
UNWRITTEN LAWS AFFECTING THE ARAB WOMAN OF 

PALESTINEt 

T. CANAAN 

QERUSALEM) 

The aim of this paper is to describe the unwritten but well-known 

laws governing the life of the Palestinian woman. Most of these 

rules have their origin in wide-spread customs which have been 

rigidly observed. Immutability is the most striking characteristic of 

eastern life, and the inhabitants of the Near East may not and dare not 

deviate from the traditional path of their ancestors. These customs 

(cddeh, pl. caiudyd) became inflexible laws2 and of the most binding 

character. Their authority was paramount among the ancient Semites 

and they still are more powerful in Palestine than those grafted on 

to modern society by mere popular fashions. 3 The unwritten laws 

are practised more strictly among the Bedouin than among the 

peasants, for the former are bound together within the tribe with 

strong ties of "brotherhood" (relationship), ,vhereas the villagers have 

through their long settled condition lost more or less these intimate 

bonds of clanship, and local unions have taken their place. This 

social change is still more apparent among the madaniyeh, the city 

-dwellers, who could With greater facility break loose from the 

restraints of custom. 
1 This paper was read on_March 26, 1931, before the Anthropological and 

Ethnological Society of the American University, Beirut. 
2 CHEYNE AND SUTHERLAND BLACK, E1lcyclopedia Biblica, s. i 1• LAW 
8 Passages pointing to unwritten laws among the Israelites can be traced back 

very far. Some examples are: "lt ought not to be done in Israel" (II Sam. 13 12); 

". ~ .. fo1Iy in Israel ..... which thing ought not to he done" (Gen. 34 7). Cf. 
also Joshua i 0

; Judg. 1933
; 2010

• 
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In Palestine these regulations are kept more strictly in some 

districts than in others. The fact must be emphasized that many 

of them are at present less practised than they were fifty years ago; 

while others which were once universal are met with, in our period, 

only in few villages. 

I. LAWS BASED ON A BELIEF IN WOMEN'S INFERIORITY. 

In many phases of life women are treated as inferior to men. 

Expressions such as el-marah min qal' er-ridjdjdl, i "The woman is 

from a rib of man"; en-niswdn ilhum nuu 'aql, "Women have but 
half a brain,"j emphasize. this belief. A weak and cowardly man is 

dubbed mitl el-marah, "like the woman."3 

~t the birth of a boy there is joy, while the birth of a girl is 

greeted by the disappointed murmur, bass hint, "Only a girl! " Some 

may even curse her for having caused the mother such pain and 
anxiety. The only consolation the ·mother hears is, md tiz'alis 

insa 'al/ah hitz.ainihd ih'aris, "Be not sorry (lit. angry)! Perchance 

God may suffer you to adorn her with a. bridegroom" ( meaning a 

son).' The father is told of the birth of a son with the words 

el-bsdrah el-bsdrah 'adjdk 'aris, "Good tidings I a son is born to thee."5 

If a daughter is born the news is broken to him by the formula 

1 Gen. 2 21
• Another expression is, qal' el-marah qa~ir. 

2 Another saying is, el-marah ndq~it el-'aql. 
1 A proverb describes unreliable men with the words, e,·-rdjdl 'ind Z1ddjithum 

niswdn, ''Men are when needed (as ineffective as) women." 
• CANAAN, The Child in Palestinian Arab Superstition, JPOS, VII, 160 ff.; 

KLEIN, Mitteilungen, usw., ZDPV, VI, 63. Cf. John 1621 ; I Sam. 420 • In some 
cases the mother is told that a son is born and th~ real truth is only broken to 
her gradually. • 

1 The same expression is used in Luke 2 10. 



174 Journal ot the Palestine Oriental Society XI 

imbdrak el-·an2s) "Blessed be the bride," referring to the time 1 when, 
at her marriage, he will receive the bride-price (mahr ). 2 In pre
Islamic times, nevv-born girls were often left to die. Surah XVI 

60 reads, "And ,vhen any one of them is told the ne,vs of the 
birth of a femal1; bis face becomes black ( clouded with confusion 
and sorrow) and he is deeply affiicted; he hideth himself from the 
people because of the ill-tidings which have been told him, considering 
within himself ,,·hether he ~hall keep it ·with disgrace or whether 
he shall bring it under the dust."a Many a ,voman will wear a 
talisman while she is pregnant, believing that it ensures the delivery 
of a son. \Vhen, however, a family has many sons but no daughters 
a new-born girl is welcomed and ,vell treated. She is usually named 
wabfdeh ( the "only daughter") or sitt ibwetha ( the "lady of her 
brothers"). 

It is believed that a girl tries not to be born, since she knows 
the conditions of life a waiting her. 4 Girls are less pampered and 
more neglected than boys and set to work at an earlier age. 5 A 
proverb runs, dz1r el-banat bardbdt> ''Houses (full) of girls are houses 
in ruin," for in the spreading and perpetuation of the family name, 
in the holding of property and in the defending of the interests of 
the ch-111, it is sons alone who count as an asset. Other proverbs 
expressing a like idea are: ef-f,anat ghalabdt, "Girls are burdens"; mat 
el-bandt sutrah) "The death ell g;rls is a blessing" ;G hamm el-bandt 
lal-manuit, "Anxiety a bout girb lasts ti 11 ( their and their father's) 

1 In pre-Islamic times it was customary for friends to congratulate a father on 
the birth ot a girl, for the daughter was welco111t::d as an addition to her father's 
wealth, "because when he gave her in marriage lie could add to his own flocks 
and c.1mels, those paid to him as her 111ahr." .:..½ ("".k>-°i ..UJ \)I ~~I '-:'f .:.:.J\f'J 

O' \ • t ~J ¥1 .k~) lA..x--" J;.4_ 0lf' lA.½I 0°i .!.ll\l ~I .jl "~WI .!.ll \-:·..-" J_,.41 
2 See DALMAN, PJ, xiii (1917), p. 30. 
3 See :1lso St'-irah VI I 5 2 ; x VII 3 3. 
4 CANAAN, J POS, VII, 163. 
5 A similar spirit is apparent in the Old Testament, Ps. 17 2 \ 5 • In the Revised 

Version \-Ve read "children" instead of ''sons." The Amt.:rican as wdl as the 
Jesuit Arabic translations o! the Bible o-ive 0 .~. 

b .J • 

6 Reallv ''a concc:alment of shame and difficult,·." An old Arabic proverb is 
uL.~1 i:r- -u~I u,,.. ., 
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death"; mdtat wlitak1 min fa/a-wit nztali~J "Your girl died because of 

your good character"; tikbar baiyeh wald tdjib bnaiyeh, "May she 

grow to be a serpent2 and not give birth to a girl"; el-bint inzma 
djabrha uilld qabrha (kas(z)rha )) "Either a girl is treated well (and 

married) or interred (broken)" ;::1 el-'lualad in li'ib fi barah el-f dydeh 
min wardh, "A boy-even if be plays ,Yith his own dirt1 -gain issues 

from him."5 

To have no children \vas the greatest misfortune which could 

befall the father, and still more the mother, for it was not until 

she had become the mother of a son that the wife attained her 

full dignity in the household,n and was in some degree protected 
against the hardships of polygamy. By sons alone is the family 
continued; daughters are lost to father and family through their 
marriage. The word £bn (son) has the same root as band ( to build). 
Building7 is figuratively applied to having male children in several 
passages in the Bible. 8 \iVhen a peasant intends to marry he is 
often heard to say "I would like to open a house,"ll meaning, as 
it did with the old Semites, 10 "l intend to build a family." "May 
God. make your house prosper" 11 is an fxpression wi~hing prosperity 
to a house by the increase of its male children. 

1 A polite term tor a Mohammedan woman (Hava). 
2 The serpent is the symbol of cunning. Demons often take the shape of 

serpents (Gen. 31 ff.). 
8 The proverb Jabdb es-suqq lJaqq ?ablib es-saltibeh g-l;alabeh, "The rncrning of the 

girl (lit. "slit,'' i.e. vagina) is a good omen, \vbile the morning of the boy (lit. 
''thread," i. e. penis) means difficulty," ~ries to improve the miserable condition of 
the female sex. ' 

4 It is believed that only insane children play ,vith their own dirt. 
5 There are also proverbs which point to the contrary, but they are few: 

urnm el-bandt btims£ 'ala labdt; niy1"il man ghazalat kittd11hd udjabat ba1l(Jf1Jii qal l 
JUbyanha ; riz..q el-banat a!{jar min rizq e?-Jubyi'i n. 

6 I Sam. 1
6 ff. ; Gen. 164

; 301 ff. 
7 bana 'ala 'an'Jsiln'. means to have intercourse ,vith his bride (1llu~J"i! p. r 3 r ), 

probably because he builds through this act his house, his name. Mufif gives an
other explanation. Lelatu binii'1-hii means the wedding night. 

