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My sources were necessarily selective and make no claim to be definitive. My grateful thanks go to André Gaspard for his enthusiasm and belief in this project, to Mai Ghoussoub for her helpful guidance and suggestions, and to Alfred Goldman for reading the manuscript and constructive comments. Finally, I am indebted to Charles Guthrie, without whose understanding and encouragement this work could not have been completed.





Introduction


My aim was to present an alternative vision of Arab women to counter western perceptions distorted by the lens of Orientalism and historical experience. This is an in-depth study of issues affecting women’s life in all its dimensions, centred as it was on the patriarchal family unit where the interests of the individual were subordinated to the greater good of the extended family and clan. Arranged marriage, notions of honour and shame, the control of female sexuality and the seclusion of women are difficult and sensitive issues for a non-Arab to explore, and the depth and variety of this field and the diverse geographical locations present a host of problems.


One must ask whether it is possible to posit a model of a unified Muslim society? Within some one hundred years, the Muslim world embraced converts from diverse ethnic strands, who outnumbered the Arabs, but Arabic was the lingua franca of religion and cultural expression. The oldest surviving of the four law schools, that of al-Malik of Medina, was the closest to the lifestyle of the Prophet; it reflected the mores of pastoralists and was predictably conservative. In Iraq, the liberal Hanifi rite was the most influential branch. The two other schools were the Shafi‘i in Cairo and the Hanbali which prevailed elsewhere in the Muslim world. In time, many of the jurists, who were non-Arab, interpreted Qur’anic prescriptions concerning women in light of their own value systems. Their varying pronouncements reflected accommodation to local custom and practice, thus attitudes to female seclusion, costume, propriety and suchlike varied from country to country.


Women were more socially active when Islam was largely confined to the Arabian Peninsula, but later restrictions were outweighed by women’s rights of inheritance, for example, recognised in law. Relations between men and women in the culture of the Near East had been firmly delineated from time immemorial prior to Islam; they were preserved in the countryside but, as canon law evolved, were modified for city life. It is arguable that women’s later status was in many ways undermined in the assimilation to the social mores of the converted societies.


This study is restricted largely to Arab women of the eastern Muslim world on several counts. Orientalism and the splendours of the art of Iran and the Ottomans have inspired studies of women in these areas. Arab manuscript painting is much less well known. I have previously drawn on extensive examination of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century illustrated Maqamat manuscripts from Iraq, which provided a rich source of information on contemporary social life; where relevant, they are referred to as visual evidence. Arabic is a difficult language and it is one aspect frequently neglected by western commentators. Language is the key to people and society, and access to medieval dictionaries revealed much valuable supplementary material.


My sources were wide and drawn from the world of learning - the religious and political elite - and include the tenth-century geographer al-Muqaddasi and Ibn Khallikan’s thirteenth biographical dictionary. The harangues of Ibn al-Hajj came from fourteenth-century Cairo, a bastion of Maliki orthodoxy frequently undermined by women’s public behaviour. Al-Maqrizi’s fifteenth century history of Egypt was also highly informative. But these were men who wrote for a highly-literate male bourgeois audience representing a social order based on the superior power of men and little concerned with the needs and aspirations of common people. Their often-negative views, and those of theologians, were redressed to some extent by chroniclers such as al-Jahiz, a man of letters and satirist and the judge al-Tanukhi, who compiled anecdotage. They were keen observers of social life in all its nuances, and they cast a refreshing, human slant upon the habits and characteristics of their time.


Although women were largely excluded from the political process, pious women, compilers and transmitters of hadith, made their mark and were highly respected. The Prophet’s wives and others in the early community were frequently mentioned and exemplars for women everywhere. The philosopher al-Ghazali expressed strong views on sexuality in the eleventh century; while many of these addressed the perceived needs of men, there nevertheless seemed to be some understanding of the female condition. Ibn Battuta’s reports from foreign lands were useful in highlighting divergent lifestyles from the Islamic norm. Al-Sakhawi’s fifteenth-century biographical dictionary, The Brilliant Light (Al-daw al-lami‘) contained entries for many women famous for their piety and learning, but it is striking that, while the careers of their sons are worthy of mention, their daughters were referred to only by name. On a lighter note, Arab proverbs and folk tales, Ibn Daniyal’s shadow plays and The One Thousand and One Nights threw light on the common people, while medical and pharmaceutical records demonstrated that women were pro-active in the control of their own fertility. Finally, the poetry of Arab women in Iraq and al-Andalus across the centuries lent an authentic voice which transcended town, country or desert and drew them together in common cause


Sources were also chosen to substantiate a suggested ubiquity of experience in the Muslim world. The mosque and ritual prayers, the suq, the hammam, dress for men and women conforming to tradition and religious prescription, cookery recipes (with regional variations) and so forth were all highly visible entities in the urban experience. The material is not definitive, but tends to confirm that a common culture, bound by the Arabic language, did evolve.


It is to be hoped that this work will appeal to a wide audience, provoke further thought and stimulate an increasingly interdisciplinary approach to the study of Arab women, in whatever period. My interest in their lives stems from residence and friendships forged in Bahrain, travel in the Middle East, as well as the inspiration of my Arabic teacher and friend, the late Taha Husayn.





CHAPTER 1


Marriage and the Home


Marriage


Al-Ghazali, acknowledging the benefits to men of marriage, which relieves the mind and heart of the man from the burden of looking after the home, and of being occupied with cooking, sweeping, cleaning utensils and arranging for the necessities of life posited one eleventh-century male viewpoint reflecting the urban bias of traditional Islamic culture.1 Thus a husband would not find ‘most of his time wasted, and would not be able to devote himself to work and to knowledge’. He also conceded that ‘A good woman, capable of setting things to rights in the home’, was ‘an invaluable aid to religious holiness.’ This conservatism reflected his role as the arbiter of Sunni orthodoxy, would have appealed in periods of social dislocation, and was perhaps a response to it. Nevertheless, despite the noblest of all her tasks being to produce and raise children, a woman’s everyday domestic role was seldom acknowledged in Arabic literature, where women were frequently portrayed as the playthings of men.


