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A N OTE ON SPELLING

Since there is no standard method of transliteration from Arabic to English,
have followed my own whim, which is to select, wherever possible, the simples
spelling of a word or name that conveys an approximation of its sound in Arabic
The exceptions are names of authors who publish in English translation, i1
which case I have followed their spelling preference, and for the name of th:
prophet Muhammad, which I have rendered in the spelling preferred by mos
Islamic sources.
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“Almighty God created sexual desire in ten parts; then he gave nine parts t«

women and one to men.”
—Ali ibn Abu Taleb, husband of Muhammad’s daughter Fatima an

founder of the Shiite sect of Islam
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PROLOGUE

“Say, I fly for refuge unto the Lord of the daybreak, that he may deliver me fron
the mischief of those things which he hath created.”
THE KORAN
THE CHAPTER OF THE DAYBREAK
The hotel receptionist held my reservation card in his hand. “Mr. Geraldini
Brooks,” he read. “But you are a woman.”

Yes, I agreed, that was so.

“I'm sorry, but our reservation clerk has made a mistake.”
“That’s okay,” I said. “Just add an s and make it ‘Mrs’.”

“No,” he said. “You don’t understand. I can’t give you a room. It’s against th
law for women.”

I glanced around the hotel’s gleaming lobby. “What about them?” I said
nodding my head in the direction of two black-cloaked Saudis heading for th
elevator.

“They are here with their husband,” the receptionist explained. “In Saud
Arabia a lady does not travel alone. There is no reason for it. Unless she is :
prostitute.”

There was a time—a year, two years earlier—when I would have lost m;
temper. Now I just sighed and walked away from the desk. It was after 11 p.M.
knew no one in the city of Dhahran. I could take a taxi back to the airport anc
wait out the night on one of its plastic chairs. But at the hotel entrance there wer:
no taxis. The plush sofas of the empty hotel lobby looked inviting enough. I mad
myself comfortable behind a potted plant and pulled my black chador out of m:
bag to use as a blanket. I was closing my eyes when the receptionist coughec
behind me.

“You cannot stay here.”

I quietly pointed out that I had nowhere else to go.

“Then,” he said, “I have to call the police.”

The Dhahran police station had the same hard benches and harsh lights a
police stations everywhere. The only difference was that the plain-clothe
detectives wore long white thobes. Whenever I'd been in police stations before, i
had been to report on crime. This was my first visit as a criminal.

Behind a desk across the room a young police lieutenant shuffled my identit:
documents. I had press credentials from Australia, Britain, Egypt, Iran, Irac
Jordan, the United States and Yemen. I had passes to Arab summit meetings anc
presidential palaces. I even had a plastic press badge issued by Saudi Arabia’s ow:
Information Ministry. The lieutenant peered at them all. First he lined them u;j
vertically, then horizontally. Then he stacked them in a neat pile, as if to evaluat:
them by height.

Finally he looked up, letting his gaze rest on a patch of wall just above m:
head. Like most very strict Muslims, he didn’t want to risk polluting himself br
gazing at a strange woman. When he spoke, he addressed me in the third persor
“I think the lady hasn’t been in Saudi Arabia very long. She doesn’t know ou
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customs.” He resumed his tedious perusal of my documents. Plucking one of m:
passes from the pile, he dangled it between his thumb and forefinger. “This one,
he said with a tiny triumphant smile, “expired yesterday.”

Sometime in the wee hours of the morning the lieutenant handed back m
documents, adding a permit allowing me to spend the next few hours in a hotel
Back at the front desk, the receptionist summoned a bellman, a Filipino, to shov
me to my room. It was on a completely empty floor. An armed guard hovered b
the elevator.

“They must think I'm dangerous,”  muttered. The bellman didn’t smile.

“They think all women are dangerous,” he replied, dropping my bag just insid.
the door and retreating under the guard’s watchful gaze.

I lay on the bed, staring at the decal glued to the mirror, showing Muslims th
direction that they should face to pray. Nearly every hotel room I had stayed i
during the past three years had had a similar arrow—stuck on the night table
pinned to a curtain, fixed to the ceiling. It was just a few minutes before dawn.
walked to the window and waited. As a pale disc of light crept up over a hazy blu
horizon, the stillness shattered, as it did every dawn, and had done for the las
thirteen hundred years.