8 Ruth 411 ; I Sam. 2:15
,.; II Sam. 72

;; I Chron. 17 10
-

11
; I Kings 11 18

• 

9 bidd"i afta~1 . bet. 
10 Gen. 1819

. 

11 Allah i'ammir betak. 
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In case· a childless woman intends to adopt a child she passes 

the child through the upper slit of her shirt, while another woman 
receives the child from below, simulating in this way the act of 
delivery. This custom was formerly more prevalent in Palestine 

than at present. I have found knowledge of it in northern, central 
and southern Palestine. 

. ' 

In vowing a fourth, or a half, or a whole boy to a welt, .the fourth, 
half or whole value of the diyeh (blood-price) must be paid to 
the saint; but with • a girl, her price is reckoned not on the basis 

of the diyeh but on the mahr ( the bride-price) which is much less. 
• The wedding of the girl cannot take place until the vow 1s 

fulfilled.1 

A father is advised to settle his daughters before the sons are 
m·arried. Sayings expressing this idea are: dauwir labintak qabl ma 

(i)tdauwir la 'ibnak, "Search out (a husband) for your daughter be
fore you look (for a bride) for your son"; z.auwidj ahl ed-dar qabl 

er-rdjdl, "Marry the inhabitants of the house (that is the daughters) 
before the men (sons)." A girl has no right to choose her husband 
or to refuse the one found for her, for "if a girl is left to choose 
her husband according to her' own judgement she will either take 

d • "~ a rummer or a pipe::-. 
While a man marries to perpetuate the family's name, honour 

and influence, a girl is married to relieve her family of care and 
responsibility. Of a girl who is betrothed it is said, alla itbannan 

'alehd, "God had mercy with her.'' Similar ideas were prevalent 
among the ancient Hebrews and Arabs.3 As of old (cf. Leah and 
Rachel) fathers prefer to. give first their eldest daughters in marriage, 
and certain families adhere strictly to this rule. 

Brides are still bought. 4 Among the lower class the word 

1 CANAAN, M obammedan Saints a~zd Sanctuaries, p. 18 3. 
li. in da!sarul-bint 'aeiitirhii yii biakud fabbal ya zammtfr. 
8 A ~adt1 says 'afrarukum 'uzzabukum, "Your most wicked are the unmarried." 

St.:e also I. GoLDZIHER, Vorlesu,zjen uber den Islam, p. 187 (n). 

" The same custom is re~eal~d in the Old Testament: Deut. 22 28
, 29 ; Ex. 2218, 17; 

Ruth 49, ic. For the conditions in Arabia see W.R. SMITH, Kinship and Marriage, 
Chapter III. 
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baqqhd1 (her price) is used instead of mahr. A girl is the property 

of the whole family. If she is sought in marriage the father may 

decide for her, for as a maidt:n she is-and this was true of aft 

Semites - under his sole control. If the father is dead the girrs 

eldest brother gathers together all near male relatives, and her 

marriage depends on their decision,2 and to this she must submit. 
Her consent is asked, but this is only a formality and usually her 

views carry no weight. Mosaic law attached no importance to the 

girl's preferences and recognized (Ex. 2 I 7) the father's right' to sell 

his d, .. ughter into bondage, with the evident intention that she 

should become the wife of her master or her master's ~on.3 The girl's 

cnnsent is, however, nowhere suggested. 4 The father or guardian 

has the right to give again in marriage a widow or a divorced 
woman. It often happens that at birth a girl was designated as 

the bride of a boy, generally a relative. This was done elther 

directly -0r during the act of .cutting her umbilical cord. The former 
is known under the name of ca(iyet ed-dj6rah, "the gift of the 

(delivery) pit,"5 the second as maqtuc furrethd ea/a ismuh~ "her !um

bilical cord is cut on his name."6 In reading the fdtibah the future 

of the girl was sealed; 7 she was no longer free and had no other 

alternative than blindly to accept her destiny~ Nobody dared to 
ask for her hand until her "birth-bridegroom» set her free .. 8 

1 See also KLELN, l.c., p. 89. 
2 0. S. EL-BARGHUTI, Judicial Courts among the Bedouin of Palestine, JPOS, 

(I, p. 59. 
• Jewish Encycl., vol. XII, Woman. See Deut. 22 16

; Gen. 21 21

; 242 ff. ~ 2921

; 

3412 ; 38'; Judg. 14Lff.; I Kings 217
; Matth. 22 30

; Mark 1225
; Luke 2095

• Con
sult also Jewish Encycl., Daughter. 

" Encyl. Btblica, p. 294i. 
0 Ed-dj6rah, (the delivery pit), which is unknown in this sense to mubit, is 

the space between the body of the delivering woman, who is sitting on a special 
chair (the delivery chair), and the ground. 

6 This cust-om was known in Palestine as we'.l as in Syria. 
7 Reading the fattl;ah is not only the religious part of the official betrothal 

ceremony, but it seals the whole action. 
8 CANAAN, Die Brautwabl in Paliistina, Das Heilige Land, vol. 7 5, pp. 24 ff. 

As I had no opportunity of looking over any proofs ot this article, several mistakes 
in the transcription were left uncorrected. 
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- The right of a young man to marry his paternal cousm 1s an 

old Oriental custom.1 An Arabic proverb says, "The cousin takes 
(the bride) down from the mare,"2 which means that if she shou1d 
be given to a stranger, a cousin has the right even at the last 
moment to take her down from the mare during the welding 
procession and marry her himself. The Bedouin say, "Her binding 
and release are in the hands of her cousin."3 Another proverb 
teaches: illi bitbarrahd ibn cammhd (i)btbram ca/-ghar1b) "The girl 
who is desired by her paternal cousin is forbidden (in marriage) 
to a stranger."4 

Some families will give their daughters only to members of 
certain families) to those of the same social standing, and never to 
a strange family. Such are cAbd el-Hadi) the Baraghti and the 
Djaiyayseh5 . The Bardghti (pl. of Barghutl) give their daughters 
to members of the Djaiyayseh) to the chiefs ('umara) of eI-MasdHd 
( of Chor d-Farcah) and. el-' Ueisat (in Bir Ma'ln and el-Burdj) 
Bedouin, to the sii1b of Ab11 Kisk (near Jaffa) of carab el-Ubedat 
(near Gaza) and of carab Bani Djann (near Jaffa). The most 
honourable family of el-Bardghti, Dar Zahir, will• not marry their 
daughters to any stranger whatsoever, not even to any one of their 
kin. 0 

Some Bedouin tribes on the eastern boundary -of Trans-Jordan 
and in the Sinai Peninsula have a custom by which the young 
man, having first gained the girl's consent, then asks the consent of 
the father. As a rule the father enquires only whether the daughter 
is willing, and after the question of the mahr is settled the young 
man is free to take his bride. No religious ceremony takes place. 
The girl runs away and is followed by her lover. When he catches 

1 Gen. 244 ; 28 2
• 

2 i~n el-'amm bifaiy?, 'au el-faras. See also EL-BARGHUTI, I.e., p. 69. 
ll 'aqdha u ?Jallhii 'ibid ibn 'mmnhii. See also MusrL, the Manners a11d Customs 

of the R,wala Bedouins, p. 137 
4 Still another proverb used in the rnrne sense is·: ez-zet 'ii}a itbarr-uh ahluh 

bibram 'adj-djiimi', "The oil which is wanted by its owners is forbidden to be 
given to the mosque." 

6 Klein, ZDPV, vi, 85, gives the families Toqan, Abu Ghos and SamZ1iin. 
6 I owe this information to the kindness of Mr. 0. S. B. 
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her a simple wedding ceremcny takes place between them alone and, 
in the ,vords of the ceremony, before God who is their witness. 
sits upon a stone while he takes his place upon a heap of 
She addresses him. 

and qdcid 'aid badjar uishad yd rahh el-hasar 
inni '6bid Ii r)akar ca/d sinnit all ah u rasuluh 

She 
earth. 

"I sit on a stone! and be thou, 0 Lord of the human race, wit
ness that I take to myself a male, according to the laws of God 
and His prophet." 

The young man answers: 
wand qa'id ca/d t-tard 
inni 11u1bid Ii marah 

"And I sit on the earth; and 
witness that I take to myself a 

and His prophet." 