The patriarchal nature of Muslim society and the value attached to lineage ensured that men formulated the rules for marriage. Family and political alliances and economic interests for the collective good came into play at the expense of individual feelings, and first cousin marriage was preferred, since it kept wealth – in whatever form – in the family. It also ensured, as in the biblical levirate marriage, that women and children were not left destitute on the death of the breadwinner; this was an ever-present possibility. However, some women were married off outside the tribe for economic or political expediency as weaker tribes forged alliances for protection with more powerful neighbours. In these circumstances, there was little element of choice for the marriage partners and the girl was frequently married between the ages of ten to twelve years, before puberty, to circumvent her exercising her prerogative on the age of consent. Her’s was a small still voice, if heard at all. To be fair, a young man equally had little say.


Despite the prestige and trappings of the court, arranged marriage for political reasons was equally unappealing for Maysun bint Bahdal, the Christian wife of the Caliph Mu‘awiya and mother of his successor, Yazid. Maysun longed for her own kin:


I’d rather be in the company of my proud and fine-figured cousin than with the bloated foreign mass. My simple country life appeals to me more than this soft living. All I want is to be in my country home, indeed it is a noble home.2


Honour was all and the young woman bore the burden as its repository. It is arguable that honour, that is, the regulation of female sexuality as it impinges on the male, was easier to establish and maintain when marriage was kept within the family. Male relatives could guarantee in unequivocal terms a girl’s virginity and family honour. These related to her ‘worth’ and relegated her in a sense to a commodity, at the same time severely restricting her freedom of movement in society at large. The least hint of sexual impropriety, real or imagined, besmirched the males of the family, and the behaviour and fertility of the married woman was carefully monitored. Men were quick to apportion total blame in sexual matters to women. However, the penalty for wrongfully slandering a woman, thus impugning the family, was rigorously meted out in line with Qur’anic condemnation.3 Patrilocal marriage ensured that a mother-in-law was also assigned a particularly powerful role, as monitor and guarantor of family honour and a major influence on her son.


Life for many a young new bride, moving to her husband’s family home was a daunting situation, exacerbated by her ever-present mother-in-law, an oft-maligned figure in most societies, but nonetheless an extremely powerful matriarch. Where girls had been contracted to marry their first cousins, their mothers-in-law were their aunts, whom they had known since childhood. This could produce its own tensions. Further, because of the close kinship ties, there was ever the possibility of interference from their own parents. On the other hand, many girls would find comfort in easy familiarity and intimate knowledge of a bridegroom and family known from their earliest days.


Marriage for women was monogamous. Their spouses, however, were allowed serial marriage or concubines, and for many women the spectre of another wife must have loomed large. It would indeed be unusual if the appearance of another wife in her home did not place great psychological pressure on the repudiated wife; this would be intensified when children followed, and many would have found the strains unbearable. Sons and daughters, the extended family on both sides, even servants, would find their own loyalties confused. Financial factors and the future custody of her children would necessarily come under scrutiny. A new wife and her children and the children of concubines were all entitled to material support, as well as a share in the man’s estate, and the children of his first family would see their birthright literally diminishing before their eyes. Divorce was probably not an option for many, woman or man, as there was too much at stake financially, and there was little a woman in those circumstances could do.4


Despite the very harsh penalties and dangers in transgressing sexual codes, there are many references to adultery in Arabic literature. It was therefore patently possible for women to enter into extramarital sexual liaisons, wherever and however they conducted them, in spite of family vigilance. In these circumstances, the veil would offer the perfect guarantee of anonymity. How did these women make the acquaintance of their paramours, if they were not in some way related to them? When did they have the opportunity to be seen unveiled in the first place? The simplest explanation might be that the men were friends of their husbands who had visited their own homes as guests, and somehow they must have glimpsed each other. Perhaps servants were brought in as go-betweens, although it is most unlikely that other women in the same household could have risked being implicated. Is it possible that women became romantically involved with their brothers-in-law? These were men with very close acquaintance and opportunity. The Umayyad ruler Walid evidently took to heart the proverb, ‘Be good to your own wife and you can have your neighbour’s’, for he inadvertently caught a glimpse of his sister in law and promptly fell in love. Walid, unlike most men, could act with impunity.


 


Marriage contracts


Affluent women were frequently wealthy in their own right and some were well able to lay down ground rules in their marriages; their hand was strengthened when the match was advantageous for the groom’s family, for whatever reason. However, unlike women in the lower strata of society, they did not appear personally in court to defend their cases, and left this to (male) agents. Their husbands, who often had the diversions of concubines or other wives, possibly considered it a matter of ‘peace at any price’.


It appears from the ample evidence in Ibn al-Attar’s Book of Contract and Seals (Kitab al-watha’iq wa’l-sijillat), a textbook laying out sample agreements, that some Muslim women, particularly in tenth-century al-Andalus and north Africa (Ifriqiya), in theory enjoyed considerable licence to dictate their own terms in marriage contracts, through binding conditional clauses. For example, one bride stipulated monogamy, for ‘should he commit aught of the above, (taking another wife or concubine) then matters are in her own hands, and she may repulse the intruding woman by contract’.5 In some cases women even enjoyed the right to demand a divorce. Others found it necessary to include visits to their families, which suggests that many husbands even withheld their permission for something so fundamental to a girl’s emotional wellbeing, and to preclude relocation elsewhere of the marital home. The prevailing Maliki legal rite was extremely conservative, but it was tempered in these instances by the fact that society was an amalgam of Arabs, Christians and Jews. Berbers, European mercenaries and local custom also came into play.


Given the enormous distances involved and the great inconvenience, if not hardship, one can only marvel that travel for many men featured so prominently in the medieval period. This obviously had great implications for women, and another contract insisted that:


The girl’s spouse might not absent himself nigh or far for more than six months – save to discharge the pilgrimage incumbent upon his soul, for which he may then absent himself three years . . . the meanwhile thereof to see to her upkeep, and to her clothing, and to her dwelling.6


There was often a downside to the acquisition of a comfortable lifestyle, for example for the wives of merchants engaged in long-haul trade. The high price of the imported commodities reflected the time, the arduous journey, and the constant possibility of shipwreck, attack by marauding bands or the succumbing to the rigours of climate and travel, and if the husband came back safely, the wife’s lifestyle was enhanced. For many women, anxiety that their husbands might take a foreign wife, however temporarily, and the possibility of abandonment, was ever-present. The burden of day-to-day responsibility for the children fell squarely on the wife’s shoulders. In the father’s absence there might well have been disputes with their grandparents regarding their upbringing. What happened in the case of a young wife? Was she supported emotionally and financially by her in-laws? The ultimate price she probably paid during her husband’s prolonged absence was severe restrictions on her movement outside his father’s home and contact with men other than the family. Even wives of pilgrims were not immune to the taking of wives on the journey; Ibn Battuta did so on two occasions en route to Mecca from Tunis.


