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THE ARAB FAMILY IN HISTORY

“OTHERNESS® AND THE
STUDY OF THE FAMILY

Judith E. Tucker

Despite the widely prevailing assumprion that the family played an important
part in the structuring of economic, political, and social relations in the Arab
World, lirtle historical study of the family has actoally been done. The cen-
wality of “family™ to the history of the region 1s amply attested in studies of
tlite politics, for instance, where family ties and family alliances underlie both
the solidarity and factionalism of the ruling group.! On other levels as well,
the view of the family as a primary economic and social unit can be found in
most of the historical literature on the peasantry or urban poor.® It thus
remains all the more surprising that, upon closer examination, we find the
almost total absence of any systematic study of family history in the Middle
East, whether by region or historical period.

The neglect of family as the object of serious research can be traced to two
rather different scts of perceprions, one belonging to the field of history of the
family and one to the field of women's histary, First, study of the family has
been impeded by the untested assumption that the Arab family, whether in
Egypt or Palestine, Algeria or Saudi Arabia, is one monolithic institution,
variously termed the “oriental™ family, the “Arab™ family, or the “Islamic”
family. This family is generally described as the mirror opposite of its Western
European counterpart: it has remained basically unchanged, undergoing nei-
ther the signal historical transformations of family srructure that paved the

4 way for capitalism in Europe nor the process of “modernization” thar pro-

moted individualism at the expense of family control. Historical analyses of
the European family now differ enormously on the very basic ssues of the
nature and timing of change in the family; most discussions of family in the
Arab World, however, concur that it was (and is) an institution with a struc-
wre and function different from that of Western Europe and seemingly imper-
vious to change until the very recent past.® This “otherness™ of the Arab




Pmily, the notion that this family can be defined in historical opposition to
the European family, still permeates most discusisions of family life.

In the field of women’s history, a palpable relugtance to focus on the history
of women within the family springs from a very dlifferent set of considerations.
With historical research on women in the Middle East still in its beginning
stages, women’s historians have directed their ajttention to correction of the
pervasive neglect of women. Standard histories |of the Middle East assigned
women to the world of the household, thought o be far from the spheres of
economic production or political and social power that mattered in sociery.
Understandably, most women’s historians thereffore are engaged in research
which will establish the historical roles of women as important economic
producers and political actors.* The family, on the other hand, is likely to be
perceived as the instrument of women's oppression, the mediator of values
and customs that circumscribe women's activities and perpetuate an unequal
distribution of power between genders. Study of the family reduces the woman
to victim and obscures the multiplicity of ways in which she did pargcpate
in her society. While such a vision of the family holds more than an ¢lement
of truth, it sidesteps the importance of the family to the history of the region
in general and to women in particular. Women| did live and act in familial
contexts and, while we increasingly realize that they also enjoyed a multitude
of activities and ties outside the family, there 5 lirtle reason to doube that
family relations remained central o their lives,

In order to explore the critical role of family, wie need to reclaim the history
of the family, to study it in ways that intersect with the concerns of women’s
history.®* The family in the Middle East was noit an ahistoric institution ex-
pressing elaborate kin relations against which wit can measure and highlight
the dynamism of the European family. Rather, it was a unit of economig,
social, and political relations situated within a plarticular historical context.
The attempt to deconstruct this family in order 1o understand its importance
for women must take into account the ways in which the family fit within the
prevailing economic system as a unit of productidbn and consumption, within
the prevailing social system as an instrument of sicialization and control, and
within the political system as a means of recruitdng support and forging alli-
ances, Similarly, the woman’s role within the farhily was not necessarily just
that of victim. Women's perceptions and actions ;also shaped relatons within
the family and could affect how power was distnibuted and exercised.