11ishad wi rahh el-ward _,, 

'aldsinnit al/ah u ras1Uuh 
be thou, 0 Lord of the universe, 

wife according to the laws of God 

The pair then break into two parts a piece of str:nv (qatra/eh). 
This act has been thought to Ge symbolic of unity, for since the 
broken straw cannot be m:1de whole, neither can their union 
be severed. In reality they are not yet united, for if the young man 
cannot perform his marital function the girl is free to return to her 
father's house .1 

A wife must greet her husband is respectful terms, such as yd 
sidi (0 my Lord, master), yd ibn ca1J1mi (0 my cousin, i.e. husband), 
yd abzi NN. (0 father of NN. ). On the other hand a husband may 
greet his ·wife in one of two ways: using a Jignified term as yd 
hint cammi) ya umm NN., or in a more casual fashion as yd hint 
en-nds (0 daughter of people), ya. marah (0 wife) and iuali. The 

1 This last condition is seldom fulfilled. In the I;fanadjreh tribe (Gaza) the 
follo,ving is the customary procedure i11 returning l wife to her parrnts. The 
husband who, because of his impotence is forced to divorce his wife, agrees with 
bis father-in-law on tlw sum of money which must be paid to him. A trust
worthy person must guarantee the payment. The respective parties gather in the 
tent of the Jc&. The husband or his legal representative throws a piece of straw 
on the st1b with the \vords, '·Take O Jeb I this is the qaJaleh of the girl." The se& 
throws the same to the father of the girl, repeating the same words. The wift: 
is now free to go back to her father's house. 
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last. expression is one of contempt. Still more vulgar are the 
expressions used by the lower class and Bedouin when they speak 

of their wives, ib'id 'annak (adj':tll Janak, adjall qadrak, i'iz_zak) 
marati, all mean the same thing, namely, "my wife who is below 

your honour, dignity." Some- politer terms are ahl beti (the .dweller 

of my house), umrn 'awlddi (the mother of my children), marati 
(my wife),i bartnii (my woman), 2 (i)'iaU, 'aylti or 'elti, (my families, 

family). The expressions es-sitt (the lady) and ubti (my sister)3 

in referring to a wife are rare. The male members of the three above

named families speak of their wives as es-sebdt (pl. of es-sebah). 
The married woman is completely under her husband's control. 

She becomes his property. 4 In some places we still hear the expres

sions mdli, baldli (my property, my granted right), used for the 

wife because the husband acquired her by purchase. 5 The words 
'amlak, 'imldk, for "mt'!,-rry, marriage," are derived from the same 

root, which means "to possess, to become the owner, ~o rule over."6 

A proverb says, "He who pays his money can have the Sultan's 

daughter for his bride."7 The money given at betrothal is the 

purchase-money paid to the former proprietor, the father. The 

father's and husband's authority was and still is supreme; the life 

and the property of all the members of the family are in their 

hands and they are accountable to no one for their actions. They 

alone have the right to chastise. 8 

1 The expression zawdjaJi, qar"inafi (my wife), sar'ikat !Jayati (the partner of my 
lite) are used only by educated people and in literature. 

2 Women subject to one man (Hava, 1 I 2 ). 
1 I vividly remember how an old Christian peasant of Bet Ojala became 

angry with my father for calling my mother ya u"flti. He argued, ''What God made 
lawful to you do not declare unlawful." 

4. See BERTHOLET, Kulturgeschichte Israels, p. 113. For the conditions in Arabia 
before and after Islam see W.R. SMITH, Le. 76, 77. , Consult also Surah, IV 33. 

6 Although JI~ and , are, after the rise of Islam, used more or les; as 
_synonyms, they had different meanings in pre-Islamic times; W. S. • SMITH, Kinship 
and Ma1·1·iage, p. 76. 

• Muliif, p. 2004; Hava, p, 726. 
7 illi bi!Jutt fifuuh bint es-sultan 'arusub. See also Gen. 3412• 

8 By this immemorial law Abraham was free to kill his son, the King of Moab 
to cause several children to be burned tc- Moloch, and Jephthah to offer his daughter 
to the Lord. Gen. 21 10 ; Judg. II 84 -4.0; II Chron. 28'; 33 6• 
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Certain proverbs recommend kindly treatment of \Nomentolk: 

"Woman is a good and precious trust"; f "Kindness to girls is better 

than forsaking them"; "None save the filthy beats a woman."2 

Women perform the lowliest duties. Thu~ in the villages grind

ing wheat is done by women, and in the towns it is the duty of 

the humblest and youngest female servant.3 Women fetch the 

water in the villages;4 in the towns the male water-c~trriers belong 

to the lowest class. While fellabdt carry their burdens on the head, 

Bedouin or semi-Bedouin women consider this degrading and carry 

their loads on the back. 5 With rare exceptions the man rides while 

his wife walks behind, carrying her load. 

Woman's inferiority is well seen in her rights of inheritance 

and dowry, the value given to her testimony and in matters of 

divorce. Conditions are different in the spiritual sphere. A careful 

study oi the position ot worran in the earliest periods of Islam, 

and in the teachings of its founder, reveals no ~eal obstacles to the 

religious development of woman. In the spiritual life there could 

be ·neither male nor female. Awlid belong to both sexes, though 

male saints are the more numerous. The development of mysticism 

(Sufism) within Islam gave women their great opportunity to attain 

the rank of sainthood. Among the Palestinian shrines which I 

have visited and examined personally, I 3 .2 per cent. were dedicat~d 

to female saints. 6 Of these, 60 per cent enjoy a great reputation as 

compared with 3 I per cent of the males. 7 Darwisdt are still known 

1 It may also be translated: "The woman is a (precious) trust (in the hands) 
of the good man." 

2 el-marah udfi'it el-~aiyer; adjr el-baniit 'Wald hadjrlmm; ma bucJ,rub el-tnarah 
illa-l-barii. 

8 The utter humiliation of the virgin daughter of Babylon is portrayed by the 
command, "Take the millstone and grind meal; uncover thy locks, make bare 
thy leg, unq::>Ver thy thigh." Is. 47 2

• Compare also Judg. 1621
; Lam. 518 where 

men are humiliated by doing such work (JPOS, XI, 17 f.). 
~ Gen.2414,17; John 47,15 • 

6 The Bedouin tribe et-Turkrnan is an exception to this rule. 
6 In Biblical times one also met with "inspired" women : Ex. I 5 20

; Judg. 4 4 ; 

II Kgs. 22 14
; N eh. 614 

; Luke 2 86
. 

7 CANAAN, Mohammedan Saints and Sanctuaries in Palestine, pp. 23 5 ff. 
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in Palestine. They are respected and their orders executed. These 
facts do not justify Kobelt's and Perron's statements th~ .. "niong the 
Arabs there are no female saints, or only very few .1 

The same applies to the evil spirits. It is interesting to notice 
that in a list of I 20 springs drawn up by the present \vriter 57 are 
supposed to be inhabited by females. If we omit cases of holy 
men whose spirits still haunt springs and cases where the sex is 

not specified, we find that So per cent of the spirits are female. 3 

Another exception to the rule of woman's inferior status is 
the naming of a person, a family or a sub-tribe after some out
standing woman. The Qoran, Surah xxx1u 5, ordains, "Call such 
( as are adopted) the sons ot their ( natural) fathers." 4 Many ex
pounders of the Qoran believe that this verse applies not only to 
adopted children out to children generally, and therefore they argue 
that the namt ·of the father and not that of the mother should be 
connected with the names of the children. A marri~d Palestinian 
woman \Viii, as a rule, to the last moment of her life, call herself 
by the name of her father and not by that of her husband; e.g. 
Fatmeb 'Abdallah, 'Abdallah being the name of her father and not 
Fatmeh Mobammed, if her husband's name is Mobammed. The 
reverse applies in magic rites and the writing of talismans, where 
a person's nan1e must be \Yritten or uttered together with that of Jiis 
mother and not with that of his father. The reason for this is the 
Oriental belief that only the mother can be determined with ab
solute certainty. 5 This belief is not peculiar to Palestinians but was 
familiar among the ancient Babylonians, Egyptians and Hebrews.6 

Occasions where women gave their names to persons, families 

1 See the references in GoLDZIHER, Mohammedanische Studien, II, 299. 
2 To this group belong three springs which are believed to be inhabited by 

female saints. 
3 CANAAN, Haunted Springs a11d Water Demo11s, JPOS, I, 162, 

' After Sale. 
5 

CANAAN, Aberglau.be und Volksmedizin in Lande der Bibel, 105, 106. 
6 FRAZER, The Golden Bough, part VI, Adonis, Attis, Osiris, pp. 384 ff. 395 ff. ; 

SMITH, Lectures on the Religion of the Semites, pp. 52-66. 
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and sub-tribes are well known throughout Arabic history. 1 Such 
women played an important part in the history of that person or 
tribe. Examples showing the continuation of this custom at the 
present time .are: 

Members of the tribe 
el-Masalgah (near Nablus) 
ed-Dacdjeh (near cAmman) 
e~-$aleh, a subtribe of el-cEdwan 

Appellation 
'abu Sabbah 
,, ijasfah 
,, SelJah 

en-Nimr, ,, ,, ,, ,, ,, ,, Muhrah 
el-l:Iamid, ,, ,, ,, ,, ,, ,, cAmsah 
el-Ijersan, ,, ,, ,, Bani $agr ,, Falwa 
el-I:lwetat tribe ,, $all;1ah 
es-Sirdiyeh tribe ,, l)ibeh 
Bani Atras (Druses of I:Jauran) ,, Baldja 
The inhabitants of eq-l)ahriyeh igwet Na~rah 
el-cAzazmeh tribe (Negeb) 'agu Sirah 

Such women ,vere as a rule the sisters of leading siub. Whenever 
the warriors of a tribe go to a ghazu they boast about such women 
saying " 'and 'ab11 ... ". Not only among the Bedouin, but also 
among the peasants and town-dwellers we meet with family and 
personal names derived from female names. Such are the families: 
Nazhah, Qarcah, Qassisiyeh, Sarah, Rabil (all in Jerusalem), ijasna 
(Jerusalem and Saffa), Zarifeh, Abu Ijaqrah (Jaffa), eI-cfdeh (Ramallah 
and Bir Zet), Manneh (Haifa), Abu Sarah, Abu 'Aiseh, (Mazra'et 
bani Murrah), Ijaqra (Safad, c£n cArik), Abu I:Jilweh (Mazarec bani 
Zed), Abu Mdallaleh ('Annabeh), Abu I:Jamdiyeh (Abu Qass), 
Wardeh ('En cArik, Bir Zet), Abu Subbiyeh (Der lbza'), 'An~arah 
(Rafidia). 