Thirteenth-century marriage contracts in north Africa reflected local custom, also precluding another wife or concubine. Women could initiate divorce proceedings on the grounds of a husband’s mental incompetence, impotence or his withholding of marital rights, but only through a court of law or by mutual agreement. On the other hand, a man needed only to utter his intent before witnesses, without offering any reason. In practice, families generally counselled reconciliation in the first instance.


Marriage contracts also included detailed trousseaux inventories and gifts to the bride from her own family, as well as the dowry (mahr), which was for her sole use and benefit. Expensive textiles, possibly heirlooms but certainly an investment, were carefully recorded, and several writers noted that women at court possessed extremely costly carpets. Members of the Jewish community were no less prudent. The betrothal document of the daughter of a Jewish trader dated 11 November, 1146, mentioned a textile gift to her of a ‘real Tabari from Tabaristan’, and this pre-empted later substitution with an inferior product, if not an outright imitation.7 Embroidered furnishing fabrics from Susanjird, in Persia, were also noted.


Such attention to detail was highly relevant in the event of divorce, as families sought to recover costly items gifted on marriage. All of these formed part of the inventory of a well-to-do household and entailed legal obligations in the event of marriage breakdown. They also served as the guarantee of a financial hedge for a woman facing an uncertain future. The girl’s male guardian could also stipulate a ‘postponed’ (mu’ajjal) portion of the dowry, to be paid by the husband should he initiate divorce.8 However, it should not be imagined that all women were so empowered, that marriage contracts redressing the balance in favour of women were acceptable throughout the Muslim world in all eras, or that husbands necessarily adhered to the conditions. One presumes that contracts were drawn up by families with some means, therefore with something worthwhile to lose, and these factors suggest that the possibility of divorce in this class and the incidence of inter-family disputes was great. This might have been one factor in the bias towards marriage within the family. One must conclude that many young women entered into marriage not in the slightest starry-eyed and already anticipating these problems.


Berber women evidently commanded great respect from men and exacted some authority over them. Around the year 1352 among Berber tribes, no caravan could pass through their territory ‘without a guarantee of their protection, and for this purpose a woman’s guarantee is of more value than a man’s’. It is telling that their husbands wore a face veil.9 Ibn Battuta had been similarly impressed by the degree of respect which Turkish men accorded their women, noting that ‘among the Turks and the Tatars their wives hold a high position’. Indeed he considered that women even held ‘a more dignified position’. One ruler’s wife received him courteously, while another consort personally poured his drink, but they were hardly representative of society as a whole.10 The preoccupation with male honour and strict, even oppresive seclusion, persisted into the eighteenth century, for the marriage contract of the daughter of one Ottoman official described her as ‘the pride of the guarded women (mukhadarat), the ornament of the venerable, the exalted veil, the inviolable temple’.11 This is a testament to male pride, but seems also to demonstrate their respect for the virtuous wife. However, this exaggerated respect in no way precluded the introduction of another wife or concubine, and one modern account of personal childhood experiences in such a household remains valid for women throughout the ages:


The nature and consequences of the suffering of a wife who lawfully shares a husband with a second and equal partner in the same house differs both in degree and in kind from that of the woman who shares him with a temporary mistress.12


 


Seclusion and honour


In theory, the most effective way of preserving family honour was to ensure that the woman had no contact with other men; for those who did leave their homes, suitable clothing was prescribed, and this is extensively discussed in Chapter 5. One ingenious if impractical solution of the jurists was, ‘Leave the women unclothed, and they will remain at home’.13 Many men in tenth-century Baghdad who adhered to the extremely conservative Hanbali law school also strongly disapproved of women going into the public domain, but it would be erroneous to imagine that all Arab women were secluded in their homes. At the turn of the eleventh century al-Hakim, himself apparently no paragon, forbade shoemakers to make women’s shoes, so that they would not leave their homes, while in the fourteenth-century Ibn al-Hajj announced that:


Some of the pious elders (may God be pleased with them) have said that a woman should leave her house on three occasions only: when she is conducted to the house of her bridegroom, on the death of her parents, and when she goes to her own grave.


The branch of the law in Egypt followed Malik of Medina. It was the oldest surviving corpus, the most closely associated with the Prophet’s lifetime and extremely conservative. One can therefore understand the need to have such onerous conditions and issues of personal freedom as interpreted by theologians clarified by an independently-spirited woman in the contract prior to marriage.


The above situation was relevant for some Arab women, but when travelling in the western Sahara, Ibn Battuta, while impressed by the assiduousness in devotion of the Muslim negroes of Mali, observed that among their ‘bad qualities’ was the local custom whereby:


The women servants, slave-girls, and young girls go about in front of everyone naked, without a stitch of clothing on them. Women go into the sultan’s presence naked and without coverings, and his daughters also go about naked.14


He was predictably shocked that even a Maliki judge (qadi) (who incidentally had been to Mecca) received him with a beautiful young woman in his home. This licence was not the preserve of men, for women there also openly enjoyed ‘friends’ and ‘companions’ of the opposite sex. In the absence of veils, Ibn Battuta was able to comment that these Massufa women were ‘of surpassing beauty’. He evidently relished pretty girls, or at least the opportunities to see them, and pronounced Yemeni women, who uninhibitedly bade their husbands farewell as they set out on their travels, ‘exceedingly beautiful’.15 He carefully recorded that the people of Yemen ‘closely resemble the people of northwest Africa in their customs’, thus confirming the durability of local custom and practice and their incorporation into diverse societies following the advent of Islam.