The Arab Family as “Other”

In a preliminary attempt to raise questions abput Arab family history, we
focus here on four aspects of the “otherness™ of thie Arab family as it has been
described that hold special significance for womn’s roles and power. First,
the relationship between husband and wife is defined initially by the absence
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of consensual union. Marriage, in this “other” family of the literature, is not
entered into by freely consenting adults who have developed affection for each
other; rather, marriages are arranged to suit the interests or needs of the
couple’s respective familics and the young people, particularly the young
woman, may be forced to marry their families’ choice of mate. Goody points
out that consensual union was not always the practice even in _.u.En.uwn. for
upper-class families with significant property ar stake were careful to arrange
proper marriages. 5till the Catholic church early on viewed consensual unjon
3 a requirement of marriage and it was widely practiced among people out-
side of upper-class circles. While the high rates of divorce in “Islamic” society
introduce a measure of doubt as to whether the absence of consent was always
the rule among the Arabs, because of the freedom associated with the termina-
tion of one marriage and the selection of a new partner, Goody’s discussion
still implies that “Islamic” marriages were not based on free choice.® Thus,
from its inception, the Arab marriage was a family affair in which the wills
and emotions of the bride and groom had little place. Bonds of affection which
tend to equalize conjugal relations were thus absent, and a YOUNE woman
entered a marriage without any claim to her husband’s affections.

Secand, in the Arab family women bear the burden of family honor (*ird).
Any female behavior explicitly or implicitly connected with sexual relations
ourside legal marriage reflected immediately and negatively on the good name
of the woman’s family. Although a woman’s sexual conduct throughout her
life was subject to close social scrutiny, premarital virginity had the greatest
weight and any suggestion of loss of virginity before marriage the greatest
shame. Fathers and brothers, whose responsibilities included the policing of
their women and also their punishment if necessary, were therefore quite
likely to favor severe restriction of unmarried female relatives, including their
seclusion and early marriage.” One of the easiest ways to safeguard a girl’s
virginity was to marry her off at a young age, even before she had attained
her legal majority at puberty. Again, the implications for female power loom
large: a girlhood of seclusion and very early marriage thrust an inexperienced
and hardly grown girl into a new setting where the possibilities of self-asser-
non appeared quite remote.

A third crivical feature of the “other” Arab family was the importance of
the patrilineal clan, a lineage structure that defined family relations in terms
of several gencrations of descendants of a given male line. Economic and
political relarions were influenced, if not actually structured, by the patrilineal
dan; as a result, the integrity and solidarity of the clan lay at the heart of
both the economic prosperity and political power of its members, Whether
this clan is described as a three-generation extended tamily or a group of
families that could trace their origins up to ten generations to a common
ancestor, endogamous marriage was one of the most important ways of main-
mining cconomic integrity and achieving solidarity.® The prevalent form of
endogamous marriage was cousin marriage, specifically that of the children
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ot two brothers which would bind together the |patrilineal unit. Here the
implications for female power are somewhat mixgd. On the one hand, mar-
riage within a family, insofar as it allowed a young woman to remain within
a familiar setting and close to her own parents, unjdoubtedly lent her greater
leverage in her relations with her husband and his parents who were, after
all, her own cousin, aunt, and uncle. Widespread fousin marriage, however,
alsv may have heightened family control ahd nagrowed marriage choices:
certainly most cousin marriages were arranged with the interests of the wider
family, not the young couple, in mind.
inally, in the “other™ family model, the womsn is placed in a basically
powerless position within the family, Although Islagnic law reserves full prop-
erty rights to women, married women exercised these rights only with diffi-
culty because they lacked access to the public sphire. Often disinherited by
their natal families in the interest of not dividing| family property, women
were then at the mercy of their husbands’ managenpent of whatever property
they had acquired through inheritance or their mghr? Perhaps the ultimate
measure of such powerlessness was the practice off polygyny. With the legal
right to marry up to four women concurrently, a hitshand could add wives to
the household who could compete for material ELE:H_H as well as affection,
without the prior agreement or even knowledge f his present wife.!” The
practice, or even threat, of polygyny could be used 4s a form of social control,
as an ever present threat to the position of a worhan inside her own house
and therefore as a means of enforcing submission.
The Arab family thus emerges as an extended fajnily of parrilineal descent
that preserved its integrity at least partly through |the arranged marriage of
very young women, often to their cousins., Within the family, male dominance
was ensured by the practice of secluding the womedn, thereby effectively pre-
venting them from exercising their property rightf. Female submission and
obedience was further enforced by the actual or potdntial practice of polygyny.
But was this family the reality or even the ideal for the majority of people
in the region? The construction of the model itsell| presents problems, for it
borrows heavily from prescriptive literature on the one hand and a small
number of specialized empirical studies on the athier, Are the discussions of
polygyny and early marriage references to certain jallowances under Islamic
law rather than descriptions of actual past practife? Was forced marriage
or cousin marriage really as widespread as the hapidful of available sources
suggests?'! The historical reality of the Arab famfily might, indeed, be far
different from what this model implies: rather thap one monolithic oriental
family, Arab history may well present us with a number of different families,
no one of which was the prototypical Arab family. Ti| the context of eighteenth
and nineteenth-century Egypr and Palestine, we cary discuss ar least two dis-
tinct “families,” the family of the upper class, and| the family of the urban
lower class. Based on rather preliminary evidence, fwe would like to suggest
that each type of family inhabited a different econdimic, social, and political
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environment, and evolved a different set of internal gender relations as a
result, with distinct consequences for women,