It is customary in Der Ghassaneh and in some other villages to 
call every coward "Abu Lelah." 

1 In pre-Islamic times we meet with the king 'Amr, who was called "the 
son of Hind." The yal"i,feh 'Omar ibn el-IjaH:1b and Ma'awiah ibn abu Safi.an 
were called 'Omar ibn I;Iantarnah and Ma'awiah ibn Hind respectively. Ibrahim 
the son of the balifeh el-Mahdi was known as Ibrahim ibn Saklah. Other examples 

are Tamim abu Ruqiah (for Tamim ed-Dari), al-Miqdad ibn Zur'ah (al-Miqdad 
ibn Ma'di Karib), Masruq abu •Aiseh (Masruq ibn el-Adjda'). 
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II. LAWS OF SECLUSION 

While the felldbdt and the Bedouin women move freely about 

and do not hide or veil themselves, the Mohammedan women of 

the cities ( madaniydt) have their- special quarters which no strange 

man may enter. This also used to be a rule with most Christians 

but it was never strictly observed. The windows, particularly those 

of rooms assigned to the women, looking to\vards the street have 

wooden lattices (sacari) to prevent inquisitive outsiders from seeing 

anything within. Balconies and especially flat roofs are surrounded 

with parapets from one to one-and-a-half metres high, made of 

clay tubes. 1 If a strange man would enter a house he must knock 

on the door and call out several names of God (yd bd.fi;._, ya la.tif, yd 
sattar, yd sdtir) adding the \Yon.ls "give ,,·ay" (dastztr act11 (ariq) as 

a warning to women within. He must then wait a little until the 

,vay is clear; and he is then called in.g The present writer knows 

men who boast, "My wife never left the house except to pe carried 

(to her grave)."3 A proverb says, "Her youth is gone in her 

seclusion."4 Some believe that the duties of a women end at the 

threshold of the door5 (catbet el-bet).H 

A Bedouin tent is usually divided into two parts : one for the 

men (the reception ro?m for public entertainment, es-s11qqah) and 

the other reserved for the women, el-mabra.m. They can hear and, 

by peeping over the dividing curtain, es-sabah, can often see what 

is going on in the men's section.i The same conditions seem 

to have prevailed in the time of Abraham. 8 

1 Judg. 528
; Cant. 2!:! and probably II Eings 12 • 

2 Originally this only held good for the wives of the Prophet, Sudh xxxm 53. 
3 Maran 'umrhd 111i1 tarkat el-bet ilki 111a[m111leh. See also tabri r el-mar'ah, p. 17. 
4 rii(1 $ibdbti fi 111aybtllii. 
5 tabrir el-mar'ah, p. 27. 
6 In Biblical tirnt.::s women often had thtir own quarters in the innermost part 

of the house, to which no man had access (Judg. 15 1; 169). Among the more 
wealthy and influential people, women had a separate house (Sam. 1 3;; I Kings 
i''; II Kings 24tr'; Esth. 2 3,1''). 

7 The Bedouin et-Turkman, who live between Haifa and Nazareth, afford an 
exception to this rule. 

8 Gen. 189-H'. 
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Noteworthy is the strictness with which the women of the fa.mi:. 
lies el-Baraghti, 'Abd el-Hadi and edj-Djayayseh used to be guarded.1 

Until fifty years ago a ,vomen of these families was born, lived 
and died without ever leaving the region of her house in the daytime. 
In such cases \\'_omen did not need veils (burqu') or an 'iz.ar. 
When they ,,,ished to visit their female relatives or a sick member 
of the family, they left the house late in the evening when darkness 
had already set in and the roads were deserted. Even then they 
covered their heads with the cloak ('ab,iyeh) of their husbands. In 
these villages men never mentioned the names of girls or women, 
but referred to them as "the eldest sister ( or daughter) of. .. , " 
"the wife ( or widow) of ... " 

\Vhen a Mohammedan to,vnsv\'oman leaves the house she must 
wear the 'iz.dr2 and veil3 (mandil).t Thirty years ago girls in towns 
\Vore an 'izar ,vhen but seven years old. The rule is not now en
forced before the thirteenth year. A proverb heard in Nablus says, 
"The woman is judged ( \Vhether good or bad) by her 'iz.drJ and the 
year by its 'qdar} the month of March ."5 Another saying is, 6 "She that 
has no 'iz/tr should slit a wrapper ( and use the sheet as an 'iz.dr )."7 

1 Al1.hough these families li\'e in villages they are, as a rule, not called fallabin 
but qarawyzn, for they do not engage in agriculture .. 

2 While the 'iziir is cut of one piece of white sheeting, the mlay(eh) is made of 
t,vo pieces of black cloth, sewn together behind. 

3 I cam10t understand why modern and highly educated writers (like es-sayid 
el-'amir 'Ali el-HindiJ still speak so highly of the veil. 

4 The following different types of veil were formerly used : 
a. 111a11d'il gha{t'i widjh hangs down from the head and covers the face. 
b. 111a1ulil laimeh was worn in cold weather to cover the head. It was 

fastened below the chin. 
c. 11w1ul7l q1111duq ('uudu') covered also the head but was fastened· behind 

the neck. It is called by some mand"'il sa{~ah or qamfah. 
The last two types were not real veils. The black veil used at prtsent is known 
as basa. 

6 CANAAN, Der Rale11der des palestrnensischen Fellacheu, ZDPV, XXXVI, 266-300; 
el-marah ib 'izt7rhcT uis-saneh ib 'adiirh1T. 

6 ill1 11u'il1Jii 'iz1ir btuftuq el-mal~mfeh. 
7 The veil was known in ancient times, but was probably worn as an occasional 

ornament (Cant. 41, 3; 6 7) by betrothed maidens in the presence of their future 

husbands (Gen. 24"0) or when conci::alment of the features served dubious ends 
(Gen. 28 14

). 
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_ l:n some towns (e.g. Gaza) the veil hangs down from the eyes 
to the chest. At times a moustache-like nose-veil suffices. Such veils, 
which are especially common among· the Bedouin, are occasionally 
adorned with silver coins. In the villages around Nablus the 
fellabdt w·ear a qumbdz (qunbdz_) over their clothes. It hangs down 
from the head, covering the entire body; and, when speaking with 
a strange man, a woman must 'keep her hands hidden beneath it. t 
Only the face is to be seen. This qumbdz. takes the place of an 
'izdr. Some use an cabdyeh, cloak, instead. Till about forty years ago 
Christian women living in cities were also compelled to veil themselves. 

Peasant women enjoy greater privileges of movement and free
dom, using neither the veil nor the 'iz_dr. Exceptions are the 
families· of cAbd el-Hadi (cArrabeh), el-Baraghti (Der Ghassaneh), 
ed-Djayai?eh (Kur) and Abu Ghos (Qariyt el-'lnab2) who muffle 
and conceal their women. I~ is improbable that Hebrew women 
wore 'iz.drs either before or after marriage, since they seem to have 
been recognizable in public like the present-day fellabdt. 3 

The actual Moslem religous laws were not so strict, and the 
women of the earlier i=eriods of Islam enjoyed considerable freedom; 
but unwritten laws, arising out of established custom and ha bit, are 
exceptionally severe. The \vriter has witnessed the insulting of 
veiled women (both in Hebron and Nablus) because their fingers 
were visible. Unless he has an important reason a man may never 
speak to a strange woman: if he breaks this rule, he is usually re
buked and rebuffed. If he is forced to do so, e.g., in order to ask 
his way to someone's house or to the village guest-house, he must 
hail her as "my grandmother" ( yd sitti), "my mother" (yd ummi), 
my aunt (yd 'amti, yd bait£), "my sister,, (yd ubti), c,r "my daughter" 
(yd binti), 4 expressions signifying blood-relationship, and therefore 

1 The Ooran does not enjoin these rigid regulations. See Surah xxrv 3 r ; 
AMIN QASIM, tal1r1r el-mar'ah, p. 66 ff., gives many proofs from the IJadi1 to sup
port and explain this verse. 