Generally speaking, the higher the social class of the woman in Arab lands, the more likely she was to be excluded from appearing in public and potential contact with strange men. In theory, upper-class females might have had plenty of time for education. Unfortunately, many probably did not have the opportunity, and lived the lives of birds in cages, however gilded. Maryam bint Abu Ya‘qub al-Shilbi, (died 1020) who was born in Silves, southern Portugal, became tutor to high-born women in Seville. Maryam had scant respect for them and their secluded lifestyle, and asked scathingly:


What is there to hope for in a cobwebbed woman of seventy seven? She babies her way to her stick and staggers like a chained convict.16


Maryam’s cloistered charges apparently had little imagination or education, and one might have expected some relaxation of strict Islamic social rules in al-Andalus by that time, given the rate of intermarriage. That was an older generation, of course, who may have been resistant to change.


Given the emphasis on morality, there was a great collective interest in the control of public space, and streets were defined on gender lines. Men usually walked down the middle, while women kept to the sides. The issues of wearing the veil and costume are explored in Chapter 5. No respectable woman risked being seen even glancing at male passers-by which left her open to accusations of some sort of ‘encounter’. From the male standpoint, women were viewed as temptresses and, as the repositories of family honour, had to be avoided at all costs.


While visiting Persia, Ibn Battuta was struck by the large number of women in the streets of Shiraz, and commented, ‘I have never seen in any land so great an assembly of women’. Their ‘strange custom’ was to go to the mosque every Monday, Thursday and Friday, ‘one or two thousand of them, carrying fans with which they fan themselves on account of the great heat.’ He could not fail to be impressed by this public display of piety, but implied that women elsewhere in the Muslim lands of his travels did not necessarily attend public prayers in the mosque. It seems that in early Islam it was common for women to exercise their right to attend the mosque, where the sexes were segregated and the wearing of perfume discouraged. Orthodox Jewish women to this day worship in the gallery.


However, there may have been many women who were only too happy not to brave cluttered streets in their finery. A thirteenth-century visitor mentioned his forays into the byways of Old Cairo, where ‘joy abandoned me’ and Simon Simeonis, writing in 1332, also painted a dire picture of Cairo’s tortuous mean streets. According to one foreign visitor to Tunis, upper and middle class males, in particular, merchants, ‘never suffer themselves to be borne on their own legs, but ride horses’;17 women travelled only on the back of a donkey. Yet around the same period, Baghdadi women and men were openly promenading on two of the city’s bridges in the evenings.18 This had evidently been a popular diversion for centuries, since Ibn Jubayr spoke of the ‘numberless’ people, women and men, who crossed over the Tigris between different quarters night and day ‘in recreation’.19 The degree of seclusion apparently varied between social classes and local customs in the different Muslim lands, according to theological responses to particular social circumstances.


It would not be surprising if some women felt intimidated by the dark alleyways and the close proximity to strange men, many of whom were hostile to their public presence, and chose only to venture over the threshold of their homes on rare occasions; in these cases they possibly felt that their long robes and veils offered some anonymity, if not protection. They might have done well to heed the rantings of Ibn al-Hajj against donkey drivers. He sarcastically referred to their over-familiarity with women and to shocking scenes which apparently took place in the streets. As al-Maqrizi later pointed out, there was also periodic disorder, even looting, in the Cairo markets. These factors led to calls to ban females, and some edicts may have been less misogynistic than well-intentioned and for the protection of women. Male honour, of course, was also protected since a violated woman shamed a whole family.


Women undoubtedly found their own ways to circumvent periodic restrictions on their freedom, as they did on so many other occasions when the forceful hand of officialdom literally descended, for example, in Cairo in 1519:


All walking about was forbidden at night, because the Ottomans seized hold of turbans and girdles and lifted women and youths in the streets.20


In June 1522 it was decreed there that women were to refrain totally from going to the markets or from riding on a donkey followed by its keeper – donkey drivers had apparently still not overcome the error of their ways over three centuries. Older women alone were exempt (presumably on the grounds that they posed no sexual threat; did elderly men fall into the same category?). Any woman contravening the edict was condemned to be caned, attached by her hair to the tail of a draught horse and dragged along to Cairo.21


One imagines that these measures were sufficiently onerous to keep many ordinary women from going out to visit cemeteries or even to attend the funerals of near kin, and Ibn Iyas continued sympathetically:


The population suffered enormously as a result of these disturbances. Streets were closed after sunset, and the markets remained deserted because of the paucity of passing trade; one would have thought that life itself was absent.22


These practices infringing women’s liberty must have been particularly painful, and strengthened the resolve among some to rebel, but no reasonable woman could have cavilled at restrictions placed on her during the plague epidemics which were seen as manifestations of Divine Wrath.


All in all, Ibn al-Hajj was remarkably zealous and well-informed, and his writings throw some light on daily life for some Cairene women: Monday – a visit to the tomb of Sayyid Husayn (al-Husayni), then a visit to the suq with intention known ‘to God alone’. (He intriguingly devoted a special chapter on his shock at the goings-on in cemeteries. Whatever did he mean?) Visiting the shrines of holy people was a popular pastime, and something of a social occasion. However, one had to be ritually pure before entering a mosque or shrine, and menstruation debarred such outings. Small markets sprang up around tombs, and some at least of the vendors must have been women. Thankfully, Ibn Jubayr’s visit to the al-Qarafa cemetery in Cairo was more spiritually uplifting. He saw a sight ‘wondrous to behold’, the tombs of ‘fourteen men and five women, upon of each of which was an edifice most well wrought’.23


Ibn al-Hajj’s greatest bile was directed towards women who sunbathed in skimpy clothing on the banks of the Nile and those who congregated at pools.24 Tuesday was when women gathered with friends; on Wednesday, they visited Sayyida Nafisa, then pretended they had legitimate business in the market of Old Cairo. Sunday saw a return visit to the market. Eventually, women’s access to the hammam was restricted to the evening.25 However, on Thursdays there were more women than men in the markets, and one apparently could hardly move for them. This was the weekend, after all, when affluent women went shopping for jewellery and perfume. Ibn al-Hajj found goings-on such as women conversing animatedly with men reprehensible; he believed this would lead to deplorable consequences. These women probably disagreed vehemently with his opinion that it was up to a husband to buy his wife’s jewellery and clothing. Many a dispute as a result of a man daring to forbid his wife such excursions apparently led to great arguments, even separation, but this was not a problem peculiar to Muslim women. Men conceded that for those women who had to go into town out of necessity, the ideal prescription was for old clothes which trailed down to the ground. As we shall see, women’s fashions did not always comply with this opinion.


