description of change 

includes the efforts to promote it without removing them from the indige­

nous social context. In other words, she acknowledges that change can, 

perhaps, com~ from within and be based upon ideals already existing 

within the society. 

Another early work reconsidered in 1970 is Ilse Lichtenstadter's 

(36) "An Arab-Egyptian Family." This article not only seeks to view life 

in the family by reference to its own ideals and priorities, but at times 

consciously questions the stereotype. For example, Lichtenstadter notes 

the differences in understanding what is observed when the observations 

are made from within the family unit rather than from outside of it. 

Likewise, the intimacy of her extended stay with the family, which lasted 

five months, is acknowledged to have made her aware of male--female rela­

tions which would not be discernable to the more casual observer. At 

times, Lichtenstadter goes so far as to mention the stereotype, such as 

the supposedly minimal role a woman plays in her husband's life, before 

explaining how her observations contradict the popular viewpoint. In 

this way, she manages to keep a balance and perspective to her 
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presentation which is too often missing in such works. 

The 1970's saw an increase in this type of more accurate, deeper 

observation into the lives of Arab women. Robert and Elizabeth Fernea's 

(25) "Variations in Religious Observance Among Islamic Women" was a major 

step in acknowledging regional differences while explaining what is uni­

versal and unifying in the Muslim World. An important advance in viewing 

the Muslim ideal of woman's social role, and its relationship to existing 

social processes, came with Saneya Saleh's (56) "Women in Islam: Their 

Status in Religious and Traditional Culture." This article was a con­

scious effort to separate Islam and its ideals from the traditional cul­

ture with which it is often confused and to explain the interaction 

between the two, especially when they conflict. Such a perspective is 

vital to understanding social processes in the Arab World, but the dis­

tinction was seldom made in the past. 

One of the most important works done on the Middle East at this 

time was Cynthia Nelson's (45) "Public and Private Politics: Women in 

the Middle Eastern World." Nelson carefully reexamines the idea of 

power generally used by ethnographers in the Middle East and the image 

of women deri'ved '·from it. She then suggests re-thinking such notions of 

power and asks that it be viewed as a type of social relationship rather 

than something institutionalized in the social structure. In this 

sense, power is based upon a reciprocity of influence. Nelson cites 

major ethnographic works on the Middle East to illustrate her discussion 

of the traditional approach, but she goes an important step further when 

she examines the consequences to ethnography of adopting the new 

approach. Using research recently done by women in the Middle East, she 

explains the differences in interpretation apparent in their work when 



compared to that done by male ethnographers. She cites evidence pre­

sented by the men themselves that suggests women exercised more influ­

ence than the researchers recognized. 
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In keeping with this new approach to the place of Arab women in 

society, Soraya Altorki ( 5) published "Family Organization and Women's 

Power in Saudi Arabia" in 1977. Her study of the women of elite 

families in Jiddah focused on the ways in which women could effect 

important decisions in things over which they are usually considered to 

have no control. Her major example had to do with marriage contracts, a 

matter of vital importance in Saudi society and one in which women are 

able to exercise considerable influence. That not everyone is yet will­

ing to accept this perspective of dynamic processes working below the 

obvious surface of society is evidenced by Oliver Leaman's (35) response 

to Altorki' s article. Leaman argues that "power" must b~ overt and 

result in immediately recognizable change. However, Altorki's analysis 

is quite in keeping with her definition of power as the ability to 

influence the behavior of others, a definition which Leaman rejects. 

Such "power" he argues, does not alter the basic structure of society. 

Altorki's argument is, of course, that eventually it does. 

The interplay between Islam and traditional society, and the maneu­

verability of individuals within this framework, was finally visualized 

in a model developed by Elizabeth Warnock Fernea and Basima Qattar 

Bezirgan (24). They describe individual and community solutions to the 

differences between religion and local custom as lying anywhere along 

the spectrum between the two extremes. Mediating factors are the local 

situation, the individual personality, the family, socio-economic situa­

tions, etc. No one position can speak for each society or individual, 
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although research has often been presented as though it could. To 

illustrate their point with regard to women, and to add a vital and 

vibrant dimension to the subject, Fernea and Bezirgan present a wide 

range of individual solutions expressed in the lives and works of known 

and unknown Middle Eastern Muslim women. 

Carla Makhlouf (39) makes use of such a mutli-faceted perspective 

in her study of urban women in Sana'a, Yemen. Dealing with a very con­

servative society, Makhlouf examines the ways in which women find their 

places and attain their ends within the given framework, taking account 

both of traditional ~ractices and modernizing trends. Her account of 

women leading dynamic, purposeful lives within a segregated, sometimes 

oppressive, framework effectively dispels the image of the insignifi­

cant, faceless Arab woman. 

A reexamination of one of the major symbols associated with the 

stereotype of Arab women came with Elizabeth and Robert Fernea's (24) "A 

Look Behind the Veil," an attempt to put a face behind the faceless 

image. The Ferneas' discussion of the veil includes an examination of 

its many manifestations, an explanation of its origins and, most impor­

tantly, a look at its intended symbolism as an indicator of status and 

virtue rather than an instrument of oppression. In this work, as in the 

others cited, social reality becomes a complex process rather than a 

simplistic absolute and the multiple dimensions of life in the Middle 

East are made apparent. 

Between these two extremes of stereotyping and deliberate attempts 

to avoid it lies a large body of more or less sound, solid research on 

the Middle East which contributes greatly to knowledge on the area. 

Some of this work contributes to the stereotype only insofar as it makes 
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no attempt to counter it, although it presents evidence which contra­

dicts it. In other cases, the author is involved with descriptive work 

which touches only tangentially, though importantly, on women, and is 

not called upon to confront others' misconceptions. Some are general 

works which serve only to describe the framework within which women, and 

all members of the society, must function. In all cases, these works 

contain insights important to understanding certain aspects of life in 

the Middle East generally, and thus provide a background from which to 

view women in particular. 

One such work is H. Ammar 1 s (6) "The Social Organization of the 

Community," which deals with a village in Egypt. His overall descrip­

tion of village social organization includes a fairly balanced view of 

women's roles and rights in what he describes as a rather strictly 

patriarchal society. Likewise, S. H. Longrigg and F. Stoakes' (37) work 

on "The Social Pattern" in Iraq manages to place family life in the 

wider national perspective without reducing a discussion of women, tra­

ditional and modern, to an insignificant sidelight. The Iraqi woman 

here emerges as an intelligent and often forceful personality willing 

and able to take an active part in her changing society. 

Other works which place women in a wider social context are the 

village portraits by A. F. Fuller (27) and A. M. Lutfiyya (38). Fuller 

examines marriage in terms of the wider network of kinship relationships 

and the importance of blood ties. She also notes religious inhibitions 

pertaining to the rights of polygyny and divorce, although her mention 

of Koranic punishments for adultery is oversimplified and omits refer­

ence to the stringent requirements of proof. Lutfiyya likewise places 

marriage, and family life in general, within the all-important kin 
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network. Also, his discussion of such problems as divorce and polygyny 

include explanations of Koranic law, inhibitions to the practices, and 

safeguards to women's rights, as well as observations of local prac­

tices. He does describe women as holding a very inferior social posi­

tion, but he makes no attempt to generalize it beyond Baytin, where it 

may be true. There are, however, some troubling contradictions and 

omissions. For example, he states that men may give away any of the 

family's property they wish, even if it means that the wife and children 

will go hungry for days. This contradicts his observations that men are 

legally required to support their wives and may be divorced for failing 

to do so, and that consequently a house should contain staples to last 

for a year. He also describes the custom of calling parents by the name 

of their first son as discriminatory against women, although it discrim­

inates as effectively against second or third sons. Finally, Lutfiyya 

states that women in the village are apt to lose their children in case 

of divorce, but in this instance neglects to note that religious provi­

sions are for both parents to be granted a period of custody, provisions 

perhaps not followed in Baytin. 

One work which deals with a more general subject, but which sheds 

considerable light on women in an Arab society, is Emrys Peters' (48) 

"Aspects of Rank and Status Among Muslims in a Lebanese Village." His 

analysis of status maintenance is based upon land passed through kinship 

and marital alliances, which perforce makes women key elements in the 

process. Peters describes village marriage alliances in great detail 

and explains the importance of women botb as partners to the contracts 

and as property holders in their own rights. He also notes the bilater­

ality of Arab kinship reckoning, an important factor often overlooked by 
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those concentrating on the formal pat ril inea lity of the system. 

Samih K. Farsoun's (20).article on "Family Structure in Modern 

Lebanon" should perhaps be read in conjunction with the Peters (48) 

work. A solid effort in its own right, it examines the extended family 

as a basic institution in Lebanon and explains the often immense influ­

ences this has on the national scene. Farsoun does not deal extensively 

with women within the system, but their role is implicit in the politi­

cal and social importance of family networks. Peters' article is in 

some ways a more detailed description of the same process in a 

microcosm. 

Other articles dealing with the role of women in the formation and 

maintenance of kinship ties are Fredrik Barth's (11) "Father's Brother's 

Daughter Marriage in Kurdistan" and Raphael Patai's (46) "Cousin Right 

in Middle Eastern Marriage." Of these, Barth's is the stronger article. 

Although he is not dealing with an Arab society, Barth is describing a 

practice common in the Middle East and his structural/functional analy­

sis allows a certain amount of generalization. In this view, patrilat­

eral parallel cousin marriage serves to maintain property within the 

lineage and to seal over important points of potential intra-lineage 

conflict. Again, this necessarily places women in the center of the 

activities, a position of which, experience suggests, they are not 

unaware. 

Patai's article, on the other hand, deals only with the extent to 

which such marriages are considered an absolute right of the FaBrS. He 

deals only with the ideal, and there is therefore no discussion of vari­

ation or frequency. Also, there is sometimes a poor distinction between 

time frames, with work done in the early part of this century related in 
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the present tense. Patai himself notes that his own observations in 

Palestine up to 1947 showed these marriages to be much in decline, with 

only a vague preference for them remaining, so closer attention to a 

historical perspective would have be:en helpful. Similarly, Patai 

hypothesizes that some geographically marginal tribes who do not prac­

tice the custom may fail to do so because they have not been suffi­

ciently exposed to Muslim Middle Eastern customs. However, he cites no 

evidence that this is a Muslim custom and, in fact, notes that Middle 

Eastern Jews and Christians also adhere to it. Despite these weak­

nesses, the article is informative, although some knowledge of the 

actual extent of the practice and its significance would have enriched 

it immensely. Barth (ll, p. 134), for example, cites a study published 

by Granquist in 1931 which indicates that only 13.3% of marriages in a 

certain village were with a FaBrDa, 33.7% within the same clan, 23% with 

unrelated co-villagers, and 42.8% with strangers. Such a wider perspec­

tive and an attempt at explanation would have been helpful in Patai's 

article. 

The studies made by Hilma Granquist (28, 29) in Palestine during 

the 1920's were pioneer works at the time. The fact that they were pub­

lished in English only many years later tends to make them look much too 

contemporary, although this is certainly not the author's fault. Her 

descriptions of childhood in Artas are sometimes one-sided with respect 

to what she perceives as the unequal treatment of girls, but in general 

the works remain well-balanced, even to the extent of mentioning that 

Europeans of the time also seemed to prefer male children. She includes 

discussions of the value of girls to the family, the closeness of their 

relationships with parents and siblings, and the rights they can claim 
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from fathers and brothers. She also notes that a lack of female child­

ren can cause as much hardship for a family as a lack of sons, due to 

their valuable economic and social roles. 

Another work which deals more specifically with women in Arab 

society is Henry Rosenfeld's (54) "On Determinants of the Status of Arab 

Village Women," based on research in Palestine. This paper sometimes 

tends to follow the stereotype, concentrating as it does on structural 

features and formal male authority. Nevertheless, the article has the 

virtue of acknowledging that women do indeed have status, and of stress­

ing the considerable rights which a woman can exercise over male kins­

men, such as expecting their moral or economic support in time of need. 

Rosenfeld als6 me11tions the closeness and san1.:tity of the brother-sister 

relationship. However, his assertion that women are "reduced" to a 

dependence on kinship ignores the considerable advantages which can come 

from such a system and its suitability to certain circumstances. His 

hopeful assertion that things will undoubtedly change with the introduc­

tion of a moneyed economy and new (i.e., Western) thought processes 

likewise implies a value judgment which makes his concentration on what 

are presented as negative aspects of the system seem too one-sided. 