2 These villages were the capitals of former districts, ruled by these families. 
8 Gen. 12 14

; I Sam. 112
• The Hebrew women of Biblical times seen, in general, 

to have been as restricted as their sisters of 10--day. 
4 Some say, yii masturah, yii w(a)liyeh or yii "J;urmeh. 

I. 
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respect and untouchability. It is a punishable dfence for a stranger 

to enter the women's apartment of a tent. 
• It is unseemly for a stranger to go directly to another's house 

in a strange village. The person he seeks may be away. The 

stranger must go first to the guest-house where, after being served 

_ with coffee, he enquires about the person he wishes to see. This 

man is called and may, if he wishes, take the guest to his house. 

On the other hand no decent female stranger will go to the guest

house. As soon as she enters the village whoever meets her takes 

her to his house ,vhere the women take care of her. This rule, 

now no longer' strictly observed, was especially true of the villages 

• to the north of Ramallah. Those lying to tlie south differ in that 

the housewife- may accept· and entertain the guest in her husband's 

absence.f She offers him coff~e and prepares food. In some dis

tricts the woman must take the first morsel in the presence of the 

stranger, who follows her example. I'his act is to ensure el- 'amdn 
lal-baram (!Jarim), that is, keeping the la,vs of morality and respect.~ 

When the stranger has finished his meal lie is sent to the maqdjeh 
(guest-house) to spend the night. 

Wheq guests come to a Rwala Bedouin and find him absent, 

his wife says., "See, 0 guests,· the shepherd (i.e._ lord) of the house 

is absent."3 She takes theni -into the section of the tent reserved for 

the men, and when the guests are seated fuel and burning coals 

are brought. They are given the canister, coffee beans, water and 

the coffee pots.' Then, without entering into any conversation, 

the woman returns to her own compartment.-\ 

• Among certain tribes the laws of hospitality give the wife of 

the Bedouin whose turn it is to entertain the guests, permission 

to fulfil this obligation even in his. absence, for to entertain a str;nger 
1 Naivar, gypsies, ~nd el-Bardmkeh, w_ho are regarded as the lowest class of 

society, go to the niaqdfeli. 
2 

• Partaking of food is also called mdla~a, "to partake in eating sa-lt," viz. to 
. .-eome together in friendship. A p10\'erb says, in mdla?1 ~dla~1, "As soon as he 

partakes of salt (i.e. food) he makes peace." 
• tardkum ya qiaf rd'i- l-bet ma bu ~acfir. 
, See also A. Mus1L, The Manners and Customs of the Rwala Bedouins, 

P· 2 32· 
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is ~n honourable duty which no Bedouin will evade. No sooner 

does such a woman hear of the arrival of a guest than she goes 

to the main tent and addresses the slb or qdqi with the words, 

''May you have good health" (djdtak e/-cafieh).i He answers ".May 

God _keep the comets in good health" (baiy alldh el-ldfi). 2 She 

replies, ''What do you say of a girl whose husband is absent, but 

whose turn it is to honour the guests? By God! no one takes 

the food except myself, else I shall be divorced from the head of 

n1y husband.''3 She goes to prepare food, and the young men of 

the tribe, her children or servants, carry it to the common tent. 

If she has any sons the eldest 011e present carries the bread, for 

the bread is always brought by the host himself. When the food 

is served by the host himself it is the duty of the most important or 

the oldest guest to take the best part of the meat, namely, the upper 

part of the thigh (es-sad,d!J), put it between flat cakes and hand it 

to the father of the house with the words, "This is for the lady-' 

of the house."5 If the guests fail to pay her this houour, the house

wife looks upon it as an insult or unpardonable negligence. 

This custom once ruled throughout Palestine, but it is found now 

only in some villages in the Hebron district and -among some 

Bedouin in the Negeb. 

A peasant girl, whe~her Mohammedan or Christian, onc_e she is 

betrothed may neither speak to her betrothed nor meet him on 

the road, 6 .If he visits her parents and she has not had sufficient 

warning to leave the room, she must jump out of the window; 

this is easy, since most of the village houses are low and one-storied.7 

In Hebron the young married and betrothed girls go on -bamis 

1 KaJir el-'iifieh means also "receiving many guests," i. e. generous (Hava, 477). 
2 A Bedouin salutation. 
8 ma qolak Ji fatiit ba'lhii ghayb ua iknim ecJ-cJef min dorha uallah ma yayur. el-

'asti gheiri uillii 'akun (i)mtallaqalJ min riis djoz.i. 
4 Literally, "the shepherd (f.)." 
6 hagih lara'yt el-bet. 
s Gen. 24so. 
7 Among the Rwala and Fuqara, the young bridegroom may visit his sweetheart 

and talk to her (MUSIL, JAUSSEN, SAVIGNAC). 
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el- ,amwdt1 ("the Thursday of the Dead")9 to the cemetery of es

Suhada and dance. Unmarried men are allowed to look on at a 
seemly distance. 3 In family festivals, such as weddings and circum
cisions, the village women assemble and dance among themselves,' 
but never with the men. 5 An exception to thi•s rule is seen in 

certain villages of the Acre district, especially in el-Ba~~ah, where 
women may dance with men .. In some Bedouin tribes a girl, who 

must be agile and supple, 6 dances and leads a row of men with a 
sword, setting the rhythm. The' men try to touch her and so be
shame her (icaiyba 'alehd); while she has the right to hit the 
aggressor with her sword, even if it wounds him. Among the 
Bedouin of the Jaffa district, if the girl's clothes are touched by 
one of the men and she fails to strike him, she is replaced by 
another girl. 

Professional female dancers are a feature of the luxurious town 
life and were formerly unknown among the villages. Dancing girls 
are, therefore, looked down upon and their profession is not con
sidered respectable. 

Even in funeral processions women may not mix with men. 
They join in the funeral dance, which is held. in the cemetery, at a 
seemly distance from the men. When the latter withdraw they 

assemble around the grave, lament, dance and cry aloud. When the 
burial is over the women assemble alone in the house of the deceased. 

In visiting the tomb in the following days, as well as on bamis 
el- 'arnwdt, they always go alone. 

1 Also called ham'is el-bed. 
'-' . 

11 This falls fourteen days before the Good Friday of the Eastern Church. 
8 Mohammedan Saints and Sanctuaries in Palestine, p. 2 I 7. 
' GUSTAV ROTHSTEIN, Moslernische Hochz.eitsgebniucbe in Li(tii bei Jerusalem, 

PJ, VI, 117. 

5 The prohability is that the same custom held among the ancient Hebrew 
women when with song and dance (Ex 15'0 , Judg. 1627 ; 21 10 ff; I Sam. 186 ff.) 
they played their part on occasions of public rejoicing; they danced together in 
groups as the fellal71U still do in the zaffeb of the bridegroom, without mixing 
among the men. 

• Called l;iitiyeh. See also DALMAN, PJ, XIV, 44-47. 
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III. LA ws OP ETIQUE'ITE 

A woman should never precede a man or enter a house before 

him. She must not take a more honourable seat. 
A woman may cut her hair only in case of a spreading disease· 

of the scalp; for the ornament of a woman is her hair (iJnet el-marah 
sacrha). 

She should never uncover her hair (itfarric) in a man's presence. 

A married Bedouin woman may not let a stranger see her mouth. 
No woman sho_p.ld suckle • her child in the presence of a stranger: 

It is believed that even wild animals are ashamed to look on a woman 
whose breasts are exposed. If a· tiger attacks a woman and she 

exposes her breasts with the words., "I am a woman, 0 Abu 
Mo}:iammed,"t it will ttirn aside in shame and go away. 

She may never lie down or stretch ·herself in a man's preseDce, 

not even before her ·father or brother. 
A respecta~le woman should never, ac.cept a gift from a st~anger.· 

An Arabic proverb says;2 el-bint el-ghadday' 'absan min el-walad 
el-laqqd, "The girl who loses ( what is given to her, especially 

money) is better than the boy who ''(continually) finds (money or 
other objects)," for a girl who pretends that she is continually find.;. 
ing objects of value is probably trying • to hide· the fact that she is 
receiving gifts from strangers. 

- On no account may she wander alone at night beyond the limits· 
of the village. Even during the _day she is never permitted to 

leave the village alone unless on the way to adjoining vineyards or 
gardens. 

Formerly a fellabah while journeying was not allowed to ride 
on a donkey, mule or horse, but only on a camel. The Bani Zed 
follow this rule, but elsewhere it is almost obsolete.3 

·A-bride should on no account mount a stallion during her wed

ding procession. She_· may not laugh or even speak during the 
wedding ceremony. -~ She should not raise her eyes to look at the 

1 burmeh (or Qremeh) ya abu ¥u-Qammed. Abu Mu!Jammed is on,e. of the tiger's 
names. Tiger stands here for any wild animal. 