The Upper-Class Family

Family life and gender relations in upper-class circles aw.n.,.ﬁ_.:mﬂwi,u-._.uzm
nincteenth-century Palestine and Egypt probably came ﬂ.c.h._ﬂ,..__ :,._. the ! :., :
family as “other” model. In the realm of wealth and *,.._am._,.n..:.. E..;..M.D m_uwﬂrn
class concern for the integrity of property u._.E the solidificarion Mv in .,.H.S_nm
fostered a distinct vision of family life, a vision that nn.n_;na -r: m._:.*md.._.rmvu __.”M
disparities of power between genders so clearly apparent in the m; .ﬁ.ﬂ ami y
model. In both the cosmopolitan milicu of the urban-based .Eﬂ m__wr:_” .ﬂﬂ_wmn-
class, composed of government officials, .,.,,..nm:_:_, E.ﬁn_._,n.::_wu. an r.,.,,pz-ﬂu_“;
pected ‘wlama and among the rather mare isolated elite C.w,n.r,._ __H.”; t _w J E
region in Palestine, large landholders with strong rural ..F._, .ﬂ o .: cm.: .ﬁ;
official positions, family ties were formed and defined in ways t m,,_ﬁ .,_.:_m.__ ,.E._ﬁ.cm
the overweening importance of family solidarity m:n_.nn.::z:_: tor the mo_ﬂJ
order. Marriage practices and n__.,.._ kinds of roles mmﬂwn@.\._.n% ...q..n_z.:H:_. ﬂ._M:”..
the upper-class family formed an important a_m.:na_; of .,..T_; ; E._ﬂ : 2 m_”.,_ﬁu_ .L_

First, consensual union was not a current pracrce. E.._?:-r%..”u._ _:- w
were carefully arranged by the families involved to ensure :._M:_n ﬁ..__....:. n._.o:_..._wﬂ_.f
and political objectives were achieved. One strong indication c_ {q.:m; .m%.ﬂ:mww
o the wishes of the bride is marriage age: a girl d......rc W J_, efe ﬁ
puberty certainly had small opportunity to exercise any kind E choice _ﬂ t _p.
Emnnﬁ‘ Indeed, under Islamic law, a legally minor girl, that is, .o:a wha ,F,.,
prepubescent, enjoys no right of nn.ﬂ:_wa_. of a marriage .E.E:m._.r,r____r.w__.,mq EE,:.W
ian (wali}, generally her father.'* The Nablus area p“:_:. rook fu w..u...u:ﬁmm.p 0
this law in the arrangement of its daughters” marriages. In the 107 :EH.:M__,_“M
contracts that were recorded in the surviving registers of H.?,. :E?E.:n T”o: re)
of Nablus in the eighteenth and early ._._.En:.__.r_:ﬂ._. centuries, c:_.w w._:._m”_‘_rnﬂ or
roughly twenty percent of these marriages involved :::c.w .ﬁ.ﬁ#pw. :w.h.m
nineteen marriages, however, five werc n_mpl,....__:..,.d_. class ,z.;. our :m.___.:m,
members of the “middle” class of prosperous artisans, merchants, ,;?a __..” a4z,
the remaining eight involved daughters of the ruling clite, who were Mm:” ””H
more likely to be married off while still below the age of reason or J usi r |