Two works on different topics which nevertheless may shed light on 

some aspects of women's roles in the Middle East are Laura Nader's (42) 

"Communications Between Village and City in the Modern Middle East" and 

Kazem Naser's (43) "The Social and Political Functions of the Guest 

House in Arab Tribal and Peasant Societies." Both works deal with the 

flow of information in Middle Eastern societies and illuminate the ways 

in which seemingly local occurances or opinions can effect actions or 

beliefs in other areas or in the nation as a whole. Farsoun's (20) 



article, already discussed, also provides insight into this subject. 

Understanding the channels of information and influence is an aid to 

understanding how women, even without a "public" role, can have an 

effect upon society. 

One more general work which has some bearing on this dis-
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cussion is John Daniels' (17) Kuwait Journey. On the whole, this tends 

to be a very biased book, full of negative observations of Kuwaiti 

society and the shock of seeing women breast-feed their children in 

public. Nevertheless, Daniels includes accurate and very valuable 

statistics on the progression of educational opportunities in Kuwait, 

including those for girls, and the emerging description of rapid and 

directed change in one Arab country is enlightening. The rapidity with 

which women have achieved educational and professional equality with men 

in a traditional and religious society calls into question the stereo­

type of Arab conservatism in this respect and the popular view of Islam 

as a reactionary and oppressive religion. Despite his sometimes non­

objective commentary, Daniels' facts speak for themselves. 

A similarly factual article is Evelyn Podsiadlo' s ( 49) "Egyptian 

Women Attuned 1to ~.he Twentieth Century." This simply is an interview 

with Aziza Hussein, an early proponent of planned parenthood in Egypt. 

It provides insights into the dynamics of change in Egyptian society and 

the attitudes towards birth control there. Hussein herself serves as an 

example of the active middle class woman and this in itself makes the 

article relevant to this discussion. 

There is another class of books which needs to be discussed with 

regard to the contributions they can make to our knowledge of Arab 

women. These are the works written by non-professionals, those who for 
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one reason or another have journeyed to the Middle East and become 

involved enough in the lives of the people to bring back insightful, and 

often very personal, observations. Some of these books, needless to 

say, are biased and antagonistic in the extreme. Others, however, pro-

vide an intimate perspective on life in the area which is generally 

missing from more formal studies. Among the best of these subjective 

accounts are those which provided information for this research and 

which are reviewed here. 

H. R. P. Dickson (18, 19) was born in Beirut, to a family already 

involved in work in the Middle East for the British Government. He was 

wet-nursed by a bedouin woman of the 'Anizah tribe, a fact which gave 

him, in Arab eyes, a blood relationship to this most powerful of the 

desert tribes from which come the rulers of Saudi Arabia, Bahrein, and 

Kuwait. Dickson made his own career in foreign service in the Middle 

East, serving in many capacities and places. He was Political Agent in 

Kuwait until his retirement in 1936, after which he remained in the 

country as a representative of the Kuwait Oil Company. His two books on 

the area therefore reflect the experiences of a lifetime, enriched 

immensely by his close relationships to some of the most important Arab 

leaders of the time. Furthermore, Dickson's knowledge of the history of 

the area is considerable, much of it gained first hand. Most impor-

tantly, his treatment of his subj~cts is sympathetic and often aimed at 

dispelling European misconceptions. The Arab .££. the Desert ( 18) is an 

exhaustive work on the history and life styles of the desert tribes 

illuminated by intimate, personalized vignettes which make the people 

seem very real and alive. This sort of treatment allows Dickson to 

describe both positive and negative events in the society without 
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creating a stereotype or eliciting value judgements from his readers. 

Often, he tries to explain aspects of the society, such as blood feuds, 

by relating them to the internal logic of the system rather than to 

Western values. Under these circumstances the women described emerge as 

active, thinking individuals, regardless of how harsh a given environ­

ment might be. While a certain amount of colonial patronizing does 

occasionally emerge, it does not seriously damage the work. Kuwait and 

Her Neighbors (19) is, for some reason, less balanced in its depiction 

of women, perhaps because its treatment of them is so cursory. A few of 

the most sensational vignettes, one dealing with Kurds rather than 

Arabs, are allowed to speak for the whole. A description of a marriage 

in Kuwait, written by the author's.wife, concentrates on the discomfort 

of this one bride and contrasts sharply with Dickson's (18) treatment of 

marriage customs in his earlier work. This book also contains a few 

more traces of colonial pride, such as allusions to how trying tribal 

people can be. Nevertheless, the information contained in both these 

books is invaluable. 

Carl Raswan (53) spent several years with a Bedouin tribe early in 

this century and his book, like Dickson's, is often presented in the 

form of short, very personal vignettes. Much of the book describes his 

friendship with one young man of the tribe and necessarily includes a 

close look at the· social and family relationships radiating from this 

point. Most important, from the perspective of women's studies, is 

Raswan's depiction of the strong, forceful character of the Bedouin 

women he knew and an eyewitness account of the desert custom of carrying 

noble women into battle to cheer on the fighters. 

Dr. Eleanor T. Calverly (13) was the first female doctor in Kuwait, 
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where she began work in 1909. Her descriptions of the woman's world con­

centrates more on the bad than the good but, although a bias sometimes 

creeps in, it is not overly unbalanced. Her perspective seems to be 

more a function of her enormous sympathy than of anything else. Her 

major sli.ght comes in recounting a conversation with Prince Fahed Al­

Salim. The Prince, she writes, asked her to understand that it had been 

the Prophet's intention to raise the status of women, not to relegate 

them to a lower position. Calverly agrees with his assessment on the 

basis of her knowledge of pre-Islamic practices and agrees, at his 

request, to repeat his remark in her book. However, she does nothing 

more. If one knows that Fahed Al-Salim was one of the most vigorous and 

effective campaigners for women's rights in Kuwait, this comes across as 

somewhat condescending, especially in light of Calverly's emphasis upon 

the hardships women endured. Aside from this, however, the book pro­

vides many insights and a good deal of information. Most revealing is 

her account of how little prejudice she encountered as a female profes­

sional, a problem she had learned to take for granted at home. 

Dorothy Van Ess (57) spent many years in southern Iraq and her 

experiences in the area encompass the coming of age of an entire genera­

tion. Her book deals almost entirely with the women's society in which 

she moved and is an intimate portrait of the people who became her 

friends. Most importantly, her return to Iraq many years after her 

initial stay allowed her to make significant comparisons between the 

lifestyles and expectations of the three generations with which she was 

acquainted. Spanning a period of great social change in the area, these 

insights are most helpful. 

Elizabeth Warnock Fernea (21, 22), now an established name in 
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Middle Eastern research, was only an unofficial observer when she wrote 

her first books on the area, carried there by her husband's anthropolog­

ical work. Guests .£!. the Sheik (21) describes her experiences in the 

women's society of an Iraqi village and, like Van Ess's, encompasses 

many of the changes then taking place in the society. A Street in 

Marrakech (22) deals with women's society in Morroco and a comparison of 

the two works provides insight into the differences and similarities 

between two widely separated areas of the Arab World. Written for 

popular consumption, these early works tend to lack the depth Fernea's 

knowledge of Islam and Arab customs could have given them, but they 

nevertheless provide valuable insights into life in some of the segre­

gated Arab societies. 

A final word should be said about religion here. The tendancy in 

the West is to see Islam as an archaic, oppressive, and static belief 

system which inspires both backwardness and fanaticism in its followers. 

Such a view ignores fundamental social realities and, as Islam is one of 

the major motivating and binding forces in the Middle East, leads to a 

great deal of misunderstanding. Some of the reasons for such a miscon­

ception have already been discussed. It should be noted, however, that 

some of the impressions do derive from Muslim sources. This is because 

conservative Islamic thought has generally received wider attention in 

the West than the liberal interpretations. Needless to say, almost any 

belief system can be interpreted to uphold either liberal or conserva­

tive standards and a knowledge of the most traditional views of, say, 

Christianity, does not by any means lead to an understanding of the more 

dynamic configurations which also exist. The thing which must be under­

stood about conservative Muslim thinkers is that their very conservatism 
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must, at times, bind them to some of the inherently progressive tend­

ancies of their religion. Thus, most contemporary conservative tracts 

contain explanations of Islam's affinity to modernism. This is often 

very noticeable with regard to women. The conservative Muslim thinker, 

like conservative interpreters of almost: any religion, tends to see 

women as, if not inferior, at least intellectually less adept and emo­

tionally more unstable than men. He will, however, vehemently defend 

the rights she is legally granted in the Koran, a fact which has effec­

tively ended many past abuses of these rights as the Islamic revival has 

gained momentum. Thus, the two conservative works cited here contain 

strong defenses of women's rights to property, inheritance, and higher 

education, even within a framework of strict sexual segregation and male 

authority (44, 51). In this sense, conservative Islam is in some ways 

less conservative than is perceived by the West. That Muslim women are 

not unaware of this is evidenced by Nuehat Afza's (3, 4) "Women in Islam 

I and II," which explores the subject, conservatively, from a woman's 

perspective. The second part of the article concentrates on the status 

and rights Islam gives to women (4). The first part explores this issue 

in comparison to other belief systems and is highly recommended for the 

stereotype of Western life and values it presents, a very direct paral­

lel to Western stereotypes of Islam and an object lesson for those 

interested in just how misleading the caricature can be (3). 

That the West has serious doubts about Islam's ability to modernize 

is evidenced by S. A. Morrison's (41) article "Islam and the West." 

While Morrison correctly identifies some of the conflicts inherent in 

the rapid change occuring in the Middle East, his discussion of their 

implications for Islam leaves the impression that the system will not, 
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in the end, be able to accommodate them, that Islam cannot change with­

out collapsing. This is the result of seeing change, or progress, or 

social movement as something generated from without, rather than from 

within. Morrison himself notes the flexibility Islam has shown in the 

past, but nevertheless persists in seeing modernization, with regard to 

religion, as an either/or proposition. 

The counterpoint to the foregoing themes is to be found in Fazlur 

Rahman's (52) excellent book on Islam. Rahman traces the historical 

development of Islam and Islamic thought from its beginnings to the 

modern era, taking careful account of the social and political realities 

concurrent with each development. His intent is to put each stage into 

its proper social and historical perspective so that modern developments 

and directions may be seen, properly, as part of an ongoing process. 

His historical analysis is also done with an eye to explaining how mod­

ernlst interpretations can remain based on true Islamic philosophy. His 

final chapters on contemporary developments should be required reading 

for those interested in the Middle East. A "modernist" himself, Rahman 

presents forceful, religiously-based arguments for a dynamic rethinking 

and reformulating of traditional Islam. The book itself is thus a con­

crete example of modern thought in Islam, one which has the added advan­

tage of describing and explaining its own roots. As many of this 

writer's informants, without having read Rahman, tended to take similar 

positions with regard to various aspects of Islam, there can be no 

doubt that this represents a significant intellectual movement in the 

Muslim World, and therefore in the Arab Middle East. 

At the center of this complex process, as Rahman himself notes, 

stand the traditional Muslim social institutions, particularly those 
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dealing with such things as marriage and divorce--i.e., those which are 

of special significance to the role of women in society. Whether 

approached from the perspective of t11e Western stereotype, the conserva­

tive interpretation, or the modern dynamic, the rights and roles of 

women are a central issue. It is therefore fitting to approach social 

developments in the area from this perspective. That this writer's per­

spective is undeniably a modernist one should already be apparent. The 

reason for this is simple--it represents the Sl.Bil of two years of direct 

observation in, and eight years of extensive contact with, the society. 

That the writer's experience has been primarily with the educated, urban 

middle class explains the apparent one-sidedness of the vision. She 

cannot, and will not pretend to, speak for the scattered villages and 

the rural population. Literature dealing with these areas is used pri­

marily for comparison, for explanation of traditional configurations 

and, sometimes, to chart paths of change by identifying traditional 

elements sympathetic or amenable to it. However, as noted, the middle 

class is an important and indicative force in society, especially a 

"developing" society in which it represents the largest part of the 

intellectual elite and, therefore, the leadership potential. In light 

of this it is significant that the shy, timid, and dependent Arab woman 

alluded to in the literature (31) is not within this writer's exper­

ience. The Arab woman as the writer knows her--and as she sometimes 

appears in the literature, even on the rural areas--is determined, 

forceful, and self-possessed to a remarkable degree. It is now possible 

to turn to an examtnation of the basis for this sense of self as found 

in three social factors active in shaping a woman's experience: the 

religion, the social structure, and the family unit. 