. I 
1 el-ghadday is not know]). in ttJ,is sense in muQ"i{ el-mul;"i{. 
• I owe this information to the kindness of Mr. 0. S. B. 
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bridegroom when he lifts up the veil from her face. On this occasion 
she must wear clothes chosen by her relatives: she is permitted 

.no choice. 
A woman is not .allowed to slaughter an- animal1 (sheep, goat, 

cow, etc. i). 
· It is a disgrace for a peasant woman to smoke.! Bedouin women, 

on the other hand, may smoke a pipe or cigarettes, and those of 

the city the 'arkileh. 
In, some places we find laws imposing a rigid distinction bet

ween the dress of girls and married. women. In Bethlehem, Bet 

Ojala and Bet- Sa.bur only married women wear the satueh.4 The 
girls of most villages of the Ramallah district wear at times a qw},leh 
(sometimes called 'frueh). This is a large piece of silver or a gold 
coin hanging in the centre of the forehead and fastened to the edge 
of the 'rdqiyeh, the head cap. After marriage they replace this 
coin with a row of other coins (.;ajfeh) fastened along the edge of 
the head cap. They also wear a zndq, a silver chain with coin•s 

fastened to both sides ot the head-dress above or on one slde of the ears, 
I 

hanging, down to the chest,5 In the same district the girls used 

• formerly to wear more often a sakkeh instead of a qudleh. While the 
coins of the .;ajfeh are of the size of a Turkish medjideh and are 

fastened close to each other and perpendicularly., those of the sakkeh 
are smaller and lie flat and l<~9se. In the villages of the Nablus 
district the row of coins of the .;ajfeh hangs down to the chest from 
the head-cap in two rows, each one lying in front of an ear. In 
the villages of the Ramallah district they come only as far as the 
ears~ 

1 I owe this information to the kindness of Mr. 0. S. B. 
2 Chickens were formerly killed by circumcised women., but· this custori1 has 

disappeared. Previously, many· ot the girls coming from Egypte were circumcised. 
To-day this practice has also. died out, 

8 An exception to this rule are etl-darwHat,and es-Up_iit .who n1ay sometimes 
be seen smoking. 

" It is a stiff cylindrical head-dress. covered with coloured cloth and decorated 
with one or several rows of silver or gold coins. 

• This zniiq .is also. worn by the marded women of the Bethlehen1 district. It 

hangs down the chest and· is fas.ten.ed to two proj~ctions of the Jatueh, 
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Among the Bedouin the girls, as a rule, wear no veil, while 
nµrried women wear a complete veil which hangs down to the 

chest leaving only the eyes uncovered. A widow ('az.abeh1) should 

not wear any ornaments; but if she wishes to remarry she is free 

to put an ornaments and wear fine clothes. 

A respectable woman conceals from every man her necessity of 

performing natural needs, as welt as her state of impurity. 

Although a menstruant is allowe~ by religious law to break her fast 

during the month of Ramagan,. she will still abstain from food in the 

presence of a stranger in order to hide her condition. 

She will not take any food in the presence of a strange man. 2 

In some Bedouin tribes she is not even allowed to take food until 

the 1nale members of the family have finished their meal. 3 

Only on occasions of great soirow and lamentation, such as the 

death of a near relative, should a woman let her hair hang loose. 

If a man has two· wives each of them possesses him one day 

in turn. Each has the sole right (baqqhd) to cook for him on her 
appointed day. 4 

Every n1a·n is expected to visit his female relatives (sistersrfather's 

siste:.-s, mother's sisters, the daughters of his brother and those of 

.his sisters) on every important feast. To visit his male relatives 
on such occasions is not so important. 

Wearing nose-rings and tattooing lips and cbin are characteristic 
only of women. 5 

The bride, • in some Bedouin tribes of Transjordania, must run 

off as. soon as the people of the bridegroo1n arrive to take her. 

She pretends again to run away when the processiou reaches the 
"wedding tent" of the bridegroom. He follows and brings her 

back. If the bride does not act according to this custom she is des-
1 In colloquial Arabic ''z.ab (or 'az.bah) stands for a man (or a girl) who is not 

marrh:d, while in classical Arabic it means on~ who has no wife (or husband) 
wheth~r unmarried or a widower (or a widow). The above expression 'az.abeh stands 
for a widow. 

2 See also DALMAN, PJ, xm, (1917), p. 30. 
8 0ASIM 'AMIN, tabr'ir el-mar'ah, p. i6. 
' leleh hon u leleh hon, ''One night here and one night there." 
6 Men are never seen with such ornaments or marks. 
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pised and called rabugh, i that is, "drunken in her passions apd love.'' 

This dramatic act of sjm ulated resistance by th~ bride and the bringing 

of her back by the bridegroom2 is _doubtless a remnant of the marriage 

by capture3 common among the pre-Islamic Arabs:' 
A dead woman should not qe buried until her male relatives, 

even if they live in another village, have been notified. 

IV. LA ws GOVERNING THE PROPERTY OF . WOMEN 

Girls and -wives, as we have seen, are the property of their 

fathers or husbands. Whatever is brought to the homl.! ·by the F.ms

band is his own property. His wi:·e has the free cse of all things 

but cannot dispose of anything except for what is needful for the 

upkeep of the house or for daily food. She must ask for ev·ery 

penny required· for buying her clothes, and the like. An old saying 

is el-caqleh uil-madjnuneh cind djoz.hd bil-munih, "The intelligent and 

the foolish (wives) are (kept) by their husbands for their daily food." 

Another proverb is bidimtik (i)bluqmetik, "Your service is for your 

morsel." 

Nevertheless there are customs illustrating the fact that a woman 

can acq.uire property and be protected in her ownership by law. 

Everything which the bride brings with her from her father's house, 

her portion of the dowry, her wedding presents, (z)nqat, remain 

her own property. No one, not even her husband, may touch them. 

Therefore, following the wisdom of a proverb, a bride tries to get 

all she c:an from her paternal home, for "vvhatsoever comes not with. 

the bride will not follow her" (illi ma h£yt!ac mac ef-cari1s ma bilbaqha). 

1 rabagha means to lead a luxuriant life. 
2 BuRCKHARDT describes a similar cu~tom among the Bedouin ot the Sinaitic 

Peninsula. 
8 Judges 2410

,
19

; Deut. 21 10 ff. 
' Sec ~ .J,I~, l,.-~IJ lt½L'~ I,) ½.,-ll ol)I, II, p. 32. 
6 Gen. 2016. 
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If a young man breaks off his engagement, the betrothed girl may, if 

she wishes, keep all hi$ presents. She may also keep the wedding 

clothes made up to that time and paid for from the small part 

of the money given to her by her father, a sum originating from 

the "purchase money" paid. 
Everything earned by girls and women by their own initiative 

is also theirs. They are usually very diligent and industrious, doing 

needlework and peasant embroidery, keeping chickens, goats or a 

cow, selling eggs or· milk, cultivat_ing vegetables, and doing services 

for others. t 

The Mohammedan religious law gives the bride the right to take 

all the mahr, but custom deprives her of the greater part of it. 
Peasants and Bedouin usually a-llow their daughters only a quarter 

of the "purchase money."! According to the old Hebrew practice, 
the daughters received nothing of the mahr even when the father 

was wealthy. 3 

Women generally lose their right of inheritance. In many 

villages sisters are appeased by presents from their brothers. • This 

is generally settled when the girl leaves the paternal home at her 

. marriage, and is called raq,weh and mrlujah. Among the Bedouin the 
right of inheritance belongs only to the sons, no family property 

falls_ to the widow or daughters. Whenever a Bedouin divorces his 
wife and sends her home he gives her a camel and sometimes, if 
she is pregnant or has a child, he _adds a sack of flour. 

t The same custom existed in Biblical times, for women appear to have been 
• treated as minors, especially in matters of property. Apart from their female slaves, 
who were given to them by their fathers (Gen. 2016), womer1 held little or no 
prop~rty. The presents they received from the bridegroom formed the nucleus 
of the small personal property they were able to gather (Gen. 161 

; 24 63 ,C, 9

; 

29", II; 341,1), 

1 JPOS, II, p. 59. 
• Gen. 9'; 31 16 ff.; Ex. 1i1,''· 
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V LAWS GOVERNING WOMEN _DURING THEIR MONTHLY PERiOD 

A widespread belief is that the soul of every animal is in the 
blood .• In Deuteronomy 1223 we read, "The blood is the life."' 
Therefore blood in general and human blood in particular has 
supernatural powers and is dangerous. If a person loses some of 
his blood he loses ~lso a part of his soul. This idea was deeply 
rooted in Semitk belief and religious procedures. Many customs 
observed by the present inhabitants of Palestine can be explained 
by this belief. 