Once married, the upper-class woman tended to remain Em.uﬂn._r _H.H” ﬁ.r,
same hushand. In a society and under a legal system that recognize .h_..__,. “Ew_“
and encouraged remarriage, the permanence of upper-class A_u._m_zzﬂww&_... ,._,,,.ﬂ;.n
ing. In the Nablus marriage contracts, almost a quarter O H. .=,m .m: p,._wm _rf
marrying for at least a second times _$_r.._ﬁﬁd..,-,n._._an_w women _,.___.._.., _._u_._:. n _.” m.m.
thayyib (deflowered), meaning widowed or ﬁ._:._.ﬂﬂnﬂ_. Of nrmﬁ :;ﬂﬁﬁ. m __u
however, only two were conceivably :.:.E_.:..H..n of the upper class, whi ; a m.;
sixteen were clearly of lower-class origins. Such stability in upper-class mar-
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Such severe limitations on consensual union wer
class practice of female seclusion. The Barim, or s
where wives, daughters, and fernale slaves and servqants of the household were
sequestered, was an upper-class institution, In Cairfo, the daughters and wives
of the official ¢lite passed their lives in the confings of the household harim,
or in visits to the harims of others. An array of sefrvices were brought to the
baris by women of less lofty origins: special fenjale peddlers (dallalat) and
ferpale musicians (‘giwalim) entered the harim, brfnging their goods for sale
and their talents for amusement." Upper-class whmen themselves, however
Jctive an interest they might take in affairs outside fthe household, were physi-
cally restricted. Although wealthy Cairene womenfinvested money in business
ventures, founded wagfs, and bought and sold Il kinds of property, they,
unlike women of more humble background, nevgr went to court for these
transactions: the public aspects of their operationg had to be entrusted to an
agent (wakil)." Such isolation from all men, except close relatives they were
forbidden to marry, certainly ensured that neithir girls nor women would
develop any inconvenient artachments that might disrupt family plans for
marriage or disturh established marital bonds.

Thus, the idea and the practice of consensual unjon were indeed very distant
from upper-class experience. Women were marry ed early, somerimes before
puberty, to mates of their family's choosing, anjl, despite the rather broad
rights to divorce enjoyed by men, their marriagks were seldom terminated
before the death of one of the spouses.’® The isolfition of these women, away
from almost any form of social intercourse with| unrelated men, provided a
critical key to the system: seclusion greatly reduckd the opportunities tor the
development of desires contrary to family plans.

The practice of seclusion was also related to fhe second critical aspect of
the Arab family, the view of women as the repofitory of family honor. Low
marriage age and the many restrictions on the pufrlic movement of the upper-
class woman served to safeguard family honor| by ensuring that girls EE"

- also linked to the upper-
eparate Women's quarters

women would have no opportunity, whether real br imagined, of transgressing

rather strict sexual mores. The honorific titles cognmonly used for upper-class =

women were particularly revealing of the conce for sexual virtue, defined,
in the case of a woman not previously married, it} terms of guaranteed virgin-

ity. The daughter of Salih Basha, an Ottoman pre vincial governor of the early
“the pride of the

the venerable, the exalted
seclusion, of protection, of

eighteenth century, is described in her marriage fontract as
euarded women (mukhbadarat), the ornament ¢
veil, the inviolable temple.”” Thick images of
impregnability denote the value of the bride, a
her distance from the world of tempration and

alue directly correlated to

kexuality. Curiously enough,

i ...ﬁ.._n_uﬁ also underscored the importance of family

FALEE
however, the atrribure of v

. rginity was far from bei ; i
determinant of a bride’s w S ot

:Zr. ... i
e e _n__u "rrﬁmmr ol previously married brides of
e specified in the marriage contract was not necessaril
L Hn%,:,._&q deflowering™ of the bride. Two nn:-ﬁ.«ﬁ:.r .Mmm.: {
e wed mabrs of very ample Proportions according to H_.H it
. T 18 g 3 = . 2

e m.mu ...,Mw_... hMMMLT_LE. . While the virgin bride deserved the _umHmm_..“. i
o o m_:nﬂman e ideal of absence of sexual n...;.:.iwnn.n_ other

g mnto the practical assessment of a bride’s va i
18, We may assume, family connecti and L

i e etions and property ownership,

. :.;mn:mnn e amj Y, at least in Nablus, did indeed practice tf
il Q.:.mn. e Ernﬁ. Arab family model. While nog E..m.n:a_.“_w .
i lor : N marriage, and specifically marriage berwee o
1, SECMs most common ameong th : s
SR 1& the upper class in the Nablus district
: ases usin marriage in the 107 repi | _