Ibn al-Hajj despised women who dared to go on boats, but this was evidently another popular female pastime. Ibn ‘Aqil reported a ‘baytiyya vessel, in good trim’ with ‘beautiful finery and marvellous woodwork’ moored under the balcony of a palace in Baghdad.26 The name suggests an enclosed superstructure ‘like a house’ (bayt), which would certainly have offered privacy to women passengers. Other handsome boats, such as the sumayriyya, possibly of dark wood, and the zabzab, a small vessel, also provided a welcome respite from the clamorous city and relief from the searing heat of summer for the leisured classes. For mundane journeys, perhaps family and tomb visits, ordinary women travelled on utilitarian river boats, such as the balam, a river boat par excellence, with scroll ornamentation at both ends. It drew little water and was usually poled, although it could be sailed or rowed according to conditions. The balam was unlikely to offer women privacy, but some boats were used exclusively by women. Al-Tanukhi’s amusing anecdotes included an account by the vizier Hamid ibn al-‘Abbas who was on a visit to Ubaydulla in a harraqa, a type of river boat usually reserved for their use. It was well draped to ensure privacy and was rowed by white eunuchs. On asking why, the enquirer was advised that it was improper for the crew of such a vessel to be virile.27 Such faith in the medical profession was somewhat misplaced, since the operation was not invariably successful, and one can only speculate if Ibn al-Hajj was justified in his condemnation.


In 1518 a judge, noticing women chatting to the guards, remarked, ‘The women of Cairo are debauching the ruler’s soldiers, and they will not be capable of fighting’.28 Again one sees the blame assigned to women. Several concessions eventually had to be made; again older women were exempt, but others were permitted to go to the bazaars if accompanied by their husbands. It was decreed that women were able to ride neither horses nor mules, but nevertheless the authorities acknowledged the difficulties faced by women who lived and worked in different quarters.


These were very public displays of women’s gatherings which demonstrated their solidarity, and one wonders if they were frequently an act of public defiance at the many onerous restrictions which the orthodox authorities sought to impose out of religious zeal? Concubines apparently enjoyed much freer social relations with men than married women; was this because they were playthings and commodities, and easily disposed of when they became fractious or their charms predictably faded?


 


The city


The population of Baghdad at the end of the tenth century was around the one and a half million mark, and each district was a microcosm of the city at large. Ibn ‘Aqil’s first-hand account of of the city in the next century described the Bab al-taq, as follows:


I will not describe to you what you might find hard to believe. I will simply give you a description of my own quarter, which is but one of ten, each the size of a Syrian town.29


Ibn ‘Aqil continued:


As for its streets, there is one which closely follows the Tigris. On one of its sides, it has palaces overlooking the river, and disposed in such fashion as to spread all the way from the Bridge to the beginning of the Zahir Garden.


He also described al-Karkh, the district on the west bank of the Tigris, and commented on ‘The sound of its waterwheels, the quacking of its ducks, the clamour of its soldiers and servants, while the Tigris gently streamed along’.


Even a high-class brothel there was described in the Thousand and One Nights as ‘A tall and goodly mansion, with a balcony overlooking the river-bank and pierced with a lattice-window’.30


A contemporary proverb ran, ‘A man’s paradise is his home’ so gardens would have been a prerequisite in such surroundings, mirroring paradise in their lush greenery and scents, their appeal to the senses of running water, coolness, the interplay of light and shade and, perhaps, reward in the hereafter. One can see the attractions of these most desirable areas of Baghdad, and many women must have aspired to live there, although relatively few were so privileged. Al-Hamadhani parodied a boastful nouveau riche tenth-century merchant whose house was in the best part of Baghdad. The proud owner took pains to point out that the copper door handle had been bought from a famous workshop, weighed six pounds, and cost three gold dinars. Such ostentation was far removed from the traditional values of the early Believers. Following a disastrous fire among reed huts in Kufa, the Caliph ‘Umar sanctioned rebuilding in stone, but cautioned that no one should build more than three houses, ‘Do not vie with each other in building’.31 Al-Ghazali’s treatise Fitting Conduct in Religion (al-adab fi al-din) further exhorted the rich to ‘maintain a humble bearing, not claiming rights and privileges others do not have, but always giving thanks to God’.32


Building costs would vary according to location, the materials used and whether they were available locally. In the fourteenth century, according to Ibn Khaldun, the richer inhabitants of Baghdad:


Make their walls of stone, which they join together with quicklime. They cover them with paint and plaster and do the utmost to furnish and decorate everything.33


The groups who lived in such style were neatly summed up in the time of Harun al-Rashid by his exceedingly powerful vizier Yahya ibn Fadl. They were ‘Viziers, distinguished by their wisdom, upper classes elevated by their wealth, middle classes marked by their culture’,34 and embraced the ‘ulama’, the doctors of divine law (Shari‘a) and merchants who dealt in luxury commodities. Maysun bint Bahdal possibly spoke for a great many unhappy women. For her, the supposed good life at court palled; she would ‘rather be in a life-throbbing house than in a tall palace’.35 There was also a necessarily large bureaucracy and many civil servants. These were the people in work, with high qualifications, whose wives presided over well-regulated households and led fairly leisurely, if sequestered, lifestyles.


The Islamic city was a series of more or less self-contained quarters around the main public area; each had its own local mosque and market which provided the day to day needs of the inhabitants. Ties to district were largely based less on class, rather on kinship and alliance associations to particular tribes from the nomadic past, or on religious affiliation, with no necessary common occupation or profession among the men. Nevertheless some street names in Baghdad indicated particular professions. Perfumiers and dry-goods merchants in the eleventh century resided in the area known as Darb al-za‘faran (Saffron Lane or Gate), an immediate indicator of prestige and wealth, while judges and notaries tended to reside in Darb Sulayman,36 so many women had neighbours from the same social groupings. Sixteenth-century documents from Aleppo and Damascus suggest communities there numbering around one thousand people, where it is reasonable to assume a certain intimacy and solidarity between the residents.37


Houses consisted of several basic types, according to geographical location, largely built of sun-dried brick or stone. Large family compounds, sometimes comprising several buildings, were built around a courtyard; simple houses had large single doorways, while grander houses had two-leaved doors within a pointed archway. Wood was scarce in Egypt and ebony and camphorwood were imported from India. Doors were frequently works of art, with elaborate carving, and sometimes verses of poetry, and in the cases of rented property were listed in the inventory, as they were often stolen. Al-Hamadhani’s merchant’s door was ‘from a single cutting of finest teak! Never eaten by worms, never rotted’38 and a costly import from the east, and one of al-Jahiz’s misers complained:


When there is constant coming and going, opening and closing, bolting and withdrawing of locks, doors get broken . . . When there are lots of children . . . door-nails are torn out, every wood lock is pulled off.39


High class houses in Egypt had wooden ceilings painted in the Syrian style, and marble also featured as floor and wall decoration. There was extensive stuccowork; al-Jahiz spoke of ‘rooms plastered with gypsum’.