During menstruation and after childbirth a woman is said to 
be impure (wisbah, nidjseh)i and therefore dangerous. This idea 
was shared by most nations of antiquity. At such a time a woman 
is surrounded by injurious demons, through whom she may cons
ciously or unconsciously do much harm. It is beyond the scope of 
this paper to go into all details connected with the dangers of mens
ttual blood, yet the consuetudinary laws regulating the conduct of 
such a woman should be described. After childbirth a woman 
should not enter any holy place ( shrine, mosque or chun.:h) until 
forty days_ have elapsed. The Biblical law regards !he mother as 
unclean for forty days after the birth of a boy and eighty days 
after the birth of a girl. Only .after the expiration of the period 
of uncleanness could she make her offering of purification.~ This 
varying degree of impurity is still recognized by some inhabitants 
of Palestine: after the birth of a son the mother is considered to 
be impure for forty days, and after that of a girl for sixty days. 
The Djaiyaseh isolate a woman in a room after childbirth. All 
utensils used by her, dishes, spoons, knives, towels, and the like 
are not used by others· and she is not allowed to do any work. s 

According to Palestinian practice no such woman -is allowed to 
visit another woman in child -birth or any sick person, until forty days 

- .. 

1 Menstrual (Lev. I 5111
-

29
; 25 10

; ·1s. 3022
) as well as puerperal flow (Lev. 12) 

was regarded as unclean. 
'2 Lev. 121 ff. , 
8 Both customs are nearly extinct. 
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after childbirth have elapsed. If two such women chance to meet, 

they should not speak to one other unless the forty days are expired : 

otherwise she who speaks first runs tbe risk of losing her child. 1 

If these rules are broken the iilness of the sick person is aggra

vated, for she is said "to press upon him" (btikibsuh). 2 No 

coitus should take place during this period or the child begotten will 

be leprous3 (bitdjardam). During her period of uncleanness no res

pictable woman will step over the clothes of a child, for the child 

will become ill and begin to waste away. Formerly no woman was 

allowed to mount an animal while unclean. If she was obliged .to 

do so she should place a small sack of earth on the animal's back before 

mounting. 

A middle-aged woman after her menopause is free from bleeding 

and, ·so is said to' be clean (tdbrah ). Such a qatcah plays an important 

role in popular medicine as well as in folklore. 

It may be added here that women 1n general are believed to be 

much, more dangerous than men. Thus every women with blue 

eyes or teeth set apart is thought to possess an evil, injurious eye. 

Old women are, as a rule, also dangerous. A proverb says, "The 

slyness of \VOmen has conquered the cunningness of ghildn."4 

VL· LAWS GOVERNING WOMEN IN RAIDS AND FIGHTS 

A woman has} as a rule, no right to carry or handle such 

,veapons as. s\vords, daggers (slab 'abiad) or fire-arms (slab ndri), 
but whenever quarrels occur she may be found spurring on the 

men of her party with fierce ,vords or songs. The attacking men 

boast and shout, "I am the (or your) brother, 0 ... " (giving the 
name of the sister). ''For your eyes, 0 ... " ( the sister's name). 5 

1 EIJUB ABELA, ZDPV, vn, No 44, p. 88. 
2 • CAI \AN, Aberglaube und Volksmedizin in Lande der Bibel, 36 ff. 
8 The same belief exists in the Talmud (PREUSS, Biblisch-Talmudisrhe Mediz.in, 

I 39). 
4 l;ial en-niswan ghalbat l1ial el-ghzlan. 
i, Generally a famous woman of the tribe is meant, who gave her name to 

the tribe. 
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She often takes an active part in the fight by throwing stones at 

the enemy. No man is on any account allowed to attack-or strike 

a woman: if he breaks this rule he is despised as a coward. The 

women of a besieged party are allowed to move freely, carrying 

food and watf'r even through the lines of the enemy. A proverb 

says, tartdet el-qom ld titsd~d wa.ld titldba, ''The fleeing woman of 

the enemy is neither fought with nor spoken to." 

The custom of el-'utfeh still exists among some Bedouin tribes. 

In raids the noblest and most courageous girl of the tribe mounts 

a camel and takes a central position in the camp. The young men 

and warriors, all fully armed, pass and ask her to lead the raid. 

She remains motionless and silent until the most valiant group of 

the tribe arrives, which group she chooses as her protector (baiyalet 

el-'utfeh ). The camel is allowed to rise and the girl rides • on,. 

s.timulating her party by fiery songs and speeches. As soon as the 

place of battle is reached the camel sits on the ground, the rider 

upon its back continuing to excite her people. Should her division 

retreat, she reproaches them with cowardliness and blames them 

wirh scorching words for leaving her to fall a captive in the hands 

of the enemy. 1 A tribe whose cutfeh is once captured has no longer 

the right to replace her. At present only the R wala, a Bedouin 

tribe of Syria, has an cut/eh. In the ghaz.u (raids) IllOSt of the Bedouin 

do not capture women, although they plunder everything they 

may find in and around the tents. If ",omen are ever carried away 

they are not imprisoned or enslaved/! but are subsequently sent back 

to their people with due respect. Marriages with such captives take 

place only with their consent. 

1 Such a girl is also called 'utfet el-hodadj, since the camel on which she 
mounts has a domt:d litter. The Lia~neh Bedouin assured me that some Bedouin 
tribes of Transjordania still have an 'utfeb. 

' See also JAUSSEN and SJ.VlGN/\C> Cotttumes des Fuqara, p 40. 
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VII.i LAWS CONCERNING IMMORALITY 

The Arabs of the Near l!ast are renowned for their-high mq_ral 
·character. This is especially true of the inhabitants· of villages and 

of the Bedouin.. t Bauer is wholly mistaken when he writes that the 

Ori~ntals do not trust in the morality of their wives· anJ men.~ 

Purity of character is nowhere so marked as among the fellabin and 
Bedouin. Dalman3 supports this judgement. How deeply a hus

band is affiicted whose wife is alleged to be unfaithful is shown by 
the proverb,' "0, if I had only gone. on a journey and were 

wounded (and killed) by weapons, that I might -not hear people 
say: your beloved has gone to others."5 Old and well-known 

customs protecting woman's honour ha\·e b~come inflexible laws. 
Should a woman fail or· fall in any way, strict measures are taken 
by the male members of the family to "guard their honour" (y~mu 
sarafhum). If a man worked side by side with a strange woman, 
or n1et her on a journey or was forced to spend the night with 
her in the same place, he "entered into fraternal relation with her" 
(bitbdu.,u). This was done in the following way. He addressed 

her: "Thou art my sister as ( entered) in a treaty with God (i.e. 
God

1

s protection). May GoJ be the opponent ( the enemy) of the 
treacherous one."6 She then repeats the same ,vords. 7 No one 

1 If a ·Bedouin surprises his daughter, sister or wife doing an unlawful act he 
kills her on the spot. No one will reproach him, nor is he pµnished. 

2 Volksleben in Lande der Bibel, p. 101. 
3 De1· paliistinische Islam, PJ, XIII (1907), p. 29. See also ~.J'. ISJ_,1.1 

~r,ll JJ--.:"', ":-'_,.JI .>JI~, p. 109. 
" ya retni 1·ubt safrah uim/.arabt slab wald iq1ilu babibak 'ind rherak nib. 
6 There are several proverbs instilling respect for a woman's honou1 ; e. g. 'iksir 

djah miyeh walii tiksfr djah weliyeh, "Break the dignity (honour) of a hundred (men) 
but do not br~ak the dignity of a girl! " il'ab u '4!fr uil-'an/ mis dtisir, "Play 
and frequent (\'isit in a friendly way) but (do not forget that) the honour (of a 
girl) is not free (and left tmprotected) ! " illi btitqa'ad mii btitull'ad, "The girl 
who sits in company (with men) does not make rendez-vous." 

6 'inti 'ubti Ji 'ahd al/ah uil-bayn qabiluh -al/ah. 
7 The woman naturally says 'aauye instead ·of ubti. 
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would ever bre~k the laws of morality after such a "fraternity bond," 
and· the woman was absolutely protected. Jn case they had to 

spend the night .in close proximity, a sword was placed between, 

them. It pointed to the fact that blood. would be shed if the. man . 
committed any im'morality. The peasants formerly used- a sword or 

a gun. _ 
The parents of the bride do not feel at ease until the honour 

of their daughter, that is, her. viriginity, has been established. In 
some parts of the country this used to be declared the first morn-. 

• ing after marriage by hanging on the door of the bride's room. a 
handkerchief or bet shift stained with th,: · bloodt issuing after the 

first coitus.! In other dist-ricts the bridegroom announces the success
ful completion of the first act to his friends who are assembled outside 
the house. These dec_lare the honour of the bride and the potency 
of the bridegroom by prolonged shouting.3 Disgrace befalls the bride 

who is not found to be. a virgin. Early in the morning she is sent 
back to _her parents. The rela-tives, who are grea~ly dishonoureJ, 

have then one paramount duty-to wash away this shameful stain 
as quickly as possible. The ways in· which this is done are des
cribed later. 