N e b i the 107 repistered marria
:ﬁﬁnﬂ.n_uwW Mm ) them involved upper-class tamilies: roughly 25 perce of
i FMIAEES were among cousins as opposed 1o 16 i
Wwhole population. Cousin e

MﬁE m“ﬂn_::nnmnn._a the Tugans HM&MW nmﬂ.n_“,..,“”_“ﬂ:ﬁ isee oo
Wies, marri 3 I i
e ﬂ_.,ma _.__.MHMMHMH_,._:M”._%?;.JH:. the Em_.__EE:_._ century as did the Ahi
the cousin brides recerved sh“.: e i i Y valued e
e IHME rs qH_.En were among the highest of the Hn.:._n
e _“m“._ M,.Imavm__.. who married her cousin ZM_E.
Bl hch = n.rg a rn._...._:,n_ gold sequins, a qafran with
_ﬁw of cotton, twenty L:.br_ _HHMMM__:M“MTM:_W H.n.;_?_".."... __._.__..ﬁ.nﬂw 2 ke il
e emale slave for domestic serviee
ey m“__zwﬂanM“m_Mqu of an exchange, thar is, of the ,.._._._.E_FE.:__.”.#___.....
| .mDTu of one brother to the son and danghrer c._..
e the i H._”m...“mﬂum ¥ lower. In one such case of nxnrﬁ.ﬁn. the
e H .,wazm_ amounts, reflecting the facr thar the
e ?Zﬂ_».:ﬁ nmn._,_ bride receiving immediately the
i _.m . ﬂ to the other.® In general, however, !
R o ._.__wﬂ . H.MH;_E together and cement the
B o o _ucnrr n“ﬂ.“"._ﬁﬁ_i m_.*m:c:m extended family and therefore
T e n._m_n_mn._ ..Hm and highly regarded in upper-class circles
el :,_.L.m.u._..ponn_.._H.,_q_Mva”nm;nnE_:.n marriage among the
.rl..ﬁauzu: and alliance rather than to their mw..;ﬂ.m:__uu._wm Mm___H“HHMM.ﬁ .mn_:.fm
SIS, a pr: ‘hich, of
i e to politics,
el n””ﬂq”wcﬂ“_:m“.ﬂrw”ﬂmﬂ.. __Mm ,&n }qm_u.mm_:_.__u, model spoke to the
e H.ﬁ amily, Subject to the
Property and ever ar the
dtake another wife or wives
Miexercise any real power.
E Bowever, suggest some mod
“Bough secluded far from ¢

repre-

TCENE among
ilies of grear-
two of Nahlus's leading

COUSIN mar-
social and ecao-

. power-
etosion of her right o
mercy of her hushand’
s, the woman of the Arab family
.::.. lives of women in Cairene
ification of this picrure
he world of the public

s decision
supposedly could
upper-class circles,
of total subservience. Al-
marketplace, upper-class



did, in fact, control property and conduer Iy
He. Numerous wealthy Egyptian women joined co
the early nineteenth century where they invested the
commercial ventures, including the lucrative sea trade
rrade in slaves.*! Upper-class women were clearly ach
managers of common forms of property: as holders d
and as managers of wag/ (religiously-endowed) prop
with a significant proportion of both rural and urban

On the other hand, polygyny was indeed practicec
harims of the prosperous might contain multiple wiv
In a random sample of sixty-two estates left by gros
which record surviving legal heirs, only ten listed 1
more than two. It is striking that all of the polygyng

were both wealthy and socially prominent: polygym}

A woman might dislike the introduction of another
she had no right of objection under the law. The
sented with a case in which a2 woman and her relativy
on her husband to sell his concubine, reminded eve
exercising a clear legal right and his wife had no gre
while an upper-class woman might exercise consid
family through her ability to control her own propert
to the unwanted intrusion of other women, wives or
ence would dilute her position, to say nothing of he

hsiness affairs of various
immercial associations in
r OWN MONEy I various
in spices and the caravan
mowledged as competent
bf iftizam (tax-farm) land
ery, they were entrusted
productive property.®

by upper-class men: the
s as well as concubines.
m men in Mablus, all of
rwo wives and only one
bus men, except for one,
was not for the poor.®
Fife or slave mistress, but
ufti in Cairo, when pre-
ks were applying pressure
ryvone that the man was
unds for prorest.™ Thus,
erable power within the
i, she was also vulnerable
concubines, whose pres-
tr material claims. Other

wives and their children, as well as the children of cofncubines, acquired rights

to material support and shares in the man’s estate,
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On balance, the upper-class family, while it share
the “other” Arab family model, was not gquite the san
within the family were surely influenced by the abse
by the strongly held view of women as the repositor
social, economic, and political importance of the ex
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victim of male dominance, stripped of all rights in {
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activities, albeit from within the “protection™ of t
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within this same family context, however, that the
trolled her own property and its disposal.