CHAPTl<:R II I 

RELIGION 

Islam is the dominant unifying force in the Middle East, stretching 

even beyond the edges of the Arab World into neighboring countries and 

cultures. To some degree, its influence is felt even in non-Muslim 

Middle-Eastern communities for they are necessarily affected by the dom­

inant social configurations of the area. The all-pervasive effect of 

Islam upon the culture should be understood for it is into this environ­

ment, dominated by Islamic belief and often organized around Islamic 

law, that the Arab girl is born. 

Islamic practices, however, are often as impervious to generaliza­

tion as any other aspect of life in the Middle East. Islam was a toler­

ant and accomodating ideology and in many parts of the Muslim World 

pre-Islamic beliefs and practices continued to exist alongside the later 

religious framework, even those which are contrary to or forbidden by 

the religion having been accepted as genuine by the populace. Further­

more, the religion itself is divided into several sects, each possessing 

many different legal schools of thought which dominate in different com­

munities or regions. For example, the predominant Sunni branch of Islam 

contains four major legal schools which are sometimes opposed to one 

other in questions of interpretation. Islamic law is very agreeable to 

interpretation in many respects and it is this fact which allows the 

most liberal and the most conservative of thinkers to draw their 
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arguments and justifications from the same source (7, 1, 52). Finally, 

it should be rememberd that a large part of Islamic legal thought is 

based upon the Sunna and the Hadith--the example of the Prophet's life 

and the collection of sayings attributed to him. In a region which 

until recently was highly illiterate, especially in the rural areas, it 

should be obvious that many of the people were not well versed in all of 

the intricacies here involved. Folk wisdom and popular sayings were 

sometimes erroneously attributed to the Prophet and used to validate 

local custom. Furthermore, many communities were without the educated 

religious leaders and judges so necessary in Islam and legal decisions 

were often made by local sheiks or civic leaders unversed in the nice­

ties of Islamic law and dependent more upon local custom and tradition 

for guidance. Finally, any legal system can be selectively applied to 

support the status quo and Islamic law contains long series of ever more 

refined decisions aimed at eliminating this problem (7). 

Given these facts, it should be obvious that "Islamic" practice in 

one community may often differ significantly from "Islamic" practice in 

another. In some cases what is presented as such may not in fact be 

truly Islamic at all.I Needless to say, the social and legal position 

of women will thus vary considerably depending upon location and educa­

tion. So also will the religious beliefs and practices which will help 

shape their self-images. However, as the Koran is the basis of Islam so 

also is it the basis upon which women will build their religious identi­

ties. While the Sunna and the Hadith may be vaguely or selectively 

known the Koran is widely read or at least recited and most people are 

familiar with its teachings-~teachings which give to women a unique and 

protected status under the law. Also, most people in the Arab World 
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share certain basic views of their history and it is a generally 

accepted fact that Islam significantly improved the position of women in 

the society. it is from this perspective of priviledge and status that 

the Arab girl learns to see herself in relation to her religion. 

Historically, it is generally agreed that pre-Islamic Arab society 

downgraded women. Polygamy was unlimited, women had no legal status, 

and female infanticide was a widespread practice.2 Islam is credited 

with changing much of that. While Christian scholars were still debat­

ing whether or not woman possessed a soul the revelations of the Koran 

acknowledged her as a full and independent personality, equal in rights 

and status in the sight of God <!· IV/123, III/193). Female infanticide 

(!· VI/151, XVI/60, XVII/33, XLII/49-50) and the forced levirate (!• 

IV/23) were outlawed. Polygamy was restricted (K. IV/3). Furthermore, 

the Muslim woman was accorded a special and protected position under the 

law and granted inheritance and property rights of a type that her 

Western sisters were not to achieve for many hundreds of years <!· IV/7-

19). The basis for a separate and indepandent identity, therefore, is 

emphatically laid in the Islamic concept of the individual (1) and in 

the laws pertaining to property rights. Under Koranic law a woman's 

property is inviolably her own <!· IV /36). Neither her husband nor her 

father may touch it, although they are both legally responsible for her 

support and she may never need to spend it on the necessities of her own 

life. Thus one informant, a teacher for fifteen years, can say that in 

all the time she has worked her husband has never once asked her about 

her salary. He does now know how much she earns, or what she does with 

the money. Nor is it his right to ask. If she chooses to spend it on 

the house, as many women do, that is her business. She is not enjoined 



41 

to do so (15). 

A woman Ls also not n·sponsibh• for her husband's debtH and under 

no circumstances may his creditors seek restitution by attaching his 

wife's assets, even in the case of the husband's death. Furthermore, a 

woman is guaranteed a portion of the estates of deceased parents and 

husbands, and sometimes brothers (K. IV/7/11-18/175). She cannot 

legally be denied this share. The fact that women inherit only half as 

much as men (K. IV/11) has often been cited in the West as evidence of 

bias and injustice and it should be noted that in Islam this practice is 

defended by pointing out the woman's lack of financial responsibilities 

and the man's legal duty to support his wife and family. It has been 

argued convincingly that under these circumstances women in fact end up 

with a substantially larger amount than men, for they may never need to 

dispose of their money (51). Since women under Islamic law may enter 

freely into business exchanges it is quite possible that the inheritance 

could be invested and thus increased (10, 56, 54, 57, Koran IV/37). 

Also it should be noted that a girl left without brothers inherits a 

much greater portion of her father's estate <!· IV/11) and still passes 

under the financial protection of her paternal uncles. Likewise, a 

woman without sons to support her inherits a larger portion of her hus­

band's estate<!• IV/12) and returns to the protection of her father's 

or brother's household. The supposed inequity of Islamic inheritance 

laws may thus sometimes be more apparent than real and Muslim women are 

well aware of the fact tha.t they have legitimate and divinely sanctioned 

rights in this respect. Such an awareness is not conducive to the 

development of the negative self-image posited by some writers (31). 

Inheritance and private earnings are not the only areas in which a 



woman's financial rights are guaranteed. The dowry a man pays to his 

bride is hers to keep and falls under the protection of the private 

property edicts (!• IV/3/23-24, V/7). He cannot reclaim this, even 

42 

if he divorces her (K. IV/23, II/229), unless the woman's conduct is 

obviously the cause of the discord and is extraordinarily unacceptable 

(7, K. IV/23). In case of divorce, provision must be made for the 

wife's welfare<!· IV/24, II/241), a provision which has usually been 

fulfilled by dividing the dowry into two portions, one to be paid at the 

time of marriage and one to be granted at the time of the divorce (15, 

27, 36, 38). In some cases, especially today, this second amount may be 

high enough to effectively preclude divorce altogether. Further, a man 

who wishes to divorce his wife is required to support her for several 

months in order to determine whether or not she is pregnant C!· LXV/5-

8). If she is, he must continue to support her during the pregnancy and 

for as long as she is responsible for the child's care(!• LXV/5-8) 

provided, of course, that she does not remarry. Widows may claim sup­

port from their husband's families in the same way C!· II/234/241). 

As was the case with property rights, Islam also instituted many 

changes in the area of marriage and divorce laws which increased a 

woman's security beyond what had gone before. Polygamy was restricted 

to the taking of four wives (K. IV/3) and the condition was added that 

the husband must be able to provide for all of them equally and ade­

quately (!. IV/3). Furthermore, it was included that one wife could 

not be favored above another C!· IV/3/128-129), an enjoinder which 

many have interpreted as a de facto outlawing of multiple marriages in 

all but the most exceptional circumstances (51, 56).3 Divorce, while 

allowed, was condemned as the most offensive of permissable acts (1, 56) 
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and was restricted by the legal and financial considerations mentioned 

above. The option itself remained easier for men to exercise than for 

women, but the right to dissolution with financial compensation was 

extended to them in cases of ill treatment, lack of support, neglect, or 

sexual impotency (1, 7, 38). They could divorce without compensation 

provided their tusbands agreed (7). Finally, it was stipulated that a 

woman could not be forced into marriage against her will (1, 56). 

Such is the legal position ascribed to the Muslim woman at birth, a 

position which recognizes not only her financial needs, but her emo­

tional ones as well. She is guaranteed not only support but also the 

right to sexual gratification (1) and the constancy of her husband's 

affection. Some of the West's misconceptions are due to the fact that, 

unfortunately, these rights have not always materialized. Koranic 

injunctions could not be changed but they could sometimes be circum­

vented through devices which satisfied the letter of the law while 

ignoring the spirit (7). As time passed, the ability to enforce the 

laws declined. The Islamic civilization which had helped to trigger the 

Renaissance in Europe eventually passed into a sort of Dark Ages of its 

own. Ignorance and local custom combined to deprive women in fact of 

the rights which they were granted in theory. Divorce could be made so 

difficult for women as to be almost impossible while remaining easy 

enough for men that they could abuse the priviledge. Poverty also 

played a part. A poor man cannot afford a large dowry or generous 

divorce payments. Families with debts or many sons to marry may have a 

desperate need for the dowry a daughter can be convinced to relinquish 

more or less voluntarily. A farmer with more than enough work to occupy 

himself and his family may find a second wife a financial asset. Also, 
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as the society became ever more fragmented it became impossible for a 

woman who found herself at odds with the prevailing local legal school 

or custom to appeal her case to a different authority. 

The fact that society sometimes conspired to deprive women of their 

rights did not, however, mean that they went totally unrecognized. For 

example, in some areas it became customary for women to forego their 

inheritance in favor of their brothers. The debt thus incurred guaran-

teed the women the continued support and protection of their brothers 

both financially and in disputes with their husbands. The sister's 

almost unlimited claims to her brother's services was thus an acknowl-

edgement of her rights over her father's house (10, 40, 54). The fact 

that women were sometimes denied their rights should not, therefore, be 

interpreted as meaning that they did not know they had them. Whatever 
f 

society might·dicLate for her, and no matter how ignorant a woman might 

be of the full extent of her legal rights, most Arab women were and are 

aware that they are entitled to some special considerations and a pro-

tected status under the laws of God. Women have also of ten learned to 

use the laws to their own advantage, even under some of the seemingly 

most difficult circumstances (39). It is interesting to note in this 

respect that the modern social reformers and the leaders of the various 

women's rights movements have not sought to improve woman's position so 

much through changes in Koranic law as through its more enlightened and 

extensive application. Both the arguments of the women's groups and the 

reforms incorporated in many of the new national legal codes find ade-

quate support for their conclusions somewhere in the body of Islamic 

doctrine (7, 41). Thus, the Islamic Renaissance, which is often attri-

buted to contact with the West, may be expressing itself less in an 
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adoption of western ways than in a reawakening of the dynamic process in 

Islamic law. 

If the financial and legal considerations already mentioned, some­

times ignored or abused though they were, were not enough to remind a 

girl that she held a special place in Islamic society, then the contin­

ual observance of the rituals connected with Islamic worship would cer­

tainly do so. Muslim means, literally, "one who submits (to the will of 

God)" and one evidence of this submission is the performance of the 

required prayers five times a day. Such daily prayer serves to remind 

the devout not only of their close relationship to and individuality in 

the sight of God, but also of their relationship to the complex and 

dynamic fabric of Islamic civilization, millions of whose other partici­

pants are simultaneously engaged in performing the same ritual. Five 

times each day the Muslim woman must wash herself, consider the cleanli­

ness of her apparel, direct her attention upon the universal focal point 

of her religion (Mecca), and give herself up to her personal devotions. 

Her equal and individual status before God is thus reconfirmed, together 

with her kinship in the vast family of Islam. However busy the house­

hold, no one would presume to intrude upon the worshiper's privacy and 

concentration. She is at this time totally at one with herself, her 

religion, and her society. The actual practice of religious observation 

may differ significantly from place to place, but the position of the 

worshiper within the total framework is a dominanat fact of life (25). 

The yearly round of Islamic observances also serves to remind a 

woman both of h~r {ndividual functions within the religion and of the 

special attenti~n i~ gives to her constitution and welfare. The most 

important of the an$ual observances are the pilgrimage, which every 
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devout Muslim will make at least once in a lifetime if it is at all pos­

sible, and the month-long fast of Ramadhan during which time nothing 

must pass the lips of the faithful from sunrise to sunset. The woman 

who makes the pilgrimage to Mecca will find herself not only very force­

fully reminded of the unity and dynamism of Islam, and of her place 

within it, but will also on her return be accorded the same respect and 

status given to all who have made the journey. During Ramadhan, special 

consideration is given to a woman's physical needs. Fasting is fore­

bidden to those whose health may be endangered and under this heading 

fall pregnant, lactating, and menstruating women who may have special 

nutritional needs. They will make up the fast at a later date, but the 

awareness is always there that their religion makes specific allowances 

for their needs (25). 

