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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

Wherever possible, I have used the familiar English forms of Arabic words and -
names; otherwise, I have used a simple system based on that of the International
Journal of Middle East Studies. No diacritical marks are used. The letter ayn is
indicated by ¢, and the hamza is indicated by °.
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INTRODUCTION

I BEGAN THIS BOOK WITH THE INTENTION OF BRING-
ing together such information and insights as were cur-
rently available on the conditions and lives of women
in Middle Eastern Arab history. The only general ac-
counts of women in Arab or Muslim history available
when I started to research this book (some ten years
ago) were such works as Wiebke Walther’s Woman in
Islam, an attractively illustrated book, more anecdotal
than analytical, which took little if any notice of the
perspectives on women in history that contemporary
femninist research on Western women, and to some ex-
tent on Arab women, had begun to elaborate.!

I soon realized that my task would not after all be
as simple as I had first imagined and that a key focus
of the book must be the discourses on women and gen-
der, rather than, more straightforwardly, the presen-
tation of a synopsis of recent findings on the material
conditions of women in the different periods of Middle
Eastern Arab history. Throughout Islamic history the
constructs, institutions, and modes of thought devised
by early Muslim societies that form the core discourses
of Islam have played a central role in defining women’s
place in Muslim societies. The growing strength of Is-
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lamist movements today, which urge the reinstitution of the laws and prac- |
tices set forth in the core Islamic discourses, made the investigation of that |
heritage on women and gender seem particularly urgent and relevant. ’,

Other factors contributed to my sense that a prime focus of this study |
of Middle Eastern Arab women in history must be the discourses and the
changes in, and varieties of, the discourses on women. The debates going
on in the contemporary Arab world between Islamists and secularists—
between advocates of veiling and its opponents—and the ways in which
the issues of the veil and women as they figured in these debates were ap-
parently encoded with political meanings and references that on the face
of it at least seemed to have little to do with women, again brought the
issue of discourse to the fore. Similarly, the way in which Arab women are
discussed in the West, whether in the popular media or the academy, and
the sense that such discussions often seem to be centrally even if implicitly
engaging other matters through the discussion of women—such as the mer-
its or demerits of Islam or Arab culture—also highlighted the importance
of taking the discourses themselves as a focus of investigation.

Discourses shape and are shaped by specific moments in specific soci-
eties. The investigation of the discourses on women and gender in Islamic
Middle Eastern societies entails studying the societies in which they are
rooted, and in particular the way in which gender is articulated socially,
institutionally, and verbally in these societies. Some charting of the terrain
of women’s history and the socioeconomic and historical conditions in
which the discourses are grounded was thus in any case a necessary first
step. This in itself was a considerable task. Knowledge about women’s his-
tory and the articulation of gender in Muslim societies is still rudimentary,
although in the late 1980s there was a spurt of new research in that area.
Nonetheless, existing studies of periods before the nineteenth century deal |
with random isolated issues or scattered groups and thus illuminate points
or moments but give no sense of the broad patterns or codes. A recent .
authoritative tome on the history of the Islamic peoples by Ira Lapidus |
makes no reference to women or the construction of gender prior to the
nineteenth century and devotes only a small number of pages to women |
after 1800. This treatment exemplifies the status of research on women
and gender in Islam, reflecting the absence of work attempting to concep- |
tualize women’s history and issues of gender in any Islamic society before |
the nineteenth century and also the progress that has been made in con- |
ceptualizing a framework of women’s history with respect to more recent
times.2

Unearthing and piecing together the history of women and the articu-

.
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INTRODUCTION ‘& 3

ation of gender in Muslim societies, areas of history largely invisible in
Middle Eastern scholarship, thus was a primary and major part of this
enterprise. Both historically and geographically the field to be covered was
potentially vast, precluding any comprehensive account. The broad frame-
work of this inquiry, with its principal objective of identifying and ex-
ploring the core Islamic discourses on women and gender and exploring
the key premises of the modern discourses on women in the Middle East,
served to set the geographic and historical limits.