The Lower-Class Family

While discussion of the “other™ Arab family dg
critical aspecrs of upper-class family life, the urban

all of which encroached

H much in common with
he thing. Gender relations
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Palestinian town of Nablus or in Cairo appears to have developed a signifi-
cantly different lifestyle. Far from the circles of wealth and power, the family
held less importance as a wielder of economic power or forper of _E,.__m_mnm.m
alliances. In the houscholds of the modest artisans, small shopkeepers, service
workers, and casual laborers, family ties also helped to organize economic
and social life, but on a2 much more modest scale. With 1 pood deal less at
stake, some of the rigid controls, particularly over women, that characterized
the upper-class family were greatly relaxed.

First, although we have no evidence for consensual union in the sense of a
courtship period which might allow for an informed choice of mate, lower-
class women in Nablus were more likely to have a say in marriage arrange-
ments for a number of reasons. Fewer lower-class girls were married off in
their minority: whereas 26 percent of upper-class marriages involved minor
brides, among the lower class the percentage shrank to 15, Thus, a greater
number of lower-class brides were in a position to exercise their right of
refusal. More importantly, however, a lower-class woman was much more apt
to marry more than once in her lifetime. Most of the marriages of non-virgin
brides in the Nablus records clearly involved lower-class women: fifreen of
twenty-three such contracts named brides whaose families were neither part of
the official elite nor of the merchant or ‘tdama communities, Indeed, such
second- (or third-) time marriages represented almost half of the recorded
lower-class marriages. When marrying a second time, the bride was most
likely older, and better able to influence marriage arrangements. In addition.
the impermanence of lower-class marriage suggests that far less, in the way
of property or politics, was riding on marriage alliance in these social circles:
the degree of family control over marriage arrangements could be correspond-
ingly weaker.

Second, the lower-class lifestyle could not sustain female seclusion. the
lynchpin of the preservation of female honor. The provision of harim quarters
lay beyond the means of poorer families who could ill afford, in any event, the
loss of female labor that strict seclusion entailed, MNablus marriage contracts
recognized, indirectly, the lesser weight attached to honor, in the sense of the
absence of female sexual experience, among the lower class: the bride is identi-
fied as simply “the woman™ (al-mar’ah) in addition to her given name; there
were no honorifics testifying to purity or protection. Similarly, the activities
of the lower-class woman of Cairo precluded any strict adherence to an ideal
of honor. Cairenc women engaged in many professions which took them to
the streets of the city: as petty traders or craftswomen, they lahored in the
public eye while as purveyors of varied services to other women, incl uding
those of midwife, bath attendanr, weigher, etc.. they passed through public
space daily. Such women came to the Cairo mabkama in person with ctheir
business and their complaints: they purchased property, registered debrs, and
accused others of theft. Indeed, the upper-class female lifestyle was predicated
on the mobility of these lower-class women who came and went from the
harims in their capacity as servants, seamstresses, and peddlers, S



ird, lower-class families, ar least in Nablus, apfpear to have pracriced less
cousin marriage. While a quarter of upper-class majrriage contracts in Nablus
involved fiest cousins, the proportion dropped to]12 percent among lower-
class families. With less property ar issue, we maj assume that the families
had a correspondingly lower motivation to marry gndogamously. In addition,
the forms of politcal alliance based on family ties |so important to the upper
class had far less relevance in lower-class drcles. |The politics of patronage
integrated the lower classes into the political spihere, but integrated them
vertically as the clients and followers of upper-clafss families. As such, hori-
zontal linkages among the members of the lower flass had less political sig-
nificance and figured little in marriage arrangemens.*® In Cairo, there is much
to suggest that lower-class economic and social liffe as well was based on a
variety of popular associatons. Men belonged| to guilds, neighborhood
groups, and religious brotherhoods while women mpaintained a range of infor-
mal social networks.?™ The face that family ties plajred a rather minor role, as
a result, in much of lower-class urban life helps expflain a more casual atorude
toward marriage arrangements.