It should be clear, then, that adherence to Islamic belief serves 

not so much to convince women that they hold a negligible and subordin­

ate position in the world as to assure them that they are unique indi­

viduals whose legal rights, like those of men, are guaranteed. Whatever 

might happen to alter the reality of this ideal, the power of the con­

viction itself should not be underestimated, for it forms an important 

part of the Muslim woman's self-image and is a base for many of her 

interactions with her society. 



NOTES 

lFor example, one writer, describing a part of North Africa, writes 
that the Koran "absolutely forebids a wife to divorce her husband, who 
on the other hand can divorce her with ease" (32, p. 38). In fact, as 
discussed in Chapter II, the Koran recognizes a woman's right to dissol­
ution of her marriage through annulment or mutually agreed upon divorce 
and forms part of the basis upon which rest later legal decisions 
expanding these rights. While the conditions described may prevail in 
the area studied, such a statement is misleading with regards to the 
complexities of Islam and the variability of Arab societies in general. 
It also ignores the forces which act either to allow women to dissolve 
their marriages or to inhibit men in the use of their power to divorce. 

2Recently, some scholars have begun to question the exact extent of 
this oppression. Arguments are hardly conclusive, however, and in some 
cases attempts at reconstruction are so sweeping as to invite suspicion. 
Most writers acknowledge that infanticide and polygamy were customary 
practices to some degree. Most Muslims accept the traditional interpre­
tation and it is this perspective which forms the basis for their 
opinions on the subject. 

3such a case, and the one most commonly cited as a justification, 
is the deaths of many men during a war. Under these conditions the need 
to provide for the legal support and sexual needs of the women left 
behind might make polygyny preferable to widespread poverty and illicit 
sex. ·some informants declared this to be the only case in which they 
found polygyny defensible. Such conditions did, in fact, exist during 
the early years of the Muslim comnn.mity. 
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CHAPTER IV 

SOCIETY 

The social framework into which a woman is born will deeply affect 

her life, for it is the local configuration which will determine what 

role she will actually play in the community and which of her legal 

rights she will be fully granted or somehow denied. Fernea and Bezirgan 

(24) have developed the following model to illustrate the possible 

interactions between religion and society and the implications of this 

interaction for individual lives and community practices. 

individual solutions 
Koran +--l--l--l--1--1--1--1--I--+ Tribal and Family Custom 

(the word of God) (the word of man) 
communal solutions 

Since the situation of any community or individual could theoreti-

cally fall anywhere along the continuum, vast generalizations are impos-

sible, especially with regard to traditional societies which were often 

highly diverse. A few general points can, however, be mentioned for 

explanatory purposes. Comparison becomes somewhat easier when dealing 

with the urban middle class because access to education and ~ifferent 

perspectives has led to a greater shared awareness of legal rights and 

of ways of implementing them, as well as the means to do so. 

In traditional societies, the balance between religion and local 

custom can be illustrated by noting that even in those places where a 

woman was deprived of her full legal protection the society often out of 
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necessity provided some relief mechanism through which justice might be 

obtained. The woman who forfeitted her inheritance was allowed unlimited 

claim upon her brothers' protection. She may still have been given her 

share, or a part of it, if she insisted (29, 38), although this some­

times meant reliquishing her rights over her brothers (29). l A woman 

whose dowry was used to obtain a wife for her brother, or who was given 

in a marriage exchange, likewise found her brother deeply indebted to 

her (29). In communities where these practices were widespread families 

often found that a lack of daughters was a handicap, as it hindered 

their ability to marry their sons (29). Women deprived of easy access 

to divorce proceedings could usually depend upon fathers or brothers to 

defend their rights by reclaiming them from their husbands or by other­

wise exerting pressure upon the offending party and, sometimes more 

importantly, his family until the problem was rectified or a divorce 

granted (10, 27, 29, 36, 39, 54). Failing this, a woman might be able 

to appeal to the protection of some important person who would be bound 

to defend her (19, 40). 

Needless to say, some communities were more permissive than others, 

depending upon many factors. Bedouin women, for example, formerly 

enjoyed more liberties and freedom of movement in the open desert than 

did towns women in the settled areas. Under pressure from urban tradi­

tion, however, the desert women were restricted when they entered the 

towns and cities and now find themselves in the most conservative sector 

of urban society as they continue to conform to the old customs the 

city-dwellers have rejected. Regardless of how oppressive the local 

situation may have been, however, there were still usually several con­

ditions which could contribute to a woman's security and status in 
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the community. 

One of tlhese was her economic worth. I~ all but the wealthiest 

homes a woman's contributions to household finances were a vital neces­

sity. Whether she confined herself to her home, worked in the fields, 

or tended flocks, the labor of the housewife was indispensible. Both by 

local custom and religious tradition she generally ruled as undisputed 

queen of her home (4, 5, 6, 51, 54, 56). Women in charge of extended 

family households exercised considerable authority, regulating and over­

seeing the activities of grandchildren and daughters-in-law. Indeed, a 

major goal for many women was the establislunent of an independent house­

hold in which they could exercise just such authority, a goal which 

often led to friction between mothers-and daughters-in-law (54). Both 

of these avenues to security, status, and authority continue to function 

today. In Kuwait, the women in the poorer sectors of society are as 

indispensable to household economy as ever and the close family rela­

tionships still allow them to seek the aid and protection of brothers 

and fathers when they encounter problems with husbands or in-laws. 

Among all of the Arab groups observed the educated, professional woman 

is considered a most desirable marriage partner, both because of her 

earning power and social status, and because of the belief that educated 

women make better companions and mothers. Such women are therefore able 

to command considerable, even exhorbitant, dowries and the magnitude of 

prospective divorce payments can make dissolution of the marriage almost 

unthinkable.2 Knowing their rights such women are also in an excellent 

position to seek a dissolution of their marriages themselves, a course 

of action which more are now electing, although the ideal of family 

unity causes most to prefer other solutions. On the other hand, these 
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women can even use the simple threat of divorce effectively against 

their husbands, as they can obviously support themselves with little 

difficulty. Since divorce Ls socially inconvenient for both sexes, the 

woman who has decided to risk the problems herself can confront her hus­

band with the possibility of serious humiliation by threatening to ini­

tiate proceedings. It should also be remembered that the emotional 

stake of the male in maintaining the security of the home is often as 

great as that of the female. Under such circumstances a threat of 

divorce can lead to efforts at reconciliation for purely personal rea­

sons. The woman's education and financial security can thus function 

simply as reminders of her ability to carry out her threat. This situa­

tion most closely represents the author's own observations. In the 

past, it is possible that the woman with a su~portive family to return 

to could sometimes use the threat, actual or implicit, in a similar way. 

It has been suggested that the custom of Arab women retaining their 

maiden names after marriage serves notice on the husband that the family 

will always protect their daughter (38). 

The mother-in-law also remains a figure of respect and authority in 

Arab society, especially in those sectors where residential extended 

family households persist. Where they do not, she nevertheless remains 

a figure of considerable influence and the author has heard modern fami­

lies complain of the hold a daughter-in-law's mother has over their son. 

Similarly, the mother still retains control of domestic matters. The 

following conversation took place between a Palestinian father and son 

while a daughter of the house was entertaining college friends (of both 

sexes) in a ver~ crowded dining area: 

Son (to father, who is eating alone): "You must come and eat 
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with us. What are you doing here?" 

Father: "There is no room, and I don't want to interfere." 

Son: "But you must come• You are head of the household." 

Father: "No. Your mother is head of the house and this is 

her moment." 

Another factor which was and is vitally important in establishing a 

women's sense of self is the tightly-knit fabric of most of Arab social 

organization. Within the framework of her community a woman tradition-

ally moved in a social milieu in which everyone knew everybody either 

directly or by reputation. Her activities, her industriousness, and her 

talents were generally well-known (29, 39, 21, 22, 57, 53). She moved 

in a society dominated by primary relationships in which individual 

standing was acknowledged and reinforced. Her daily routine was organ-

ized around a framework of duties, rights, and responsibilites which 

were socially and often religiously sanctioned.3 Where life was most 

difficult, such responsibilities often became the things which lent 

meaning and direction to that life (39, 54). For both meh and women, 

' 
primary responsibllity was for the care of children and life was then 

organized around the clearly defined needs of the family unit, extended 

or otherwise. This pattern still persists in all of the groups 

observed. Older informants take considerable pride in, and are accorded 

a great deal of respect for, the ability with which they perform their 

obligations to their families. The younger women, many of whom work 

outside the home, continue to regard the family as their primary unit of 

orientation. The men share these perceptions and ideals. 

The formality of duty, then, served and serves to remind a woman of 

her vital role in the community. Added to this is the special respect 
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accorded to motherhood within Arab society, a respect reinforced by 

religious precedent. The Prophet is quoted as saying that "Paradise 

lies under the feet of the mother" (45, 56), and that a man's first, 

second, and third duties are to his mother and only then to his father 

(51). The best Muslim has been said to be the man who is just to his 

wife (4), while the man who married may be considered to have "perfected 

half his religion" (1). The Arab matron, therefore, was and is gener­

ally aware of her position as a valuable and respected member of the 

community. Since this position was traditionally based on the reciproc­

ity of duties and responsibilities, and accrued most fully to mature 

women, it could hold constant even for those in polygynous marriages. 

With regard to polygyny, it should be noted that it was not as 

widespread in the Arab World as is usally thought in the West. The 

moral restrictions to it have been discussed in Chapter III. Discount­

ing these, most men still could not support extra wives and it was 

therefore restricted to those situations in which the woman's extra 

labor was of vital importance, or in which the husband could afford the 

added responsibility (38). Often this last case included primarily hus­

bands whose first wife produced no children, or perhaps only daughters, 

and who prefered to marry a second woman rather than divorce the first 

(38). In some cases women have asked their husbands to take second 

wives (38). Practice of the levirate also sometimes led to polygyny, if 

a w~n were already married, and it was justified in this case by the 

desirability of keeping the woman close to her children (38). Such a 

marriage could only take place with the woman's consent (!_. IV/23). It 

is interesting to note with regard to polygyny that Arab informants 

almost universally described it as a very difficult emotional situation 



for the man. Not only did he need to adjust to two wives, but to their 

families as well. Calverly (13) records that the first flush of oil 

money in Kuwait led to a sharp rise in plural marriages as men became 

able to afford second wives. Soon afterwards, this rise was followed by 

an increase in male emotional disorders and a drop in polygynous house­

holds as men divorced extra wives and most others declined to try the 

experiment. All of the author's informants considered monogamy to be 

the ideal marital arrangement, both practically and morally. On the 

basis of the Koranic stipulation regarding plural marriages polygyny has 

actually been banned in Tunisia. It is not common in Kuwait, or among 

the middle class Palestinians and Egyptians living there. Expatriate 

informants did not describe it as being common in their native areas, 

either. The author had no contact with polygnous households while in 

Kuwait, although two Kuwaiti informants said that their father's had had 

two wives. 

One other polygynous situation deserves mention. Polygyny was 

sometimes seen as advantageous by tribal leaders who sought to 

strengthen their political ties through marriages into many powerful 

families or rival groups, much as political marriages were made in 

Europe. In such cases the women were usually aware that marriage to 

such an exalted husband increased their own status and was a great honor 

to their family and community. H. R. P. Dickson (18), who spent many 

years in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, notes that some men would make many 

such alliances by divorcing successive wives--the political nature of 

the marriage having been known beforehand--and that in such cases the 

woman was received with great honor back into her community and was then 

much sought after as a wife by other men. Her contact with her first 
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husband's position and prestige was maintained through the children she 

bore him. 

Because so much of a woman's position was based upon her family 

duties, it stands to reason that children were a major factor in solidi­

fying her security. In traditional society this was particularly true 

with regard to sons. Sons were a woman's protection and support in old 

age. They defended her position in the community, sometimes even 

against their own fathers if divorce was threatened (38). Informants 

mentioned cases in which sons had physically abused their fathers for 

divorcing their mothers and the author was present when three young men 

threatened their father with the same treatment when he jokingly sug­

gested divorcing his wife. Among the author's informants the pressure 

to produce sons had lessened considerably and there seemed to be little 

marked preference for male children. Most informants stated a simple 

desire for same-sex children. Several couples expressed a desire to 

remain the parents of a single child, even when the child was female. 