Within the broad limits of the Arab Muslim Middle East it was in certain
societies most particularly, and at certain moments in history, that the dom-
inant, prescriptive terms of the core religious discourses were founded and
institutionally and legally elaborated, so it is these societies and moments
that must here be the focus of study. Crucial in this respect were Arabia
at the time of the rise of Islam and Iraq in the immediately ensuing period.

Some examination of concepts of gender in the societies that preceded
and adjoined the early Islamic societies was also necessary to understand
the foundations and influences bearing on the core Islamic discourses. A
review of these was additionally desirable because the contemporary Islam-
ist argument, which maintains that the establishment of Islam improved
the condition of women, refers comparatively to these eatlier and neigh-
boring societies.

The region comprises a kaleidoscopic wealth of the world’s most ancient
societies, but the organization of gender has been systematically analyzed
in few of them. Those surveyed in the following pages—at times extremely
briefly and only to point to salient features or note parallels with Islamic
forms—include Mesopotamia, Greece, Egypt, and Iran. They were picked
for a variety of reasons, among them their importance or influence in the
region, their relevance to the Islamic system, and the availability of infor-
mation.

In more modern periods, crucial moments in the rearticulation and fur-
ther elaboration of issues of women and gender in Middle Eastern Muslim
societies occurred under the impact of colonialism and in the sociopolitical
turmoil that followed and, indeed, persists to our own day. Egypt in this
instance was a prime crucible of the process of transformation and the
struggles around the meanings of gender that have recurringly erupted in
both Egypt and other Muslim Arab societies since the nineteenth century.
In many ways developments in Egypt heralded and mirrored developments
in the Arab world, and for the modern period this inquiry therefore focuses
on Egypt. Which moments and societies in the course of Muslim history
assumed a central or exemplary role in the development of the core or dom-
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inant discourses fundamentally determined which societies are focused on .

:

here. :

7
7

The findings presented in the following pages are essentially provisional |
and preliminary and constitute in many ways a first attempt to gain a peré
spective on the discourses on women and gender at crucial, defining mo—g
ments in Middle Eastern Muslim history. Part 1 outlines the practices and
concepts relating to gender in some exemplary societies of the region an%
tecedent to the rise of Islam. The continuities of Islamic civilization with
past civilizations in the region are well recognized. Statements to that effect ;
routinely figure in histories of Islam. Lapidus’s History of Islamic Societies g
notes that the family and the family-based community were among the
many institutions inherited and continued by Islam, others being “agri-
cultural and urban societies, market economies, monotheistic religions.”?
The author might also have noted that the monotheistic religions inherited
and reaffirmed by Islam enjoined the worship of a god referred to by a male
pronoun, and endorsed the patriarchal family and female subordination as
key components of their socioreligious vision. Judaism and Christianity,
and Zoroastrianism, were the prevailing religions in the Byzantine and the
Sasanian empires, which were the two major powers in the area at the time g
of the rise of Islam. In instituting a religion and a type of family conforming
with those already established in such adjoining regions, Islam displaced
in Arabia a polytheist religion with three paramount goddesses and a va-
riety of marriage customs, including but not confined to those enshrined
in the patriarchal family. That is to say, Islam effected a transformation
that brought the Arabian socioreligious vision and organization of gender
into line with the rest of the Middle East and Mediterranean regions.

Islam explicitly and discreetly affiliated itself with the traditions already
in place in the region. According to Islam, Muhammad was a prophet in
the Judeo-Christian tradition, and the Quran incorporated, in some form
or other, many stories to be found in the Bible, those of the creation and .
fall among others. As a consequence, once Islam had conquered the adja- |
cent territories, the assimilation of the scriptural and social traditions of
their Christian and Jewish populations into the corpus of Islamic life and
thought occurred easily and seamlessly. Converts brought traditions of
thought and custom with them. For instance (to give just one example of |
how easily and invisibly scriptural assimilation could occur), in its account
of the creation of humankind the Quran gives no indication of the order
in which the first couple was created, nor does it say that Eve was created
from Adam’s rib. In Islamic traditionist literature, however, which was in-
scribed in the period followine the Muslim conauests. Fve. sure enouech.
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is referred to as created from a rib.* The adoption of the veil by Muslim
women occurred by a similar process of seamless assimilation of the mores
of the conquered peoples. The veil was apparently in use in Sasanian so-
ciety, and segregation of the sexes and use of the veil were heavily in evi-
dence in the Christian Middle East and Mediterranean regions at the time
of the rise'of Islam. During Muhammad’s lifetime and only toward the end
at that, his wives were the only Muslim women required to veil (see chap.
3). After his death and following the Muslim conquest of the adjoining
tertitories, where upper-class women veiled, the veil became a common-
place item of clothing among Muslim upper-class women, by a process of
assimilation that no one has yet ascertained in much detail.