“Come to prayer!” wailed the muezzins of the city’s hundreds of mosques. “It i
better to pray than sleep!” As the sun edged its way westward, a billion Muslim
would do as the citizens of Dhahran were doing at that moment: rise from thei
beds and bow toward the town of Mecca, about seven hundred miles west of m»
hotel room.

The reason for my sleepless night lay in that desert town. I couldn’t chec]
myself into a Saudi hotel room in the 1990s because thirteen hundred year
earlier a Meccan named Muhammad had trouble with his wives.

Islam’s prophet loved women. He married his first wife when he was twenty
five years old. Illiterate, orphaned and poor, he hardly expected to receive :
proposal from his boss, Khadija, a rich Meccan businesswoman at least ten year
his senior who hired him as a manager for her international trading company
While it wasn’t typical for women to propose to men in Meccan culture, Khadij.
was among those with the clout to do so. She gave him money, status and fou
daughters—his only children to survive infancy. The Ayatollah Ruhollal
Khomeini, King Hussein of Jordan and the thousands of sheiks and mullahs wh
today wear the black turban that signifies descent from the prophet all trace thei
lineage to one of those daughters.

It was to Khadija that Muhammad crawled, trembling, the first time he hear«
the voice of the angel Gabriel pronouncing the word of God. Despairing for hi
sanity, Muhammad found himself repeating the first words of the Koran—whicl
means simply “recitation.” Then he made his way to his wife on his hands anc
knees and flung himself across her lap. “Cover me! Cover me!” he cried, beggin;
her to shield him from the angel. Khadija reassured him that he was sane
encouraged him to trust his vision and became the first convert to the nev
religion, whose name, Islam, means “the submission.”

The message of Islam arrived in seventh-century Arabia where female infants
of limited value in a harsh herding and raiding culture, were exposed on th
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sands to die. In Mecca’s slave market, soldiers sold the women captives they’«
won as spoils of war. But a few women, like Khadija, had the money anc
influence to choose their own husbands and shape their own lives.

For twenty-four years Khadija was Muhammad’s only wife. It wasn’t until sh
died, nine years after that first vision, that Muhammad began receivin;
revelations from God on the status of women. So Khadija, the first Muslin
woman, was never required to veil or seclude herself, and never lived to hear th
word of God proclaim that “Men are in charge of women, because God has mad:
the one of them to excel the other, and because they spend of their property [t
support them].” Such a revelation would have come strangely from Muhammad’
lips had Khadija still been alive and paying his bills.

Six years after her death, and after a battle between the Muslims and th
ruling tribe of Mecca that had left about sixty-five Muslim women widowed
Muhammad had the revelation that endorsed the taking of up to four wives
“Marry of the women, who seem good to you, two or three or four; and if ye fea
that ye cannot do justice [to so many] then one [only].” Needing to make alliance
through marriage with defeated enemies, he had a further revelation exemptin;
himself from the four-wife limit. Every time he took a new wife, a room for he
was added to his apartments near Islam’s first mosque. Gradually the room
increased until they housed eight or nine women.

Soon there was jealousy, intrigue and scandal. Relatives of lesser wive
conspired to discredit the prophet’s favorites. Enemies of the new religio:
harassed the prophet’s wives. Any small incident was an occasion for gossip. On
wife brushed the hand of a male dinner guest as she handed him a plate of food
another drew a rude comment as she made her way at night to an outdoo
latrine; a third caused all kinds of controversy because her first husband hac
been Muhammad’s adopted son Zaid.