It was also generally understood that the sex of a child was not the 

mother's responsibility. Similarly, the knowledge that the woman may 

not be the one responsible for a lack of children has eased pressure 

somewhat in this respect. The two childless couples of the author's 

acquaintance were middle aged and had been happily married for many 

years. Both of these couples, however, were aware that it was the 

husband who was sterile. Reactions to barrenness on the part of the 

wife vary greatly according to social group, family, and the individuals 

involved, although it is generally considered a great tragedy. It 

should be rememberd, however, that the desire for children in Arab 

society is so great that sterility of the husband is a major 
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justification for granting a woman a divorce. Childless and unmarried 

women of the author's acquaintance were generally highly respected mem­

bers of the community, whether they were professionally employed or 

not. 

It should also be noted that even for women without children there 

were ways even in the past of enhancing .status. In a sod.al system so 

thoroughly based on primary relationships a woman's personality could to 

a large extent enhance her standing, perhaps more so than could a man's 

(10, 36, 54). She might wisely invest her money or develop her prop­

erty. More recently, she might devote her energies to one of the many 

women's organizations. She could often intervene successfully as a mod­

erator in family fueds. The importance of women in alliance and prop­

erty considerations was also great (11, 18, 20, 46, 48). Certain occu­

pations were traditionally open to women and served to enhance the 

status of their practitioners (24, 21, 45). Furthermore, a woman might 

also possess a degree of knowledge about community affairs unattainable 

by men. The informal communication network maintained by women and 

their opportunities to overhear, while visiting, discussions of business 

or political affairs to which men had only formal access of ten allowed 

them to wield significant influence upon the affairs of the community 

(10, 5, 45). The ways in which local opinions or events in the Middle 

East can eventually have repercussions on a much larger scale have been 

discussed in several contexts (20, 42, 39, 43). The activities of women 

often fell into this category. 

In this context it might be well to note that the segregation of 

the sexes often condemned in Western literature did not necessarily have 

the debilitating effect upon women that some have suggested (31). 
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Within the woman's world an individual could establish a position in the 

status hierarchy quite independent of the male-dominated spheres of 

activity. Midwives, for example, could achieve an independent status 

(45, 24). Many communities had learned female religious leaders who 

attended to the women's services, individuals whose knowledge and finan­

cial independence made them much respected by the community at large 

(45, 24). Such was the power the women could collectively exert that 

they sometimes could directly oppose the men. Eleanor Calverly (13), 

the first female doctor in Kuwait, wrote that when she was called by a 

progressive and distraught husband to att~nd his wife during childbirth 

she and the husband were denied entrance to the house by female rela­

tives and attendants. Furthermore, the women's exclusive access to 

information about other females placed them in a position to wield great 

power over marriage arrangements. The men were dependent upon the women 

for information and judgment and by withholding or selectively releasing 

information women could manipulate the choices to their own advantage 

(5, 39, 45). In their own sphere of activity, the women thus reigned 

supreme. Today, in the sectors of Kuwaiti society in which segregation 

persists the relative status and individual talents of all of the women 

are well-known. Among the middle-class Palestinians and Egyptians, who 

seldom practice segregation, each woman still holds a unique and 

respected position within the community and is well aware of her per­

sonal status among both her female .friends and the society at large. 

Occasionally, certain aspects of segregation have carried over into 

seemingly more progressive areas with beneficial results. In Kuwait, 

separate pre-university educational facilities for boys and girls seem 

to have worked to the girls' advantage.4 It has been suggested that 
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females, who perform better than males during the early school years, 

can benefit considerably from a segregated system. They have certainly 

done so in Kuwait. Women early out-performed the men to such a degree 

and captured so many more scholarships that it once became a local tru­

ism that they would soon be running the country (17). There are several 

reasons for this, not the least of which is that the girls seemed to 

work harder than the boys. However, it should be noted that they were 

not hindered by the biases against educated females which have sometimes 

caused difficulties for western women. Ability is highly respected in 

the Arab World and is usually rewarded regardless of sex. Dr. Calverly, 

who arrived in Kuwait early in this century, noted that she experienced 

none of the bias against female doctors with which she had been hampered . 

at home (13). Partly as a result of this attitude both male and female 

students are well-acquainted with female literary, scientific, and pol­

itical figures. Young boys have named such women as personal hero­

images when questioned on the subject. The lack of attention to women's 

historical contributions sometimes encountered in other educational 

systems is therefore not a problem for the Arab children the author 

observed. Young women are educated in an environment which supplies 

them with a large number of influential role models ranging from their 

own teachers to historical heroines whom they know are highly respected 

by the society at large. Also, scholarships are granted on an equal 

basis and women in Kuwait aspire freely to the same professional and 

technical occupations as the men. During the author's stay in Kuwait 

one young female informant left to begin medical school in Cairo. Eight 

scholarships for this prestigious course of study had been granted that 

year--seven of them to women. Furthermore, women are protected by law 
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against discrimination in hiring, firing, promotional procedures, and 

wages. Finally, the Kuwaiti government guarantees female employees a 

paid maternity leave both before and after the birth of a child (34). 

The extended family system and the availability of maids who can serve 

as babysitters has led the government to consider daycare facilities 

unnecessary (although there has recently been talk of starting a pro­

gram). However, kindergarten runs for two years and is entered at the 

age of four years. Students studying abroad on scholarships are reim­

bursed for one-half or all of the daycare expenses for children over 

two, depending on whether their suport comes from a government ministry 

or from the University of Kuwait. Both sources of support will also pay 

the full tuition costs of students' wives who did not win scholarships 

of their own.5 One might expect such circumstances to enhance the 

modern woman's assurance and sense of self-esteem. This certainly 

seemed to be the case among those observed in Kuwait. Not only were 

they given the opportunity and encouraged to obtain an education but, 

once achieved, their social and professional status was in no way 

derogated because of their gender. 

In connection with education it would be well to note that although 

in the past the right has been denied to women, and sometimes even con­

sidered religiously prohibited, the current consensus is that it does 

not in fact run counter to the teachings of Islam. Education is consid­

ered a duty on the part of all devout Muslims (4, 51) and is a most 

highly respected asset. Even the most conservative of Muslim thinkers 

will generally support the right of women to a higher education, if only 

on the grounds that better-rounded individuals make better companions 

and mothers or that segregation of the sexes requires that women have 
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their own female lawyers and doctors (SI). Obviously thls last is an 

extreme view, but Lt serves to demonstrate the almost universal official 

support for women's education. Segregation of school children has even 

been supported on the grounds that high school girls perform better when 

not competing for male attention or being placed in a position to worry 

about protecting male egos ( 44). The right to education is therefore 

not usually denied, although local social factors may determine its 

actual application. In Kuwait, the social ertvironment has served to 

encourage women to obtain an education and afforded them opportunities 

to use it outside the home. In the middle class, working outside the 

home is often actively encouraged. Both of these observations also 

apply to the middle class Palestinians and Egyptians the author 

observed. 

Another social custom of the Arab World which has less of an effect 

on women's personality development than is often thought is the tradi­

tion of veiling (23). In this regard it should be noted, first, that 

the full facial veil is probably not indigenously Arab but a later inno­

vation introduced from outside.6 Also, with regard to the loose, con­

cealing clothing and head coverings worn by Arab women, it should be 

mentioned that Arab men also wear long, loose-fitting clothes and head­

coverings. Modesty is enjoined for both sexes (2) and the style of the 

clothes is well-adapted to the environmental conditions of the area. 

Further, there exists no true compulsion to veiling within Islam. Aside 

from the caution to modesty there remains only a statement that believ­

ing women should "draw their cloaks close about them" when venturing 

abroad, a precaution which was originally meant to identify the Muslim 

women and to protect her from harrassment <!· XXXI U/58-59). The 
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Prophet's wives, however, due to their special position and the use of 

slander against them by the Prophet's enemies, were expected to veil in 

public and it later became a sign of prestige for others to emulate this 

example (24). The traditional female cloak, or abbaya, which has become 

in the West so much a symbol of Middle Eastern women and of women's sub­

jugation, was therefore intended to have an entirely different meaning. 

Informants also interpreted it as signifying that a woman's true worth 

lay more in her abilities than in her charms. Women who have discarded 

the abbaya, even young and educated ones, have occasionally told the 

author that they sometimes miss the sense of privacy, unself­

consciousness, and self-containment which it afforded, a sentiment also 

recorded by other observers (23). 

Middle class Egyptian and Palestinian women began abandoning the 

abbaya many years ago and most of the author's informants had either 

never worn one or, in the case of older womeri, had discarded it in their 

youth. Many rural communities never used it at all, as it hindered field 

work. The abbaya is now rapidly passing out of use in most areas to be 

replaced by Western clothes or, among the more conscientious, by a long 

dress and headscarf very similar to the men's wear and more in keeping 

with traditional Arab costume. It is also now generally acknowledged 

that dress is a matter of choice rather than religious injunction and 

conservative dress has become more a symbol of voluntary religious 

observance than a matter of compulsion. Some who have always worn 

Western clothes have recently chosen to adopt this costume. The abbaya 

is thus seldom worn now in Kuwait, especially among the middle class. 

Those of all nationalities who wear the new conservative style do so out 

of choice and there is always room for compromise. The young woman 
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studying engineering is quite willing to forego religious symbolism in 

favor of overalls in ther factory because she understands the necessity 

of conforming to safety standards. The possibilities for personal 

adjustment within the society are therefore numerous. 

The point which should be noted here is that the social fabric of 

life in the Arab World, while it may sometimes have conspired to deprive 

a woman of some or many of her rights, did not therefore function to 

inhibit her personality. Even sexual segregation allowed women ample 

opportunity to express their individuality and to enhance their status 

through their achieved social positions and through the force of their 

talents and personalities. Within the context of the society these may 

have been significantly more important sources of personal satisfaction 

than the marital relationship and it is a grave mistake to attempt to 

superimpose Western modes of thought into this other reality and to 

begin deductions, or inductions, from there. In a system based in large 

part upon primary relationships and extensive social contacts, and 

organized around a formal reciprocity of duties and responsibilities, 

such a configuration could actually encourage the development of a 

strong sense of self and individuality. Accounts of the lives of Arab 

women and the memories of some who have lived in Arab countries are 

ample, and often overlooked, evidence of this (13, 18, 19, 21, 22, 24, 

39, 53, 57, 37). Finally, it should be noted that the ability of the 

individual to maneuver within the social system and to manipulate it to 

his/her own advantage has too of ten gone unrecognized, as Makhlouf has 

demonstrated in her study of Sana'ani women (39). It should be borne in 

mind, therefore, that Arab women have of ten been able to work within the 



social system to achieve their goals and that the knowledge of this 

ability can in itself contribute to a sense of personal identity and 

control. 
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NOTES 

lThe only informant located with a knowledge of inheritance for­
feiture insisted it was strictly voluntary, although considered custom­
ary. Women who claimed their inheritance were still considered entitled 
to their brothers' protection, although the informant stated it was 
sometimes withheld in spite. This was not socially approved. Some of 
her statements are recorded in Chapter V. 

2Among the middle class Palestinian.s in Kuwait the preliminary 
dowry (mahr), which is paid directly to the bride or her guardian, 
roughly averages from 2,000 to 5,000 Kuwaiti dinars, or about $7,000 to 
$17,000. The reserve payment (mauakhar al-sadakh), which is paid in 
case of divorce, has a usual miniumum of 5,000 Kuwaiti dinars (about 
$17,000). More often, it runs higher, the usual amount being 10,000 or 
15,000 Kuwaiti dinars (about $33,000 to $50,000). Often it is higher 
still. The actual amount is scaled directly to the groom's economic 
ability--future possi-bilities considered--and is deliberately set at a 
sum calculated to be financially ruinous. Among Kuwaitis, who have a 
higher pay scale, amounts tend to run higher than indicated. Over and 
above these sums, the bride and her family usually expect the groom to 
provide a fully furnished home, an expensive undertaking in Kuwait where 
almost everything is imported. Also, these amounts do not include child 
support, for which a divorced father is legally responsible, or support 
for the wife during the mandatory three month waiting period or the term 
of a pregnancy. 

The rising cost of the mahr, which has sometimes worked to inhibit 
marriage, has led some Arab governments to set legal limits to this sum. 
No limits are placed upon the mauakhar al-sadakh. The back payment is 
considered a legal debt and is usally paid to a widow at her husband's 
death. This amount is removed from the estate before the religiously 
prescribed percentages are parcelled to the heirs, including the widow. 

3see 'Abd al 'Ati's The Structure~ the Family in Islam for an 
excellent discussion of this from the perspective of religion. The 
rights described in Chapter III have corresponding legal responsibili­
ties. This is true of all individuals in Islam, men and children 
included. 

4Education in Kuwait is compulsory for both sexes through the 
eighth grade or up to the age of eighteen. There are special evening 
programs for adults. 