Ibn Jubayr, recalling his visit to Alexandria, wrote that among the wonders of that city:


Was that its buildings below the earth were as substantial as those above and even more ancient and more solid, for the water of the Nile flows through houses and streets from beneath the ground, and wells are linked to one another and so flow into one another.40


These were evidently large dwellings and cool refuges in the heat of summer. Al-Tabari noted that in the east ‘bundles of long, thick rushes were strewn’ about the mansions in summer and ‘great blocks of packed snow placed between them’; this obviously depended on income and geographical location. Others in Baghdad resorted to their basements, and many people slept on roof terraces or in well-ventilated spaces, perhaps near a directional wind-catcher, in the height of summer. In winter, smaller rooms, which could be easily heated, functioned as bedrooms.


Foreign visitors to an Arab home nowadays are frequently surprised by the delights inside, beyond the entrance, from a deliberate and fairly unprepossessing exterior of blank walls; of course, this is entirely in keeping with pious injunctions and traditions against public ostentation and superficiality, and privacy for the family. Their exterior facades offer no clue to the lives of the inhabitants ensconced behind walls of silence. The conventions of society and religion dictated the seclusion of women, both indoors and outdoors, and the paradigm for the Muslim household was the courtyard type of home. One is aware on entering a large courtyard house, for example, through a small door set in a much larger entrance, that this represents the transition from the secular world, and that nothing of the private character of the house or its occupants can be hazarded by the visitor or the passer-by. There was frequently a separate women’s entrance, set into a different wall from the main doorway.


Western (male) orientalists have long been preoccupied with erotic fantasies centred around the harim. In fact the term referred simply to the inner sanctum of the household and its female members. It was out of bounds to men who had no close blood ties, and it stressed the inviolacy of the family. As for these unrelated men, Sura 24 reminded them not to enter the dwellings of other men until they had asked their owners’ permission and wished them peace.


No outward-facing unscreened windows allowed a view of the interior, neither was it possible for neighbours to overlook any part of the house or yard. An additional factor was security, since access was controlled only by the large locks on external doors. Male social life revolved around the majlis, literally the ‘sitting-room’, always supported by the invisible efforts of women, and many men had exclusively male quarters; in that case, these were separate from the main building.


 


The upper and middle classes


The rooms of a house were multi-functional, according to the time of day and season of the year and they consisted of private (female) space and public (male) space. The continuum of women’s daily life, when men were absent at work, was dictated by the sun and household tasks and the pace was dictated by social status.41 In affluent homes this was fairly leisurely, since patrilocality on marriage ensured that there were many women in the extended household and so tasks could be shared and sociable. Servants and slaves were also employed. For senior wives there was respect and their domestic round was lightened. The household constantly shifted around during the day and seasons following shade from the sun in summer and, conversely, seeking the warmer rooms during the winter. This was in some degree a reflection of Bedouin roots, perhaps long-forgotten. Rooms were at once sitting rooms, dining rooms or bedrooms, allocated according to sex. Women, their family and female friends had the run of the home during the day when the men of the household were absent. The kitchen was women’s exclusive domain, and this particular physical division of space and labour according to sex is dealt with at length in Chapter 4.


Despite their comfortable surroundings, women in the upper classes were not necessarily mistresses of their own homes. Larger households could also include other wives and concubines and their children. This element of offering protection was fundamental to the Bedouin values so esteemed by Muslim society at large, and the care of indigent family members was highly compatible with the Prophet’s own circumstances. Muhammad lost both his father and mother by the time he was six years of age and was brought up in the household of his paternal grandfather, ‘Abd al-Muttalib. Sura 93 poignantly asked, ‘Did He not find thee an orphan, and shelter thee? Did He not find thee erring and guide thee? Did He not find thee needy, and suffice thee?’ Many women, however, and particularly if they were denied the opportunity to venture outside, might have found internecine squabbles and petty rivalries extremely trying. Sisters-in-law could show a solidarity against their mother-in-law, if they dared.


Some women were allowed family visits, and there was a fairly regular procession of hairdressers, seamstresses, peddlers and other tradespeople arriving at the doors. Well-to-do homes probably had bathrooms, so there would have been no great call for the women to visit the public bath-house. At least some of this segment of female society enjoyed much autonomy and were able to dictate how they would spend their days. They must have relied on the women of the extended family, domestic servants or slaves to care for their children and keep the household running smoothly in their absences. Frequent proscriptions prove that large numbers of women did appear in public.


Spacious homes had built-in cupboards or open niches for the storage and display of household items, as demonstrated in contemporary manuscript illustration.42 These were sometimes decorated with carved wood or terracotta, and in the Saljuq period terracotta ornamentation was centred around Baghdad. Ornaments included lustreware and other glazed pottery, the rock crystal items for which Egypt was noted and fine enamelled glass from Syria. The earliest lustreware pottery was probably made in Iraq, around Baghdad, Kufa and Basra in the early ninth century. Its decorative qualities were very attractive and highly suited to display and to impress visitors. Abu al-Qasim described his masterly lustre pigment as shimmering like the sun and reflecting like red gold. These wares could never have been cheap, for the highly technical production using expensive materials generated a very high wastage rate. The iconography of the court in the decorative arts gave way in the late twelfth century to that of everyday life, evidence perhaps of a new market for the craftsmen. It suggests that a burgeoning self-confident and leisured bourgeoisie functioned as arbiters of taste and testified to the homogeneity of culture in great Muslim cities such as Baghdad, Damascus, Cairo and Qayrawan, as well as in Sicily and al-Andalus.