What is or is not unique, specific, or intrinsic to Islam with respect to
ideas about women and gender has already, then, become a complicated
question. It is also clear that conceptions, assumptions, and social customs
and institutions relating to women and to the social meaning of gender that
derived from the traditions in place in the Middle East at the time of the
Islamic conquests entered into and helped to shape the very foundations
of Islamic concepts and social practice as they developed during the first
centuries of Islam. All these facts emphasize the importance of considering
Islamic formulations of gender in relation to the changing codes and prac-
tices in the broader Middle East. They suggest, too, that the contributions
of the contemporary conquered societies to the formation of Islamic insti-
tutions and mores concerning women need to be taken into account, even
with respect to mores that have come to be considered intrinsically Islamic.

For these reasons it was important to some extent to relate practices
taking shape in early Islam to those of earlier and adjoining societies and
thus to relate Islamic practices to the pattern of practices in the region.
Moreover, to omit consideration of that larger pattern altogether would
constitute a serious distortion of the evidence, for it would falsely isolate
Islamic practices and by implication at least suggest that Islamic handling
of these matters was special or even unique. (The variety and wealth of
languages and cultures in the region and the consequent variety of disci-
plines, entailing specialist linguistic skills and other knowledges through
which those cultures are explored, has perhaps contributed to the facility
with which the Islamic and other societies of the region tend to be treated
in scholarship as if they constituted separate, self-contained societies and
histories.) Conceptually, therefore, it was important to outline practices in
some earlier and contemporary cultures, even though in my discussion of
non-Islamic or non-Arab cultures I would be compelled to rely entirely on
secondary sources.
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Part 2 deals with Arabia at the time of the rise of Islam, tracing changes
that occurred when Islam was instituted and changes that accompanied its
spread to the wider Middle East. It then explores the conceptual and social |
organizations pertaining to women and gender in Iragi society in the Clas-
sical age—the region and period that witnessed the elaboration of the pre-
scriptive core of Islamic discourses on women. The section concludes with
an overview of salient features of the socioeconomic expression of the Clas-
sical Islamic system of gender and their consequences for the lives of women
in some subsequent societies in premodern times. The societies examined
are mainly those of Egypt and Turkey, primarily for the practical reason
that some preliminary scholarship and data are available. ;

Part 3 takes as its starting point the turn of the nineteenth century and |
outlines the socioeconomic, political, and cultural changes that accompa- f
nied European encroachment on the Middle East. The focus here is almost
entirely on Egypt. As numerous students of the modern Arab world have -
noted, there is compelling justification, culturally and intellectually, for re-
garding Egypt as mirror of the Arab world in the modern age, and this is |

%
E

certainly the case in analyzing the Arab world’s dominant discourses on
women.® Egypt was the first Middle Eastern Arab country to experience
the consequences of European commercial expansion and to experiment
socially, intellectually, politically, and culturally with the range of ideas that
have tellingly marked or that have proved to be of enduring significance in |
the modern era, not only for Egypt but also for Arab societies as a whole. |

The first region in the Arab world to experiment with social change for %
women, Egypt played and continues to play a central role in developing the |
key Arab discourses on women, while developments within Egypt with
respect to women (as in other matters) continue to parallel, reflect, and |
sometimes anticipate developments in other Arab countries. Part 3 first §
describes the progress of social change for women over the course of the
nineteenth century and traces the impact of those changes on women and

on ideas about women. It next analyzes the eruption, in the late nineteenth |
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the issue of women. The political and discursive elements from which the %
new discourse was forged and the conflicts of class and culture with which |
it was inscribed are also analyzed. k

The remaining chapters trace the impact on women of the socioeconomic
changes that have occurred over the course of the twentieth century and -
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then follow out the appearance and evolution of feminist discourses. Part
3 concludes with an account of the social background to the “return of the
veil”” and an analysis of the social and intellectual grounds informing the
different perspectives on Islamism and Islamic dress, and an analysis, too,
of the divisions between feminist women and women adopting Islamic
dress.