Srhe University of Kuwait extends this support to non-Kuwaiti wives 
as well. 
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6rurkey, or Byzantium, ls usually credited with introducing the 
veil to the Arab Middle East. 
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CHAPTER V 

FAMILY 

The primary unit of Arab social organization is the family, not 

only from the perspective of the socialization of children but in terms 

of their integration into the wider society as well. Life is defined in 

terms of family relationships and the fabric of duty and responsibility 

which dominates existence begins here, to be carried up to the highest 

social levels through ever widening circles and degrees of relation­

ship. l It is here that the Arab girl begins to acquire her sense of 

identity. 

It has often been said that Arabs have a marked preference for 

sons. While such an attitude was condemned by Islam, some of the liter­

ature suggests that it nevertheless continued to be true (28). In such 

cases, this preference is usually explained by reference to the role of 

men in the wider society. In this sense it should be noted that Arab 

society is not the only one which has shown a preference in this direc­

tion. Also, it should be noted that there are several possible areas of 

confusion which may have led some observers to exaggerate the degree of 

favoritism, if any. For example, the Arabic plural of "boy" (oula'ad) 

is the same as the Arabic plural of "child" (oula'ad). There is a sepa­

rate term for "girls" (bina'at) which is sometimes superfluous, as 

female children would be included in the more general "oula' ad" (chil­

dren). Confusion regarding these terms may be partly responsible for 
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the occasional accusation that Arab men, when questioned as to the num­

ber of childrjn tl-tey have, mention only boys. Furthermore, it is not 

usually considered decent in Arab society for men to speak about the 

women in their family, or in other's families, and reluctance to con­

verse on this topic may also sometimes lead to an assumption of low 

status for woman. In fact, it is a function of their protected status 

and is meant to safeguard their honor and privacy. 

The fact that boys may have been considered a political and econ­

omic necessity, therefore, does not necessarily mean that girls were 

deliberately belittled in comparison. While this may have been true in 

some cases, it is not within the author's experience. In fact, favorit­

ism~ such is not within this writer's experience. Children are the 

pride and delight of Arab families, girls no less than boys. Mothers 

and fathers dote upon and actively engage in play with the children. 

Some men may prefer to be more private than others about their relation­

ships with children, but many are very open. The author has several 

times been asked by men to bring them a neighbor's baby to play with 

when they themselves could not properly call upon the mother. Most of 

the men observed showed as few reservations with regard to children. 

There are, however, generational differences and what is referred to 

here is the present generation of young fathers, which may include indi­

viduals up to the age of about forty. Their fathers or grandfathers, 

patriarchs in stronger extended family systems, were sometimes presented 

as less actively involved with the children, though no less actively 

concerned. National differences in this respect relate primarily to 

the different times that changes in this family structure began in the 

society. Thus, the true role of the patriarch has persisted somewhat 
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longer in Kuwait and Kuwaiti informants often described their fathers in 

such terms while Palestininns and Egyptians more often had to go back to 

grandfathers to find a parallel. In the younger generations there is 

greater consensus among the groups as to the degree of the father's 

active involvement with the children and Kuwaiti men are often 'as much 

inclined to read to or work with their children as are their Palestinian 

and Egyptian counterparts. One must allow for a large degree of indi­

vidual differences here, of course, but the overall trend within these 

groups, as among modern Western families, is toward more direct involve­

ment by fathdrs in areas which were once primarily reserved to mothers. 

In part, these changes in family life reflect other changes in the 

social organization. Kuwait, for example, was formerly a seafaring 

society in which pearl diving or merchant voyages absented large numbers 

of men for long periods of time. Under such circumstances, the largest 

share of responsibility for the family's daily activities necessarily 

fell upon the women. The new land-based economy, with short work days 

geared to the Arab custom of eating early in the afternoon, allows much 

more time for family involvement on the part of the men. It should also 

be noted that the ideal of active paternal involvement in the affairs of 

children is a relatively new concept even in the West. Formerly, the 

American father who did his best to perform his role of family bread­

winner considered his responsibilities fairly well fulfilled. Activ­

ities· with the chidren were more a matter of personal discretion than an 

obligation. Similarly, the Arab father who concentrated his energies on 

performing the difficult tasks of providing for his family and fulfill­

ing his social obligations saw this as his primary contribution. Other 

activities were a matter of choice. Since the extended family system 
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often guaranteed that there were several women involved in child care, 

ratll,er than only one, the mother's responsibilities for the children 

were sometimes less than might be expected in the West. Also, the Arab 

tendency to view s-0cial ties in terms of famity tiP.s reinforced family 

solidarity in A wa:/ not usually available in the West. Children were 

and are included in their parents social activities rather than being 

restricted to their own separate circles defined by age and outside 

interests. Even the patriarch's involvement with his children was, 

therefore, much deeper and all-pervasive than it may seem on the sur­

face. Thus, while primary responsibility for child care still devolves 

here upon women, as it does in most societies, Arab fathers have always 

been actively concerned with their children's affairs, a concern which 

is ever more of ten being expressed through active involvement. One 

Palestinian gentleman, now a grandfather, had taken enough interest to 

design some of his daughters' dresses, which their mother then pieced 

together--this in addition to the more usual contributions of helping 

with homework, joining in games, and roasting chestnuts on winter even• 

ings. It is interesting to note in this respect that the aspect of 

American life which most appalled Arab informants was the perceived 

frailty of family bonds as depicted in American movies, television pro­

grams, and books. American parents were seen as being uninvolved with 

their children, who were left too often to their own devices and eventu• 

ally turned out of the home at an early age to fend for themselves, 

minus the benefits of parental advice and financial support. The ideal 

expressed here of close family relations is as binding upon men as upon 

women and forms the basis of their role within the family, however it 

might be actualized. 
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Within such tightly-knit family circles children of both sexes are 

cherished by their parents. However, in the families the author 

observed the female children were usually allowed to take greater liber­

ties with their parents. In part, this is probably due to the protected 

status of women in Islam and the conscientious father's desire to ful-

fill his obligations. Lichtenstadter (36), in her study of an Arab­

Egyptian family, noted that the daughter repaid her father for his 

support and concern with generous and genuine demonstrations of affec­

tion. The father's moral duty to provide for his daughter, and the 

daughter's awareness of this fact, thus combined to forge a strong bond 

between them. This observation most closely approaches the author's own 

impressions of the intimate and mutually protective relations between 

the fathers and daughters the author observed. The seemingly universal 

affinity of fathers and daughters is thus reinforced here by the legal 

and religious stipulations regarding the protection of women. In the 

families observed there was also a concern expressed for daughters' 

futures, when they would marry out and no longer be able to depend 

directly upon their natal family for their happiness. In some families, 

especially in the past, it may be that this concern translated itself 

into an attempt to compensate in advance, to provide for the girl's hap­

piness in the present against the possibility of future problems and to 

ensure that she knew she always had her family to fall back upon. In 

all of the families observed there remained a poignant realization that 

the daughters would one day leave the family circle and a belief that 

they should be cherished as much as possible while still near at hand. 

The remark, "They are my daughters," was often given in explanation by a 

father who overindulged his female children, or allowed them to take 
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advantage of him or to behave badly. 

The desirability of keeping married daughters as close as possible 

was the consideration most of ten given in defense of the close-cousin 

marriages until recently preferred in Arab societies.2 The nearer the 

marriage in location and relationship, the easier for the family to pro­

tect their daughter through either inter-familial pressure or overt 

action. Furthermore, cousins were generally acquainted with one 

another. In times when segregation was predominant a marriage between 

knowns, where an affective bond may already have existed, was reasonably 

considered better founded than one between strangers. Such a union also 

served to maintain the continuity of the girl's social relationships and 

to keep her position in the scheme of things clear and well-defined. 

Protection was no longer an issue among the families observed in 

Kuwait, as the legal system now usually functions to fulfill this 

responsibiity. Cousin marriage is primarily an ideal only, as the 

knowledge of its genetic dangers works to inhibit its practice. The 

wish to keep married children close to home, however, and the belief 

that a strong marriage is best based on pre-existing social ties, still 

leads parents to prefer that both sons and daughters choose partners 

from among distant relatives or close family friends. The majority of 

young people conform to this pattern, both out of choice and because the 

custom of socializing as a family, rather than as individuals, results 

in social contact with members of the opposite sex still being greatest 

within this circle. This is especially true among the Kuwaitis, whose 

smaller numbers and more tightly defined social groups lead to a nar­

rower range of approved eligibles. However, an increasing number of 

marriages now result from contacts made at work or in the university. 
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As social identification has expanded to include a much wider circle 

than was formerly the case, these marriages are usually accepted and the 

new in-laws and their contacts incorporated into the family's social 

grouping. 

There are, of course, exceptions. Marriage between the nationali­

ties is not encouraged and the couple wishing to contract such a union 

will probably meet with resistance from their families who may, however, 

acquiesce in the end. Within cultural groups things are somewhat 

easier, as parents who may not have made the original choice may still 

find acceptable social or kinship ties with the other family which will 

ease their acceptance of the match. The Palestinians, especially, seem 

to be open to such arrangements, perhaps because their situation as ref­

ugees has led to a scattering, and therefore somewhat of a loosening, of 

family and village associations while strengthening the sense of 

national identity and providing a pool of bitterly shared experience. 

They are also well travelled, often without parental accompaniment, and 

thus have greater opportunities for establishing more diverse ties. 

Even here, however, one occasionally encounters a family unwilling to 

loosen parental authority. One couple of the author's acquaintance, 

having met and married while working in Kuwait, were angrily ostracized 

by the husband's family. Such a reaction was especially interesting in 

this case, as the parents were themselves partners in a more unconven­

tional union, the mother being both Jewish and German. Ten years and 

three grandchildren later a reconciliation was effected which has now 

been complete for several years. The couple have been returned to the 

family fold and now live and work with the husband's parents in another 

country. It should be noted that the parents went to considerable 
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expense and effort to make amends, providing the couple with a home and 

setting their son up ln business ln their attempt lo seal the breach. 

The more general tendency ln such cnses is for famllles to dls­

courage marriages for which they cannot establish satisfactory social 

ties but to accept them when they occur or are insisted upon. One 

Palestinian young man, for example, returned from a university in the 

United States and announced his desire to marry his American girlfriend. 

His parents voiced their strong disapproval and he was eventually dis­

suaded. At almost the same time, however, this young man's brother, 

still in the U,. S.; wrote home expressing his unshakeable intention of 

marrying an American girl--adding that he hoped to do so with his 

parents' blessings. He received the blessings, married the girl, and 

returned with her to Kuwait where she was readily accepted by the 

family. The degree of determination expressed was the deciding factor 

here, as the family had no choice but to accept the second son's deci­

sion or severely damage family unity. 

Parents are also influenced by their children's wishes. In another 

case a Palestinian girl, with her parents' approval, married an Iranian 

boy--a very unusual match. His parents, who had already found a girl to 

their liking, were not at all pleased with the proposal but accepted it 

because their son desired it so badly. However they define it, most 

parents' reactions to such developments are based upon what they per­

ceive to be their child's welfare. It should be noted that choices made 

within the acceptable social circles are also of ten disapproved due to 

the proposed partner's undesirable personality traits, lower social 

status, or poor education. Finally there is also a realization that 

marriage into a different circle serves to enlarge a family's social 



ties, often with beneficial results. 

Previously, lineage and property considerations were other impor­

tant factors encouraging the practice of cousin marriage, as it tended 

to keep assets within the family and to reinforce clan solidarity (10, 

11, 20, 46, 48). Women, obviously, were key figures in these affairs 

and were well aware of the importance of the roles they had to play. 
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The change to a modern economy and a cosmopolitan social arrangement has 

worked to largely eliminate such concerns among the families of the 

author's acquaintance. While lineage considerations are still somewhat 

more important in Kuwait than within the other groups the general em­

phasis now is upon women--and men--as more independent carriers of 

assets and attributes rather than as links in the chain of clan 

alliances. 

Finally, cousin marriage, like many other social practices, can 

have unintended as well as intended effects. It has been noted that 

marriage to a cousin sometimes negatively effected a woman's chance of 

obtaining a divorce, as the good of the group--maintaining family 

unity--could take precedence over the predic~ent of one individual 

(24). Conversely, this same arrangement could work to a woman's advan­

tage. The author knows of one case in which a woman's rather flagrant 

adultery was covered, and thus abetted, by her husband--a cousin--who 

could neither expose nor divorce her without bringing shame upon their 

family. In times when penalties for adultery were severe such factors 

could well have worked to protect women, a thought echoed by several of 

the author's informants. 