Finally, lower-class women did manage, like thegr upper-class counterparts,
to exercise considerable control over their propefty and their other affairs.
Free of the trammels of the barim, lower-class worgen could assert their rights
in person in court and use their contral over property to forge a variety of
cconomic refations. In Cairo, we find that men wWere often in debt to their
wives. These debts were notr merely formal: the wiomen kept careful account
of the loans of petty sums and resorted to the court) when necessary, to enforce
repayment. Husbands and wives also bought and|sold property together, as
did, upen nccasion, sisters. These women, then, wepe active in the employment
of their property, In Mablus, on the other hand | lower-class women rarely
appeared in court for business purposes: if they fvere doing business of any
kind, they were settling their affairs outside the cofurt. Estate records do dem-
onstrate, however, that Nablus women also loanell moeney to their hushands:
one lower-class man died owing his wife more fhan the entire, admittedly
modest, value of his estate.®®

Mot surprisingly, male relatives at times attempged to defraud a woman of
her rightful inheritance from a husband or father, fhoping, no doubt, to avoid
[ragmentation of family property. In such cases, hpwever, women were quick
to resort to the court to invoke their rights as legell heirs and to call upon the
judge to restore their properzy.®® While the property at issue was usually
meager—a few houvsehold goods, shares in modfest houses, small sums of
money—Ilower-class women did defend theit prgperty and the position af
power it lent them within the family with consiferable vigor, Nor did the
lower-class woman have much to fear from the prfactice of polygyny: in these
social circles, a second wife was an expensive rafity and there is almost no
evidence of multiple wives or concubines among the lower class,

The lower-class family thus emerges as quite $hstinct. Weaker control of

marriage, relaxed notions of honor, less pressure for the maintenance of family
ties through marriage, and the absence of seclusion distinguish lower-class
family life from that of the more affluent. The implications for gender relations
are many. Because marriage practices plaved a far less important role in the
construction of political and economic life, and female honor was not as
publicly acclaimed, lower-class women need not have been controlled so
strictly: their marniages, while not exactly consensual unions, probably did,
at times, spring from the desires of the bride and groom. Once married, a
woman of the lower class continued to live, in part, outside the family circle;
her roles as worker and guardian of her own property took her into the world
of the strect, the market, the court—rthe antithesis of the barim, The court
records do suggest that lower-class women in Cairo and Nablus did not have
identical life styles: Nablus women are far less present, at least as independent
craftswomen and traders, in the court; they were, however, well represented
in real estate transactions. Owerall, the images of female passivity and power-
lessness ft rather poorly with the emerging outlines of lower-class family life,

Conclusion

On the basis of the rather fragmentary evidence we have so far, we would
argue that the historical Arab family was far from being a monolithic institu-
tion. As part of the economic, social, and political landscape, the family
evolved in response to variations in its role. On an economic level, the family
of the wealthy appeared to function as an extended unit, keen to retain its
property and economic influence within the family circle through carefully
arranged marriages. Among the lower classes, on the other hand, the family,
as an economic unit, was smaller: much economic activity rested on relarions
between husband and wife. In addition, business transactions and estartes in-
volved far less property and families appeared to be more relaxed abour mar-
riage arrangements. The family also operated differently as an institution of
social control in different environments. Among the upper class, the overween-
ing significance of family honor as vested in female behavior was manifest not
only in the rhetoric of public testimonies to female puritv, but also in the
practice of confinement to the harim. Such a conspicuous display of honor
was clearly beyond the means of the working poor: their women were very
much part of a public work life which precluded all but the most formal
adherence to the ideal of female seclusion. Finally, family politics alse operated
differently in class terms. Whether among the important landed families of
the Nablus region or the urban elite of Egypr, marriage acted to buttress
family solidarity or to forge needed political alliances. In either case, careful
planning and control of marriage lay at the heart of the political system. The
lower class, on the other hand, was integrated into the system primarily
through material links of patronage or popular associations in which marriage
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played lictle role. As such, the lower class could afford to be far more flexible
abiut marriage arrangements and tlerate changed of marriage partmer.
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