It is unusual to refer to the Western world as the “Christian world” or
the “world of Christendom” unless one intends to highlight its religious
heritage, whereas with respect to the Islamic Middle East there is no equiv-
alent nonethnic, nonreligious term in common English usage, and the terms
Islamic and Islam (as in the “world of Islam”) are those commonly used
to refer to regions whose civilizational heritage is Islamic as well as, spe-
cifically, to the religion of Islam. My falling in with this usage is not in-
tended to suggest that Middle Eastern “Islamic” civilization or peoples are
more innately or unalterably religious than any other civilization or peo-
ples.

The very structure of this work declares that ethnic and religious groups
other than the Muslims belonged to and shaped the Middle East and its
cultures as centrally as the Muslims did. The focus here on Islam and on
Muslim communities connotes simply the intent to explore the dominant
cultural tradition in the Middle East and is in no way intended to imply
that the Middle East is or should be only Islamic. Although the issue of
minorities is not specifically explored, the question of minorities has close
notional ties to the question of women. In establishment Islamic thought,
women, like minorities, are defined as different from and, in their legal
rights, lesser than, Muslim men. Unlike non-Muslim men, who might join
the master-class by converting, women’s differentness and inferiority
within this system are immutable.

Of course, differences of class, ethnicity, and local culture critically qual-
ify the experiences of women and give specificity to the particular ways in
which they are affected by the broad discourses on gender within their
societies.” Without in any way denying the fundamental role of such vari-
ables I should note here (in view of the lively current discussions and myriad
interpretations of what “woman” is and who “women” are) that by defi-
nition, in that this is a study of the discourses on women in Muslim Arab
societics and of the histories in which those discourses are rooted,
“women” in this work are those whom the societies under review defined
as women and to whom they applied legal and cultural rules on the basis
of these definitions. They are those who—in Nancy Cott’s useful retrieval
of Mary Beard’s phrase—‘‘can’t avoid being women, whatever they do.”*
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Chapter 1

S

MESOPOTAMIA

THE SUBORDINATION OF WOMEN IN THE ANCIENT
Middle East appears to have become institutionalized
with the rise of urban societies and with the rise of the
archaic state in particular. Contrary to androcentric
theories proposing that the inferior social status of
women is based on biology and “nature” and thus has
existed as long as human beings have, archaeological
evidence suggests that women were held in esteem
prior to the rise of urban societies and suffered a de-
cline in status with the emergence of urban centers and
city-states. Archaeologists often cite Catal Hiiyiik, a
Neolithic settlement in Asia Minor dating from circa
6000 B.C.E., to substantiate women’s elevated and
(some have argued) dominant position. Within this
settlement the larger of the burial platforms found in
the houses contained women, and the paintings and
decorations on the walls of the numerous shrines
prominently featured female figures.” Catal Hiiytik,
moreover, is not the only early culture of the area to
provide evidence of women’s having held a favorable
and possibly even a privileged position. Archaeological
findings indicate that cultures throughout the Middle
Fast venerated the mother-goddess in the Neolithic pe-
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riod, into the second millennium B.C.E. in some areas. Also, studies of the
ancient cultures of the region show that supremacy of a goddess figure and
elevated status for women were the rule rather than the exception—in Mes-
opotamia, Elam, Egypt, and Crete, for example, and among the Greeks
the Phoenicians, and others.?

Male dominance had already gained ground prior to the rise of urban
societies, or so some scholars, including feminist theorists, have speculated.
Theories as to why this occurred abound. Among the more compelling
feminist theories is that put forward by Gerda Lerner, who suggests that
the importance of increasing the population and providing labor power in
carly societies led to the theft of women, whose sexuality and reproductive
capacity became the first “property” that tribes competed for, Warrior cul-
tures favoring male dominance consequently emerged.3

The first urban centers of the Middle East arose in Mesopotamia—in
the valleys of the Tigris and Fuphrates rivers in the southern half of modern

3

Irag—between 3500 and 3000 B.cC.E. The region, inhabited by Ubaidians |
who established the village settlements that developed into the urban cen-
ters of Sumer, was infiltrated by Semitic nomads from the Syrian and Ara-

bian deserts, who were often politically dominant in the ensuing periods.