Family relationships, then, remain of vital importance. For the 

young girl, her protective relationship with her parents carries over to 
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her brothers as well, and brother-sister relationships among the Arabs 

are among the closest to be found anywhere (36, 28, 54). From an early 

age a boy is charged with his sister's welfare and even in families 

where the brothers are at odds they will usually unify in defense of 

their sister. In those cases where a girl's marriage or dowry was used 

to obtain a wife for her brother his responsibility to her was 

increased by his indebtedness, as it was also if she forfeited her 

inheritance to him (IO, 40, 54). In the past, it would have been to her 

brother that a woman would turn in disputes with her husband and in his 

house that she would live if widowed young or childless. 

None of the families the author observed ever withheld a portion of 

their daughters' dowries and considered it morally reprehensible in the 

extreme. Some found it impossible to believe that it could ever have 

happened anywhere unless the father was "a very wicked man." Nor did 

the author encounter any cases involving a marriage exchange, although 

informants confirmed that they sometimes still occurred if all parties 

were willing. The one example of inheritance forfeiture encountered was 

represented as strictly voluntary. As the informant, whose parents were 

still living, put it: "If my father tried to give me any money now I 

would not take it. I am a teacher, I can work. I have a husband to 

support me. My brothers, though, must pay their dowries and support 

their wives. They need to take care of their children and of our par­

ents when they are old. Believe me, I do not want this money and I will 

not take it when it comes." In return, this woman expected to be able 

to rely upon her brothers' help and support at all times, an exchange 

well illustrated by her other comments: "You know, I think you cannot 

go to your brother like we can. If you need something you are slow to 
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ask for it. Myself, when I want a thlng, I can take Lt, whatever lt ts-­

their food, their clothes--anytl1ing. Whatever they have is mine, and I 

can take what I want from them."3 

Such an attitude toward brother-sister relationships was almost 

universal and both young girls and older women, whatever their circum­

stances, continued to turn to their brothers for emotional, and some­

times financial, support. Men's obligations in this respect are also 

evident in patterns of gift giving. For example, during the feasts 

marking the end of the pilgrimage season and of Ramadhan, brothers have 

always been expected to give gifts to their sisters (fathers, also, will 

do this while they live) (44). It is also traditional to bring gifts 

when returning from a journey. Most of the young men of the author's 

acquaintance are extremely generous in this regard and often spontaneous 

at other times as well (they also routinely include their mothers and 

often aunts and nieces in their gift giving). ,Many of the author's 

female acquaintances owe large parts of their wardrobes and personal 

treasures to their brothers' generosity. The ideal that women be sup­

ported and protected by the men in their families is, therefore, perpet­

uated and reinforced, even for the working woman. In cases where the 

woman obviously doesn't need such support there can be no doubt that the 

giving is sincerely spontaneous. The affective result of this is that 

most women see at least one, if not more, of their brothers as the em­

bodiment of the ideal man. Young men tend to have an equally idealized 

picture of their sisters. In the past, a man's loyalty to his sister 

sometimes took precedence over his loyalty to his wife. The depth of 

such relationships can only serve to enhance a girl's self-esteem. 

While growing up within such a tightly-knit and protective family 
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the young girl learns also that her priviledges carry with them certain 

responsibities. She must show proper respect for her elders and help 

with household chores. Her compliance with these expectations is amply 

rewarded by the praise and acknowledgement of her parents and their 

friends. Like her brother, she also learns that she has a responsibil­

ity to uphold the family's good name by acting honorably in all things. 

Along with the other standards of good conduct this requires of a girl 

that she retain her virginity until her marriage. In the past, punish­

ment for transgression of this limit could be severe, sometimes costing 

a girl her life at the hands of the father or brother who was her sworn 

protector (8, 19, 22, 28). It should be noted, however, that Antoun (8) 

suggests that such events took place only in the most extreme circum­

stances when alternate courses of action (such as marriage) were an 

impossibility. Granquist (28) notes that the Palestinians of Artas 

believed the killing of an innocent girl brought misfortune upon her 

family. The author's informants believed the normal course of action was 

to pretend to kill the girl while actually spiriting her away to rela­

tives in a distant village. Such murders are outlawed in most Arab 

countries and are a rare, aberrational occurrence. Needless to say, 

however, girls learn to take themselves very seriously in this respect. 

They can even learn to use it. Two young women of the author's 

acquaintance repeatedly managed to force their wills upon their family 

by threatening suicide, an action which would have been a public admis­

sion of guilt and- a consequent disgrace to th~ family. 

It should also be noted that a woman's inhibitions regarding pre­

marital sexual activity are based on more than the threat of past 

external sanctions. Most are very religious and accept adherence to the 
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rules as a religious duty. Their occasionally expressed bitterness at 

the double standard is directed towards the hypocrisy involved rather 

than the restrictions. Men are also expected to refrain from sex out­

side of marriage but have greater opportunities for involvement and a 

lesser chance of discovery, if only on the basis of physical evidence. 

This is a pattern found in many societies, as is the emphasis upon male 

virility which leads to a greater tolerance for male transgressions of 

the moral code. It is this inconsistency in application which the women 

find objectionable. Within marriage, sex is considered a joy for both 

men and women and is positively extolled, the satisfaction of sexual 

desires being seen as a major function of the marital institution (1). 

In traditional society, the major expectation of the married woman 

was that she would produce children. For both men and women the birth 

of the first child signified their full emergence into adult society and 

sons were the parents' insurance against deprivation in their old age. 

Toda~, parents are still addressed as the father or mother of their 

eldest child or son more often than by their given names. Even child­

less couples are often called by the name which they would have given 

their first son. This should serve to indicate the strength and impor­

tance of the parent-child bond. The female parent is especially cher­

ished, as was mentioned earlier, and people of both sexes tend to 

idealize their mothers. In the past, a woman attained her greatest 

position of authority when her sons married and she became the head of 

an extended family (54). Today, respect still increases with age and 

greatest deference· is given to both men and women in their later years. 

Adult children continue to bow to their parents wishes--or at least 

pretend to do so. Parents-in-law are accorded the same respect. There 
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is less pressure, however, to produce large families and the middle 

class tends to be content with a smaller number of children. In fact, 

family planning for many of the author's informants began as long as 20 

to 30 years ago, as soon as information and techniques became available 

to them. This was especially true of the Egyptians and Palestinians, 

who had earlier access to modern methods of birth control. For many of 

these women, such techniques became available only after they already 

had large families. Most were quick to seize the new opportunities and 

seem to have met with little resistance from the men. One middle-aged 

woman said the only pressure she encountered came from her other chil­

dren, who wanted new babies to play with (she was not moved by this 

argument). A woman working for the Organized Family Planning service 

club in Egypt recalls being besieged in towns and villages with requests 

for help and information (49). She described problems for family plan­

ning as predominating in rural areas where ignorance and isolation led 

to a slow acceptance of new ideas--an acceptance quickened considerably 

by efforts at education. Among the urban middle class problems seem to 

have been fewer and the advantages of limiting family size well under­

stood. Among the younger groups of all the nationalities the desired 

family size was usually given as two or three children and most young 

women were encouraged by their mothers to stay within these limits. 

Mothers-in-law, on the other hand, often tended to encourage daughters­

in-law to produce more children. Fortunately, family planning decisions 

are usually jointly made and most young men also prefer smaller fami­

lies, regardless of what their parents want. Also, pressure to have 

larger families is seldom overt and tends more to the "when are we going 

to have more grandchildren" variety--a pressure easily ignored in favor 



80 

of the social and economic factors arguing otherwise. Thus, while the 

dominant ideal of a close family life still ensures that most couples 

will produce some children the trend is toward having only two or three-­

and occasionally only one--even if this means going without sons. 

Within this context it should be noted that most young women no 

longer seek to establish themselves as matriarchs, but rather pursue 

authority at work and status within the wider community. The young 

teacher or physician does not rely solely upon her performance of family 

roles for self-validation. However, both sexes see family responsibil­

ities as an important part of their social status and the fulfillment of 

these responsibilities, therefore, remains an important part of the self­

image. Since the middle class working woman in Kuwait can usually 

either afford household help or fall back upon her extended family for 

assistance, many of the conflicts which of ten arise from these dual 

roles have been somewhat lessened, at least in the families observed.4 

Also, allowing for a large degree of individual differences, there is 

among those familes who have no one to help them a slowly growing tend­

ency for the men in two-career families to take over some responsibili­

ties within the home, openly or otherwise. Grocery and household 

shopping, usually associated in the West with women's activities, is 

traditionally done by men in Kuwait. 

It can thus be seen that the family remains a major focal point of 

an individual's activities. For women, this means that the role of 

mother continues to be revered and accorded special consideration and 

respect in the society• Another important aspect of the mother's place 

in the family becomes apparent when one considers the wider range of 

blood relationships. Despite the formal emphasis on patrilineality the 
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Arabs do, as PeterH (48) has noted, reckon kinHhlp bllateralty. Equal 

respect is accorded the maternal side of the family and relationships 

with these relatives are usually very close. Traditionally, the mother 

and her kin are assumed to reflect the gentle, affective aspects of fam­

ily life while the father and his relatives are associated with author­

ity and discipline (6, 40, 36). The mother's family thus becomes a 

refuge where all is assumed to be understood and forgiven, and where no 

pressure is applied to live up to family demands and expectations. This 

division is most often expressed in describing relationships with the 

uncles, wherein the 'amm, the father's brother, is seen as a figure of 

authority and potential financial support while the khal, the mother's 

brother, is represented as a loving, comforting figure spontaneous in 

his generosity (6, 40). Most of the families observed had, at the very 

least, relationships with their matrilateral kin which were as warm as 

or better than those they had with their father's relatives. One family 

had gone so far as to break off relations entirely with their patrilat­

eral kin and only the father himself ever had any dealings with his 

family. 

Legal attempts to maintain a balance between the two types of kin­

ship ties are expressed in the child custody laws which come into effect 

in case of divorce. Boys until age 7 and girls until age 9 remain with 

their mothers in order to benefit from the close affective ties young 

children are believed to need.s In case of the mother's death or remar­

riage they usually go to her parents or to other close maternal rela­

tives. When they reach the specified ages they are transferred to the 

care of their father or, in case of his death or remarriage, to close 

patrilateral relatives. At puberty the children are allowed to decide 
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for themselves' wiih which parent they prefer to stay. At all times, the 

father is resp0nsible for their financial support. 

Unfortunately, in Western literature this practice is often des­

cribed as the mother "losing" the children in case of divorce rather 

than being understood as an attempt to handle justly what is, at best, a 

very painful problem. The author was familiar with only two custody 

cases while in Kuwait. In one the father sought to remove a young child 

from the mother's care on the grounds that she was a Christian and would 

not raise the child according to Islamic law. The court refused his 

request, specifying that the mother was not bound by Islamic law and 

that whether or not she followed it her rights were inviolable. In the 

second case, a mother was granted guardianship of her 13-year-old son 

when he declared in court that he pref erred to be placed under her care. 

One other attempt to maintain and reinforce the sanctity of matri­

lateral ties can be seen in the custom of a deceased woman's sister mar­

rying the widower if the couple had children. Such a marriage cannot be 

forced but devotion to the children is such that women are of ten willing 

to make such an arrangement in order to keep the kinship ties intact. 

Most of the other aspects of the family relationship have already 

been discussed under the headings of religion and society. What should 

be obvious here is the intensity and importance of family bonds in Arab 

society. They are the central unit to which everything else is eventu­

ally related. Given this, and a girl's protected position but many 

responsibilities within the family, it should be clear that many women 

are here imbued with a strong sense of their individuality and impor­

tance. Interpersonal skills are highly developed and within the family 

girls learn both how to protect their rights and to speak up for 
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themselves in a sympathetic circle. Even in times when they may not 

have been allowed this liberty in their husbands I homes a pattern had 

been set whereby they had learned to be straightforward, open, and con­

fident in their own percept ions. Since the Muslim marriage contract is 

primarily a legal document binding the partners to their mutual duties 

and responsibilities, such an openness of expectations is a definite 

asset. A decision of the Hanbali school of legal thought which has been 

incorporated into the civil codes of Jordan, Syria, and Morocco permits 

a woman to obtain an annulment of her marriage if the husband refuses to 

honor any preconditions she has had written into the contract (7, 1). 