Just after these incidents, God sent his prophet a message telling him t
seclude his wives. Some of the wives had been battlefield nurses; others hac
preached the new faith in the mosque. Now they were expected to stay hidde:
behind a curtain in their rooms, going out only when shrouded from head to foot

Gradually the rules meant to safeguard the prestige of the prophet’s wive
came to be applied to other Muslim women. As the Islamic message spread out o
Arabia and into neighboring lands, the idea of seclusion found an easy audience
Unlike the Arabians, Persians had long segregated women: in ancient Assyric
wives of the nobles veiled as a sign of status, while lower classes were obliged t«
go uncovered. A slave caught veiling herself could be punished by having molte:
pitch poured over her head. These customs easily drifted back to Islam’s Arabiai
heartland and endured there. In Saudi Arabia most women today still liv
curtained off from the world. A woman can’t check herself into a modern Saud
hotel because, like the prophet’s wives, she is supposed to be secluded in he
home.

But a few miles away, across an invisible desert border, those rules hav
ceased to apply. In Saudi Arabia’s neighboring state, the United Arab Emirates
Muslim women soldiers, their hair tied back in Islamic veils, jump fron
helicopters and shoulder assault rifles. A little farther, across the Persian Guli
the strict Muslims of Iran vote women into Parliament and send them abroad a
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diplomats. Pakistan was the first Islamic country to elect a woman prim
minister; Turkey has had a female economist as its prime minister, whil
Bangladesh has had women both as prime minister and as leader of th
opposition. Instead of adhering to the rules set down for the prophet’s wives
these women cite other role models from the history of early Islam. The soldier
look to Nusaybah, who helped save Muhammad’s life in battle, standing he
ground at his side when the male soldiers fled. The politicians cite Fatima
Muhammad’s shy daughter, who spearheaded a political power struggle after th:
prophet’s death.

Islam did not have to mean oppression of women. So why were so man’
Muslim women oppressed?

I went to live among the women of Islam on a hot autumn night in 1987.
arrived as a Western reporter, living for each day’s news. It took me almost a yea
to understand that I had arrived at a time when the events of the seventh centur:
had begun to matter much more to the people I lived with than anything the
read in the morning paper.

It was a Muslim woman, Sahar, who gave me my first clue.

Sahar had been The Wall Street Journal’s bureau assistant in Cairo for two year
when I arrived there as its Middle East correspondent. My first year in Egypt wa
set to the syncopated tattoo of her stilettos, clip-clipping their precarious wa:
across Cairo’s broken pavements. She was twenty-five years old, six years m:
junior, but about a decade ahead of me in poise and sophistication. Her Englis]
was formal and precise, and so was her grooming. No matter what story we wer:
covering—a building collapse in a teetering slum, sewage seep at the Pyramids—
Sahar always dressed for a soiree. Her makeup was so thick it would hawv
required an archaeological excavation to determine what she really looked like
Her hairdos needed scaffolding. As I shuffled beside her in my sneakers, I felt lik
a sparrow keeping company with a peacock.

Sahar’s father worked for an American car company in Cairo. She had spent :
year in America as a high school exchange student and graduated top of her clas
at the American University in Cairo. She wanted to go to Harvard. Sahar was botl
reassuringly familiar and depressingly unexotic. I had imagined the Middle Eas
differently. White-robed emirs. Almond-eyed Persians. Camels marking th
horizon like squiggles of Arabic calligraphy. An Egyptian yuppie hadn’t been par
of the picture.

At work, as well, it was hard to find the Middle East I'd imagined. I foun«
myself stuck on the flypaper of Arab officialdom, sitting in the gilded salons o
deputy assistant second secretaries to ministers of information, sipping tin:
cups of cardamom-scented coffee and listening to lies. These men—urbane
foreign-educated—had no problems talking to a Western woman. But out on th
streets, among the ordinary people I really wanted to meet, most men only spok:
to women to whom they were related. To them, being approached by a lon
woman reporter was either an occasion for embarrassment or an opportunity t
test the widely held assumption that all Western women are whores. I hated th
kind of reporting I was being forced to do: the head-of-state interviews, th:
windy think pieces on U.S. Middie East policy. I'd signed on as Middle Eas
correspondent looking for risk and adventure. But it seemed the biggest dange
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I'd be facing was boring myself to death.