The Sumerians arrived (probably from southwestern Asia) about 3500
B.C.E. and gained ascendance in the following period. Writing was in-
vented, urban centers grew in complexity, and city-states arose. There was .
frequent warfare between the city-states, several of which in turn gained

supremacy with the decline of Sumerian power (circa 2400 B.C.E.).

—""" The growth of complex urban societies and the increasing importance |
of rnlhtary competitiveness further entrenched male dominance and gave .
rise to a class-based society in Whlch the military and temple elites made
up the propertied classes%ﬂ__}ge patnarchal family, designed to guarantee the
paternity of property-heirs and vesting in men the control of female sex-
uality, became institutionalized, codified, and upheld by the state. Women’s |

ﬁ'ahty was designated the property of men, first of the woman’s father,

then o of her husband, and female sexual purity (virginity in particular) be-

came negotiable, economically valuable property. This led (some have ar-
gued) to o the emergence of prostitution and to the enforcement of a rigid

demarcatlon between ¢ ‘respectable” women (wives), whose sexuality and
reproductlve capability belonged to one man, and women who were sex-
ually available to any man. The i increasing complexity and specialization

of urban society and the growth of populations comprising artisans and
merchants as well as agricultural laborers contributed to women’s further

e subordination by facilitating their exclusion from most of the professional

e e
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classes. This exclusion contributed to the further decline of thelr economic
contrlbutlons and consequently of their status. The decline in women’s sta-
tus Was followed eventually by the dechne of goddesses and the rise to

. Supremacy of gods.*

_As different city-states successively dominated the Mesopotamian re-
gion, laws governing the patriarchal family changed tending to become
progresswely harsher and more restrictive toward women. For example, the
Code Hammurabi (circa 1752 B.C.E.) limited the time for which a man
could pawn his wife or children to three years and expressl)'f forbade beating
ot oppressing these debt-pawns. But later Assyrian law (circa 1ZQO B.C.E.)
omitted these protective measures and explicitly permitted beating debt-
pawns, piercing their ears, and pulling them by the hair.’ Assyrian law al§o
permitted a husband to “pull out (the hair of) his wife, mutilate (or) twist
her ears, with no liability attaching to him,” when punishing her (“La\jvs,”
185). Again, in the Code Hammurabi men could easily divorce their wives,
particularly if they had not borne children, but were liable to fines (* Fhvorce
money”’) and were required to return the dowry. The later Assyrlan .law
codex apparently allowed the husband to decide whether the wife r‘ecen./ed
anything following the divorce: “If a seignior wishes to divorce his wife,
if it is his will, he may give her something; if it is not his will, he need not
give her anything; she shall go out empty” (183).6 According to the Code
Hammurabi women could obtain a divorce only with great difficulty. “If
a woman so hated her husband,” the code states, “that she has declared,
“You may not have me,” her record shall be investigated at her city council,
and if she was careful and was not at fault, even though her husband has
been going out and disparaging her greatly, that woman, without incurring
any blame at all, may take her dowry and go off to her father’s house.”
Even asking for a divorce entailed risk, however. If on investigation the
council found that “she was not careful, but was a gadabout, thus neglect-
ing her house (and) humiliating her husband, they shall throw that woman
into the water” (“Code,” 172).

In any case, throughout the period of successive city-states, power a1.1d
authority resided exclusively with the husband and father, to whom wife
and children owed absolute obedience. A text from the middle of the third
millennium B.C.E. said that a wife who contradicted her husband could
have her teeth smashed with burnt bricks, and the Code Hammurabi de-
creed that a son should have his hand cut off for striking his father
{“Code,” 175).7 The head of the family had the right to arrange marriages
for his children and to dedicate his daughter to the gods, in which case she
became a priestess and resided in the temple with other priestesses. He also