Increasing prosperity meant that there was a wide variety of practical and decorative items available for the home. Kohl containers, mirrors, pen boxes, inkstands, stemmed wine cups, ewer and basin sets and many other items were all fashioned in metal. Decorations included inscriptions, vegetal and floral designs and figural representation, as well as scenes otherwise associated with the court such as drinking, musicians and hunters. Style, ornament and materials obviously varied and reflected local and regional preferences.


Fine metalware objects such as massive candlesticks and pierced brass or copper braziers were features of affluent homes. Candles made of beeswax and even ambergris were used in luxurious settings, and sweet-scented candles of amber weighing eighty pounds each lit up the bridal chamber of Harun al-Rashid’s daughter-in-law Buran.43 But candles were expensive, and oil lamps of various types with cotton wicks provided lighting in the majority of houses. Large copper charcoal braziers provided the heat in winter in the homes of the well-to-do.


In the period around 1100-1300, new metalwork techniques and designs were adopted in order to achieve a shimmering, less purely functional, more decorative product. Again, there is a sense of display and pride in the home by a self-confident group in society. Was this initiated by the women themselves? Even if they did not personally visit the market, women brokers likely peddled such items door-to-door. It goes without saying that in this milieu there would be many servants and slaves, of both sexes, and the males were eunuchs. Well-to-do women called on servants or slavegirls to attend their everyday needs, but they undoubtedly personally supervised the household chores or delegated someone to do so and, having decided on their requirements, sent them to the markets.


Perforated incense burners on tripod feet were cast in brass and inlaid with silver. It was the custom to put words in the mouth, so to speak, of particular objects. For example, one incense burner was inscribed with the verse, ‘Within me is the fire of Hell but without floats the perfume of Paradise’.44 However amusing and apt this verse, its raison d’être was more prosaic. One should remember that a huge amount of animals was kept around palace complexes and in the streets. One could not have been unaware of their presence, and women would wish to keep their homes sweet-smelling. There was also the need to repel the attendant insects.


 


Furnishings


So far as furniture is concerned, the term should not be understood in the western sense. Furnishings were an innovation in the ‘Abbasid period. Food was served on a large metal tray (tabaq) which was laid on a small table (khiwan), often of ebony or other exotic woods. In ninth-century Qayrawan, a man whose father had become a vizier and acquired great riches had ‘twin tables of glass conveyed to him from Baghdad, and they did not come into his hands but for one hundred and ninety dinars’.45 This was an enormous sum, bearing in mind that a dinar was a gold coin. Rugs, cushions and mattresses were easily portable to reflect the different usages of individual rooms according to the time of day, and served the dual functions of furniture for sitting on and as bedding. All these required was a shaking or beating, and bedding was aired thoroughly each day. The bed was a thin canvas mattress stuffed with cotton; bedcovers were of cotton or wool, depending on the season, and there were feather pillows. Urban life for some was far removed from the discomforts of the early community.


A sofa (diwan) was ranged around three walls of a room, with cushions and square mattresses strewn around and affluent homes perhaps had a dado of tiled panels. Stuccowork and terracotta ornamentation were also prominent features in these houses of stone or dried brick. Tabaristan upholstery was famous, and found its way to the courts in ninth-century Baghdad; by the tenth century it had become a rather desirable item for the new bourgeoisie bride.


For those women with the means, there was a wide variety of costly fabrics from all corners of the Muslim world. Al-Tha‘alibi described Tustari embroidered satins, ‘worthy to be mentioned in the same breadth as those of Rum’ (Byzantium), and embroidered silks ‘of regal quality’ from Sus.46 Prices for furnishings in the era seem to have been largely disregarded by contemporary chroniclers, although occasional details of precious carpets appeared.


Wasit, in Iraq, was well-known for its fine textiles, in particular window and wall curtains, and tapestry-woven carpets.47 At the end of the Umayyad era a court favourite told how he was summoned by Walid ibn Yazid into a room covered in wall hangings and carpets from Armenia. All of these items were the preserve of the well-to-do, since textiles were expensive. At the end of the tenth century, one Arab geographer mentioned curtains of thirty cubits (a cubit being an arm’s length) from Bahnasa, central Egypt, which cost around three hundred dinars. These evidently graced a mansion or palace, but one could pay from five to eight dinars for a fine woollen pair from Bahnasa. Two pairs of Baghdadi silk curtains and a pair made from fine linen from Dabiq in Egypt were also noted. Such valuable items were also specifically mentioned in housing contracts, to preclude their removal by an unscrupulous vendor or tenant, which was evidently a fairly common occurrence. There were various housing options open to this class, and a socially-aspirational wife could have found herself in a comfortable position. For those with no private bathrooms, visits to the hammam were de rigueur. Grander homes had drainage facilities on a slope.


Houses in Muslim Spain were constructed according to the eastern courtyard prototype, with rooms leading off, and in the towns latrines were installed. Sizes varied, but again exteriors seem to have been rather simple. This was particularly so after the influx of the austere north African Almoravid and Almohad dynasties in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Rich lustreware in al-Andalus, derived from Almohad techniques and styles, was first made at Malaga, and imitated after the end of the the thirteenth century in Manises (Valencia).48 In the cities lustreware was widely available, not only for aristocratic households, which suggests that many women in al-Andalus enjoyed a high standard of living. These were bright and highly-attractive pieces which women would treasure and perhaps requested as wedding gifts, since they featured in legacy lists and household inventories. Again, one wonders if the wives in al-Andalus personally purchased household furnishings, ornaments and everyday items for the home.


While the traditional courtyard type of home conformed most comprehensively to the tenets and mores of some sort of ‘ideal’ family unit in Islamic society, it would be naive to think that all families lived in such a household.