Tony, my husband, who had given up his newspaper job to come with me as:
freelancer, wasn’t having that problem. A few weeks after our arrival, I looke«
over Sahara shoulder as she cut out my latest article—“Irag-Syria Reconciliatios
Seems Tenuous”’—and placed it in a folder alongside Tony’s—“Egypt’s Came
Corps Roams the Desert Tracking Smugglers.” Tony had talked his way onto :
patrol with the last Egyptian camel corps. The army wouldn’t give approval for :
woman to go. In the mine-strewn waters of the Persian Gulf, Tony crewed on :
supply boat and came home with tales of turbaned Omani fishermen, Sindbad
style dhows and Persian carpet smugglers. I couldn’t join him: the shipping agen
wouldn’t send a woman to sea.

For almost a year I fretted and kicked at the Middle East’s closed doors. Then
thanks to Sahar, I looked up and noticed the window that was open only to me.

Sahar and I worked side by side in a big bright room of my Nileside apartment
When I wasn’t traveling, we sat at desks just feet from each other. As I wrote m-
articles, Sahar translated items in the Arabic press, scheduled appointments o
arranged my visas. After about a year of working alongside her, I felt we’d com
to know each other well.

Then, one morning at the beginning of Ramadan, the holy month whe:
Muslims fast from dawn to dusk, I opened the door and faced a stranger. Th
elaborate curls were gone, wrapped away in a severe blue scarf. The makeup wa
scrubbed off and her shapely dress had been replaced by a dowdy sack. Sahar hac
adopted the uniform of a Muslim fundamentalist. It was like watching a natur
film run in reverse: she had crumpled her bright wings and folded herself into :
dull cocoon.

It had been impossible to live for a year in the Middle East and not feel th
rumbling of religious revival. All over the Arabian Peninsula and North Africs
more women were covering their hair, more men growing beards and headin;
for the mosque. I'd assumed that the turn to Islam was the desperate choice o
poor people searching for heavenly solace. But Sahar was neither desperate no
poor. She belonged somewhere near the stratosphere of Egypt’s meticulousl
tiered society.

On that Ramadan morning I stood at the door staring at her, stunnec
Egyptian women had been the first in the Middle East to throw off the veil. I1
1923, on their return from a women’s suffrage conference in Rome, the pionee
Arab feminists Huda Sharawi and Saiza Nabarawi threw away their coverings a
the Cairo railway station, and many in the crowd of women who had come t
greet them followed suit. Sahar’s mother, growing up under the influence o
Sharawi and her supporters, had never veiled.

The Islamic dress—hi jab—that Sahar had opted to wear in Egypt’s tormentin;
heat signified her acceptance of a legal code that valued her testimony at half th
worth of a man’s, an inheritance system that allotted her half the legacy of he
brother, a future domestic life in which her husband could beat her if sh
disobeyed him, make her share his attentions with three more wives, divorce he
at whim and get absolute custody of her children.

During those weeks of Ramadan, I spent hours talking to Sahar about he
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decision. In reply, Sahar mouthed the slogan of Islamic Jihad and the Muslin
Brotherhood: “Islam Is the Answer.” The question, certainly, was clear enough
how was her desperately poor country going to continue to feed, educate an«
employ a population that increased by a million every nine months? Flirtation
with socialism and capitalism had failed to arrest Egypt’s economic decline. Th:
Islamic movement wanted to abandon these recently imported ideologies an«
follow the system set down so long ago in the Koran. If God had taken the troubl
to reveal a complete code of laws, ethics and social organization, Sahar argued
why not follow that code?

Sahar had joined a women’s study group at a local mosque and had bee:
influenced by the young, veiled, woman instructor. “I would sit there and read i1
the holy Koran that women should be covered, and then walk out into the stree
with bare arms,” she said. “It just seemed to me that I was dressing that wa:
because it was Western. Why imitate everything Western? Why not tr
something of our own?”

That “something” took many forms. Extremists rampaged down the Pyramid
road, torching tourist clubs that served alcohol. In rural Egypt a sheik urged a ba
on the sale of zucchini and eggplants, because stuffing the long, fleshy vegetable
might give women lewd thoughts. In Cairo a writer mocking tha
pronouncement was gunned down and killed outside his office. Yet, when a1
earthquake convulsed the city, fundamentalists set up tent camps and souj
kitchens, caring for the afflicted with a speed and compassion that had elude«
the government.