In the absence of such legal safeguards a husband will still face 

the wrath of his wife's family if he violates the verbal agreements they 

have reached before the marriage. Even at the very least, both partners 

can only gain when each has a good idea of what the other expects from a 

marriage. The young women of the author's acquaintance, therefore, 

tended to be extremely candid in dealings with potential marriage part­

ners, rather than flirtatious or accommodating. Even those who chose to 

follow traditional patterns and ·leave the preliminary searching to their 

parents made their expectations quite clear and scrutinized prospective 

bridegrooms accordingly. Many of the older women recalled going through 

a similar logical selection process whe.n contemplating their own mar­

riages, although they tended to rely more heavily on their parents' 

advice than did the younger generation--a logical course of action given 

the greater degree of segregation many of them experienced. Thus, 

despite the fact that opportunities for romantic involvement are now 

much more numerous than previously, young women seem nevertheless to 

assess prospective partners with the same practical turn of mind with 



which their parents once approached the task. Such presence of mind 

would not be possible for weak or childish personalities. 
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NOTES 

1The modern state is sometimes an exception. 

2The term close-cousin marriage is used here to distinguish between 
the ideal and the more often encountered reality of cousin marriage 
among the Arabs. The expressed preference is for patrilateral parallel 
cousin marriage but in practice any type of cousin marriage is likely to 
occur, beginning with a preference for first cousins and moving outward 
towards more distant relations. 

3cases of inheritance forfeiture were extremely difficult to 
locate, in part because informants always insisted, quite correctly, 
that they were guaranteed an inheritance (as opposed to actually receiv­
ing it). The woman quoted here is Palestinian. Other Palestinians 
expressed surprise at her information and declared that this custom did 
not exist in their communities. One went so far as to suggest that the 
woman's experience might be only a family custom. Since her extended 
family is, in fact, the only Muslim group in a predominantly Christian 
town, this explanation merits some consideration. What seems to be 
apparent is that inheritance forfeiture may always have been a matter of 
place, social group, or family, and may now be dying out. It also may 
never have been widespread. Most informants expressed shock at the 
suggestion that it may ever have occurred. 

4some have interpreted the legal stipulation that a man must 
support his wife in the manner to which she is accustomed as requiring 
him to provide her with a .maid if she is used to having one (1). 

5The actual ages relevant here may vary from place to place. In 
Egypt children remain with the mother until the age of 12 or 13. How­
ever, the traditional, and usually cited, ages are those given here. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION: PERCEPTIONS, PERSPECTIVES, 

AND REALITIES 

The purpose of this paper was to explore some of the major factors 

involved in the socialization of Arab Muslim women. This was done by 

examining the role played in socialization by the religious, social, and 

family organization of the culture. Of these factors, primary consider­

ation should be given to the protected status of the daughter in the 

Arab family as it not only holds constant over most of the area but also 

begins to have its effect long before the influence of the local varia­

tions in legal or social organization are felt. However, as explained, 

religious law and social patterns also contain many elements which can 

contribute to the development in the women of a strong and positive 

sense of self. The many possible variations deriving from the interplay 

of the three influences should always be borne in mind. 

The author also made a conscious effort to challenge some of the 

Western stereotypes pertaining to Arab women. This was done by occa­

sionally contrasting the stereotype with infonnation which contradicts 

it, or with observations of Western society which suggest that many 

judgments may be self-righteous or based upon a cultural double 

standard--one basis of comparison for the West, another for the East. 

The author used the West's fascination with Islam's legal polygyny as an 

example, explaining the .religious inhibitions to the practice and 
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pointing out that violations of the mutually exclusive, ideal spirit of 

monogamy, circumvented affairs and successive divorces, may be more com­

mon in the West than in the Middle East, and are perceived that way by 

many Arabs. Also, many Western impressions of Arab life are based on 

manuscripts now well out of date and Arab society in 1900 or 1930 cannot 

really be compared to present day Western realities. It would be well 

to remember the positions of many Western women at the time these works 

were written before comparisons are made. 

In light of this approach, it should be understood that the author 

did not set out to produce an "apology" for Arab society. Rather, the 

work has attempted to provide a perspective which has been too long 

neglected in studies of the Middle East. The perspective itself is 

borne out by observation and research. What some may have seen as a 

partisan approach may thus be better understood as a lack of the usual 

and accepted biases associated with the subject, and as an attempt to 

regain a balance of perceptions. With regard to women, for example, it 

is not the intention of the paper to imply that violations of ideals 

have never occured, but rather that they have not necessarily had the 

inhibiting effect upon the personality which is often assumed. Even in 

"traditional" society the interwoven fabric of religious ideals, social 

organization, and family life combined to accord women status and 

respect within the community. Moreover, women were often able to manip­

ulate the system considerably and to have a significant effect upon it. 

Within this context, the author wishes to caution the reader 

against assessing the protection accorded to women in Arab society and 

reducing it to simple "protectionism," especially with regard to the 

modern era. Many Arab informants were fond of reminding the author that 
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many of the rights traditionally held by Muslim women were not 

until recently available in the West, and that Western women often suf­

fered accordingly. They had no guaranteed property rights, their hold­

ings passed to their husbands at marriage, and they could--and in some 

places still can--be disinherited at will by husbands or parents. "Pro­

tection" under the law should thus be seen for what it is--an attempt to 

establish justice and forestall exploitation--and not be confused with 

condescension. 

Attempts to assign a relative status to women's activities, as 

opposed to men's, would be likewise mistaken. In traditional, segre­

gated Arab societies one is dealing with two separate, complementary 

spheres for which efforts to assess priorities are precluded. In a .. ·· 
society based upon a male-female division of labor the work of one sec­

tor is vital to the survival of the other. Arab men were and are aware 

of their dependence upon the activities of women. In the modern middle 

class the entrance of women into the work force has blurred distinctions 

somewhat between "men's" and "women's" activities, but the continued 

emphasis upon the home as the major center of activity maintains the 

respect accorded to the traditionally female sphere. 

The author made extensive use of the literature, and of interviews 

with Arab women from many backgrounds, to broaden the base of her 

research. However, most of the personal observations recorded in this 

paper are urban and middle class. The author believes that they are 

also, for that reason, probably indicative of future directions in Arab 

society. Some writers have mentioned the body of liberal opinion in the 

Middle East (7, 41). Nevertheless, such thought is usually still 

treated as something out of the ordinary, as an extreme view existing 
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only on the fringes of the society. It should be noted, therefore, that 

the most liberal religious and social ideals presented in this paper, 

taken together, represent the perceptions and expectations of the 

author's informants in Kuwait--representatives of three distinct 

national and cultural groups. One cannot overemphasize the necessity of 

viewing society, and society's legal thought, as an ongoing, develop­

mental process. That this process is alive and well in the Arab World 

should be obvious in this paper. Nor does it show signs of slowing or 

atrophying in the near future. During the writing of this thesis Jordan 

announced significant changes in its family status law, already one of 

the strictest in the Middle East, which are intended to further inhibit 

men in their use of the right to divorce. Jordanian men who wish to 

divorce their wives must now pay to the women, above and beyond the 

stipulated dowry and whatever alimony or child support the court 

decrees, an extra, specified sum of money which increases dramatically 

with the number of years a couple has been married. This ls expected to 

further decrease the rate of divorce in the country. 

It should also be noted that such changes are going on everywhere 

in the Arab World. not in only a few isolated places. Saudi Arabia, 

generally considered the greatest bastion of conservation in the Arab 

Middle East, has for years been going through a slow but steady trans­

formation in policies pertaining to women. One of the most important of 

these is in the area of education and the Saudi government has been 

quietly encouraging the expansion of women's opportunities in this 

respect for some years. One of the methods used in this endeavor was an 

attempt to encourage men studying abroad to allow their wives to return 

to school at the same time. In order to facilitate this, the government 
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offered to pay full tuition costs for the women, thus relieving their 

husbands of the financial burden. This resulted in an increased enroll­

ment of Saudi women in foreign schools. However, the response proved to 

be less universal than had been hoped. The government therefore 

increased the incentive by offering to give the women full scholarships, 

including generous salaries and living expenses equal to those drawn by 

the men. This had the desired effect of sending large numbers of Saudi 

women back to school at all educational levels. It would be naive to 

assume that these women, and those now being educated within Saudi 

Arabia, will have no effect upon future ,developments in the society. 

Similar processes of gradual change and a variety of accomodations 

to local social or religious custom are going on in all parts of the 

Arab World. For example, a matter of ongoing concern in Muslim thought 

has been the question of onbtaining a woman's consent to marriage. It 

is not legal in Islam to give a mature woman in marriage against her 

will. However, it has generally been considered permissable to marry an 

underage girl with the consent of her guardian. This permission is 

based upon the assumption that the guardian, usually the father, has the 

girl's best interests at heart and is in a better position to make the 

decision. It is also representative of a conflict between two legally 

specified rights and responsibilities--the girl's right to a consensual 

union and the father's responsibility to discharge his duties to the 

best of his ability. Some legal schools of thought have allowed women 

to repudiate such a union after attaining maturity, usually defined as 

the onset of puberty. Others have held that the marriages are binding. 

Many of the national legal codes, however, have effectively sidestepped 

the question altogether by setting civil, minimum ages for marriage, 
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ages whlch take a woman beyond the rellglously appliotble deflnltion of:· 

maturity. The issue ls thus belng resolved.I 

That the West has yet to understand that such changes are occurring, 

and have always been occurring, in the Middle East is evidenced by the 

continued lag between perceptions and realities. A commonly encountered 

view of Islamic marriage laws holds that a Muslim man is allowed "four 

wives and as many concubines as he can support." The restrictions 

applying to the four wives have already been discussed. An even more 

serious misunderstanding is evident in the reference to concubines. On 

a very technical level, the statement is true. However, as it ignores 

restrictions to polygyny, so it also ignores fundamental realities 

regarding the legal and moral restrictions to concubinage. A man may 

only take a concubine if he can afford her. He can also only take one 

if he fears that failure to do so will drive him to an immoral and ille­

gal act. Also, the pool of possible concubines is very restricted. A 

concubine must be a slave captured in a defensive war legally declared 

by the Caliph. It is not permissable to enter into an offensive war 

for the purpose of obtaining slaves or concubines. Slaves and concu­

bines must be permitted to buy their freedom if they so desire and 

offered the opportunities to do so. A concubine who bears her master a 

child is elevated to a higher status as "the mother of a child" and her 

owner is expected to set her free. If he dies before doing this, she 

automatically becomes free at his death. The children of concubines are 

born free and are the legal, legitimate heirs of their fathers. Given 

the pride of some Arab groups in the purity of their blood, this in 

itself may sometimes have acted as a check to concubinage. 

Since concubinage is intimately related to slavery it is also 
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necessary to understand Islamic law on this point in order to fully 

realize what is involved. The restrictions to slavery have already been 

mentioned. Beyond this, it was believed that one of the most virtuous 

acts a man could perform was to free a slave. Penance for many trans-

gressions involved freeing a slave. So did the fulfillment of many 

oaths. Celebrations also often led to the liberation of slaves. Since 

wars could not continually be fought to obtaip slaves, and since the 

~ 
only othe~ source was the children of slave couples, many Muslims 

believe that these restrictions and the many requirements for freeing 

slaves were intended to lead to an ever declining supply and the eventual 

end of slavery in Islamic countries. The fact that a technically 

illegal slave trade continued for many years should not disguise this 

point. Slavery was eventually declared illegal in all of the Arab coun-

tries and the process described above is cited as justification for the 

outlawing of a previously permitted institutiO"n.2 And this leads to the 

major error involved in the statement on concubines--concubinage has 

been extinct in the Arab World for as long as slavery. It is no longer 

an issue. The term is not synonomous with "mistress" or "girl friend." 

The continued tendancy to see it as a permissable institution reflects 

on a large scale the same reluctance one finds more subtly expressed in 

some of the professional literature--a reluctance to recognize or 

acknowledge the effects of social processes, as opposed to static social 

facts. 

The purpose of this paper was to describe the influences of reli-

gious, social, and family factors in the socialization of Arab Muslim 

women. The use of a mutli-dimensional approach and of descriptions of 

"traditional" societies as represented in the literature and in 
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interviews with Arab women from many backgrounds was meant to add a 

deeper prespective to the study and to emphasize the dynamic, ongoing 

processes in Arab society. It is therefore hoped that some of the 

changes taking place in the Arab World should be evident here and that 

the important role which Arab women have always played--and will in new. 

ways continue to play--in this process will be recognized and acknowl­

edged. Most importantly, it is hoped that this new configuration in the 

society will be placed in its proper perspective as something which is a 

part of, and not opposed to, Arab and Islamic tradition. 



NOTES 

lsee 'Abd al 'Ati (1) for a more detailed discussion of this issue. 

2see 'Abd al 'Ati (1) for a more detailed treatment of slavery and 
concubinage. 
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