 


The lower middle class


The lower spectrum of the middle classes probably included the highly skilled artisans, metalworkers in base and precious metals, potters and decorators, manufacturers of lustreware and the like, small shopkeepers and minor functionaries in the civil service and their wives and families. For them, and mirroring their income, there was the option of housing ranging from fairly basic to relatively imposing in size. Well-qualified craftsmen and tradesmen were paid more than unskilled labourers. In the year 1,000 a mason earned thirty-five silver dirhams, approximately one and a half dinars a month, that is, the same as a nurse. An ordinary library employee in Baghdad took home two dinars per month, with additional ‘in kind’ payments such as bread and fuel. These figures, of course, pall by comparison with some of the obscenely large sums noted in the context of the court, and it is difficult to transpose particular rates quoted between different regions due to currency fluctuations.


Marriage for women in this stratum of society was less subject to family control, since there was little in the way of inherited wealth, and many of their marriages may have been more consensual in nature, especially if they married their cousins, although this might have been a less pressing issue.49 Houses were smaller and where they could not necessarily afford the family much privacy, socializing for husbands had to take place outside the home. Honour played its part, mitigated by the economics of life, but one wonders if the concept of a virgin bride was possibly correspondingly less important and there was a fairly high incidence of re-marriage?


However, women’s lifestyles here were no less circumscribed economically than women in the upper classes, but their freedom to venture beyond the confines of home was frequently less constricted. In the medieval period premature death among men and women and the resulting economic circumstances and orphaned children meant that re-marriage to some extent was economically vital for some women. The incidence of re-marriage, sometimes on more than one occasion, for women from the lower classes was possibly much higher than among the well-to-do.50 Stepmothers, like mothers-in-law, were frequently universally mistrusted and disliked, and one wonders what problems arose with their step-children.


Homes, then as now in any society, generally mirrored economic circumstances. Ibn Khaldun confirmed that some people built ‘A small dwelling or house for themselves and for their children to live in. Their desire goes no farther, because their situation permits them no more. Thus, they restrict themselves to a mere shelter, which is natural to human beings’,51 adding that, between the two extremes of grand and basic houses there were ‘innumerable degrees’. Relatively well-to-do wives in this class lived in a degree of comfort compared to those of the masses, whose income, if any, was uncertain and spasmodic, and to those who depended on charity.


Did people in general in this segment of society own their own homes? For many, the Arabic proverb ‘weightier than a house’s rent’52 was a grim reality. In 1123 tenants of small homes in the Ja‘afariyya district of Baghdad were faced with extortionate demands from the authorities with an increase of six dinars a month from one dinar per month. This report is interesting, if unfortunate for the tenants, for it suggests that municipal authorities owned properties for rental. They possibly formed part of a waqf or pious endowment, with the income being ploughed back into a religious foundation. A papyrus document detailed house rentals in Cairo of two or two and a half dinars per annum, and an apartment cost four dinars per annum. This latter seems rather high. Another six-month lease stipulated a rental of one and a half dinars.


One ninth-century rental agreement, according to Hanafi legal rites, stipulated that:


If the proprietor fears that the tenant may be absent at the termination of the let and that his spouse refuses to terminate the tenancy, he is advised to put the tenancy (also) in the name of the spouse.53


This seems to be a joint tenancy, and therefore a recognition in law both of the woman’s legal responsibility and the suspicion that a husband, once having provided his wife with a home, might be tempted to abandon her there. But would this only have been relevant among more affluent tenants, and an inference that notwithstanding the woman stayed on, she could herself afford the rent?


Even in this class there was disparity in income and many wives of tradesmen and workmen had to work, at home, in a workshop or perhaps as domestic servants, for their men’s wages were insufficient. They had aspirations, some earned money in their own right, and they were intrepid enough to appear personally in court to state their cases. It is arguable that these fairly ordinary women upheld the harim system of female sequestration and in a sense leavened its burden, if that is what it represented. Women did washing, dyed, spun and wove and repaired old clothes.54 ‘New lamps for old’, as in the tale of Aladdin was not necessarily fiction. Hawkers went around the streets, cries ringing out, buying used clothing and rags, and offering an assortment of needles in exchange. Did this indicate a flourishing market for second-hand clothing? Or, given the wide availability of paper, were linen and cotton clothes recycled? No matter, there was a definite element of ‘trading-in’, which might have proved attractive to poorer women. The official male view was that women patently put some thought into their outdoor costume, wearing their finery and proudly striding out in the middle of the road, mixing with men or even compelling them to pass close by as they skirted the walls of houses, and thus risking being accosted and molestation.


Money was not the sole determinant of social class. Al-Jahiz recalled a doctor, Asad ibn Jani, with few patients and in dire financial straits, who ‘was wont to sleep in winter upon a bed of peeled reeds, that the fleas might slip off therefrom for the slipperiness and smoothness thereof’.55 His mattress also provided insulation from the cold of the earthen floor. It is suggested that any definition of ‘class’ should take into account aspirations, a thirst for education and a disregard or otherwise of material comforts. Perhaps the good doctor was unmarried, as a wife in that position would likely have attempted to ‘keep up appearances’.


Women’s neighbours were from all walks of life, and as they went about their daily business they would have met a variety of social contacts. They would have been aware of the latest fashions in furnishing and houseware, and indeed may have set them, with requests for specific items and designs. There was something to suit all purses. Coarse linen towels were imported from Tabaristan, and Merv was famous for its sweeping-brushes, which were taken to other areas ‘for giving away as presents’.56 Women in fairly modest households could also aspire to rugs, and they were employed, with children, on looms in workshops set up by businessmen in the villages. Wool, silk and hair from camels and goats were all used, and carpets were produced in various grades of fineness. The male supervisor sat in front of the loom and outlined a coloured plan of the design, colours and so on.57 The technique of weaving was rhythmic and directed by a particular chant which mentioned the number of knots and the dyed wool to be used. Perhaps the women devised their own rhymes. The decorative motifs of the subject matter was drawn from nature, plants and animals, epigraphy, scenes of the hunt and so on, and in time the arabesque was extensively used. It is likely that most homes had a prayer rug where women could pray in their personal, sacred space. Designs on prayer rugs were totally abstract and the name of Allah did not appear, to avoid defiling with one’s feet. Cheaply-priced curtain fabrics were manufactured in Qurqub in southern Iraq. Strangely enough, given the huge market for elaborate and costly materials, weaving itself was a despised craft. This was tedious, precise work requiring dexterous fingers, and causing eye strain, and resembled the tyranny of a modern production line. Sadly and ironically, the purveyors of luxury textiles prospered hugely.
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