Whenever it was ~scertained that a girl had had unlawful 
relations with a man, .she was put to death. Only if the girl 
was raped will her relatives spare her. In that case the violator 

and child are killed.' Although the Turkish law stringently forbade 
such an action, it was nevertheless practised till about fifteen years 

ago. The father, brothers and husband of the victim would hold 

a family council to decide formally upon her fate. I have heard 
of several cases where death was pronounced arid executed. Only 

'· ' 

the shedding of the victim's blood washes away the stain and atones 
1 Often the parents of the bride keep the blood-stained cloth· as a token and 

proof of their daughter's virginity. 
' Cf. Deut. 22 17

, "And, lo, he ha:th given occasion of· speech against her say
ing, I found not thy daughter a rnajd; and yet these are the tokens of rt1y daughter's 
virginity; and they shall spread the cloth before the elde~ of the city." 

• Sometimes a white flag is hoisted as a sign . of the bride's virginity. ·, See 
:I 

CANA_AN, Light and Darkness in Palestine Folklore, JPOS, XI, No J, 
• Cf, Oeut. 2~16-n. 
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for tfle grea~ humilation suffered by the family.1 The woman who 
defi.led the name and honour of the family was, if possible, put to 

death. Such a sentence was formerly very common, especially if 

the girl belonged to an important and influential family. 

There are· other ways of reconciliation.i A man who accuses a 

woman of unchastity and fails to give conclusive c;vidence is punished 

very severely. • in some Bedouin tribes3 he may forfeit his hand. 

If he seeks and in good time finds the protection of some influential 

person, he is forced to give ten camels to the girl or ·woman 

whom he has insulted.-' 

~f a man meddles with a girl he is required to swear that he 

did not touch her and to prove the truth of his oath by the testi..:. 

mony of five credible witnesses known as din u bamseh, '~religion 

( ceremony) and _five." Moreover he must pay the father '.fifty 

pounds5 on entering (dableh) as well as on leaving (bardjeh) his 

house. If the girl was of a low social rank, a smaller amount was 

paid. In case of rape the man was condemned to pay double the 
amount of the girl's dowry and to take her as his wife. If, how

ever, she was of a better family he. had to beg for forgiveness (djdhah 

u wadjdhah) and provide from two to four girls for the men of his 

victim's family. Such girls, given as ransom and without any dowry, 
are, as a rule, treated very badly and are continually humiliated 

(yutJ,allu). Instead of girls, however, their respective dowries may be 

offered. If a girl in Transjordania offers herself to a man, the latter 

must bring a witness to testify that he did not touch her until after 

formal marriage, _and he must pay her dowry. With some Bedouin 

the man may in such a· case escape punishment, but the girl, who is 

called dalibah, 6 is killed· as soon as she is caught. In Palestine she 

1 The_ Old Testament also orders death in such cases (Deut. 22 iw, 21 
; Ez .. 16'0; 

John 8 °- 1). 
2 See also EL-BARGHUTI, Judicial Courts among the Bedouin of Palestine, JPOS; 

II, pp. 57, 58. -
3 Rwala Bedouin. 
' See also MUSIL, 1. c., p. 240. 
11 Practica'ly _ less is paid, although negotiations begin always on the basis of 

fifty pounds. • • • 

• Or famu~. 
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used to be killed by her relatives. Th.e ravishing c.ff a widow is 

generally punished in proportion to the importance and soeial sta11d

ing of her family. The attacker must pay her dowry and ma-rty her. 

If a man assaults a "\'voman in broad daylight or near human 

habitation and she calls for help (febet e4-4uba, faiydbet e4-4u~d), 

the life of the offender is at . the mercy of her r~latives for three 

and one third days. If he escaped death the followtng;. punishments 

were customary,· though at present they are much less strict: 

I. He must surrender all his weapons. 

2. He must give as many camels or sheep as could -be set in a 

row from the place of rape to the girl's house. His friends and 

the elders of the village act as arbitrators and tbe number of 

animals is reduced until it is brought within his capacity 

of payment. 

3. Four girls or their dowries must be banded over. 

4. A djdhah u wadjdhah1 must be offered, and 

5. He must leave the village for a number of years. 

If the offender could prove that he did not touch the girl until 

after a legal union, he was allowed to marry her and the gi'rl was 

said to be t6bhd qadid u baraz.hd badid, "Her garment is torn and 

her pearls are scattered." Still worse is the hadjseh, when a: man 

attacks a woman in the night. Among some Bedouin, the ravisher 

was compelled to pay two hundred camels, three girls and four men. 

The latter could be released by their respective mahr. 

VIII. LA ws CONCERNING THE MURDER OP WOMEN 

Many unwritten laws among the Palestinian Bedouin and peasants 

still prevalent aim at protecting the life of the woman. Any stranger 

who dares to touch a woman is despised and con~idered a covvard. 

The fact has been repeatedly mentioned that \vomen are regarded 

as "untouchable." This is especially true of their "honour" and life. 

1 For the explanation of the Arabic e~pressions see EL-BARGHun, l. c. 
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J\in • unintentional murder of a woman used always. to be ayenged, 
still more an Intentional murder. When a woman kills a man his 
relatives try to kill a male member of the woman's family, but not 
a woman. Blood can be atoned for only by shedding blood (ma 

biym/:n ed-damm ilia ed-damm)1 and therefore the custom of ;abd et-tar 
still prevails in Palestine. A person who does not avenge the murder 
of a relative, male or female, loses his dignity and is regarded by 
the members of his tribe or village as having no self-respect. A 
proverb teaches, "Only a person \vhose uncle ( the brother of his 
mother) is -bad leaves the far unavenged" (ma biutruk et-:-tdr ilia radiy 
el-bal). This blood revenge, ho\vever, is disappearing in proportion 
as the authority of the government is increasing. Some families 
regard a dead member, ,vhether a man or· woman, 7 as equal to four 
members of the murderer's family, whatever its social position may 
be. Such families.are el-Baraghti and el-cAmd (Durah). 2 The delivery -
of four brides or their dowr-ies by the murderer's people saves the 
life of the culprit. The "blood..,-price," ed-diyeh, is paid by the 
murderer and his male relatives. It is distributed among the men of 
the murdered person's family. _ \Vomefl are concerned neither in pay
ing a diyeh, nor in t,.king any part of it, not even if the murderer 
or the_ victim is a woman. The murder_ of a pregnant woman im~ 
poses upon the murderer a tvvofold dlyeh, that of the woman· and 
that of-the child. 3 

A murderer may go to the house of an important person and 
enter directly into the women's apartment, imploring the protection 
of the· most influential one among them, and putting his cqal around 
her neck. The male members of such a family are bound to offer 
the fugitive every help and support. If a man 1n· a fight or ghazu 
killed ?ne or more men of the family of a rival tribe and he seeks 
iull protection for his life, he throws himself at thP feet of the 
1nost influential woman of that family, covering his body with her 

1 An Arabic verse runs : 

• J:A}I ~ ~ ,:f' _& J:Al½J •\...Jll .:}:1c'l JJI..:- 4, •Le.ill ~ 
2 The Bedouin ot Transjordania have the same custom; ~ .r,ll J,:,- v--l .J'. lj;~\, 

~.,.JI »lr, p. I 54. . 
• . Heard from the Bedouin ot Transjordania. 
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clothes. No person whatever can then do him any harm. t The 

Bedouin call such a person manqu.f (pl. mandq(r).~ He looses his 

honour. 

To conclude: The women of the East, who, on the one hand, 

are relegated by custom to a lo\ver plane than men and conse

quently suffer many injustices, enjoy, on the other hand, by virtue 

of the same body of traditional law, a great measure of respect and 

protection, and many of the unwritten laws which have grown Uf 

around her serve effectively to protect her honour, personal property 

and life. 3 This dual function of the traditional law affecting women 

seems to be a legacy from the earliest days of Semitic civilization. 

1 Jael's action in killing Siscra (Judg. 418 ff.) after he had put himself under her 
protection is thus quite inexplicable in the light· of present Pakstinian customs. 
The only possible explanation, if we assume any correspondence bttween the 
customs then and now, is that, driven by national enthusiasm, Jael deliberately 
transgressed Oriental laws. 

1
• Originally this act meant, doubtkss, that the refugee put himself under the 

protection of the woman's most sacred parts, her gen~rative organs. 
8 

• H. RATTRAY, Country Life in Syria, 1876, p. -49, is mistaken in saying that 
the aged, the sick, mothers and grand-mothers are, as a rule, treated very badly. 
In reaiity, the respect paid to the aged and the sympathy shown to tht: sick are 
characteristics strongly developed among Orii:ntal peoples. The affection between 
mother and cbildren grows intensely strong. In her son, the mother finds stead
fast support. By him she is loved with the truest and mo~t reverential affection. 
A proverb expresses filial love in the beautiful words, "May a hundred eyes weep, 
but not one eye of my mother" (m.it 'en tibki uald 'en imm.i). It is therefore easy 

'to understand what a calamity it is to a'n Oriental wife if her children, and especiallx 

her sons, die or if she is childless (Gen. 301- 2 ; I Sam. 18). 1 