As the weeks passed, Sahar drifted deeper into her new identity. I began t
adjust my secular life to accommodate her, giving up coffee on Ramadai
mornings in case the aroma made it harder for her to get through her fast
treading softly as she made her midday devotions on a prayer mat spread out i1
our living room. There were minefields everywhere. “What is a maraschin
cherry?” she asked, suspiciously eying the contents list on a box of chocolates. “
can’t eat anything with alcohol inside.” Slowly, I became familiar with th
rhythms and taboos of her new life. The evocative names of her festivals starte«
to make their way onto our calendar: the Night of Power; the Feast of Sacrifice
the Hajj.

Sahar seemed comfortable with her new self. “I was up most of the nigh
sewing,” she said one morning when she’d arrived for work bleary-eyed. Nov
that she had adopted hijab, she’d given away most of her bright dresses. But sh:
hadn’t wanted to abandon the entire contents of her wardrobe. “Everything has
something wrong with it—a slit in the back, a tight waistband—it’s really a lot o
work to salvage a few outfits.”

Hijab, she said, gave her security on Cairo’s bustling streets. “You never hea
about veiled girls being raped,” she said. In fact, it was unusual to hear abou
anyone being raped in Cairo, where violent crimes of all kinds were rare by th
standards of Western cities. But bottom-fondling and suggestive comments wer
a hazard, especially in crowded quarters, especially for women in Western dress.

Sahar felt hijab also gave her access to an unusual women’s network. Pryin;
permits and appointments out of government departments became easier if sh
sought out other veiled women among the bureaucrats working there. Wantin;
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to see an Islamic sister succeed in her job, they’d give her requests a preferentia
push. At the same time, she felt easier dealing with men. “They have to deal witl
my mind, not my body,” she said.

Dress was only the beginning, she said. The West’s soaring crime rate, one
parent families and neglected elderly proved to Sahar the bankruptcy of ou
secular ways. At the root of it, to her, was Western feminism’s insistence on a
equality of the sexes that she felt ignored women’s essential nature. “Islan
doesn’t say women are inferior to men; it says they are different,” she argued
trying to explain the ban on women judges in some Islamic courts. “Women ar:
more emotional than men, because God has designed them to care for childrer
So, in court, a woman might show mercy where logic demands harshness.”

Talking to Sahar gave me a feeling of deja vu. When I was fourteen years old, :
convent girl in a Sydney Catholic school, the deputy head nun called us t
assembly and read us the riot act. Some of us had been seen in the streets wearin;
our school sweaters without blazers over them. Sweaters, she said, wer
indecent, since boys would be able to make out the shape of our breasts. Th
school uniform included a blazer, and if any of us ventured out of the grounds i1
a sweater without a blazer over it, she would know what kind of girls we were
That same nun insisted we wear hats in church. Quoting St. Paul, she told us tha
woman, as the instrument of man’s downfall in Eden, wasn’t fit to appea
bareheaded in the house of the Lord.

I thought the nun was a fossil. I stopped going to church as soon as
understood how Catholicism’s ban on birth control and divorce could ruii
women’s lives. Sahar, a woman of my own generation, had made a choice exactl:
opposite to mine. Something was going on here, and I determined to try t
understand it.

I started with Arabic, the language of the Koran. Only one in five Muslims is a1
Arab; yet Arabic is the language in which the world’s more than one billio
Muslims—a fifth of the world’s population—talk to God.

The Arabic language is as tribal as the desert culture that created it. Each wor«
trails a host of relatives with the same three-letter cluster of consonants as it
root. Use almost any word in Arabic, and a host of uninvited meanings barge int:
the conversation. I learned that one of the words for woman, hormah, come
from the same root as the words for both “holy, sacrosanct,” and “sinful
forbidden.” The word for mother, umm, is the root of the words for “source
nation, mercy, first principle, rich harvest; stupid, illiterate, parasite, weak o
character, without opinion.” In the beginning was the word, and the word, i1
Arabic, was magnificently ambiguous.

The nature of the Arabic language meant that a precise translation of th
Koran was unobtainable. I found myself referring to two quite different Englis]
interpretations—George Sale’s for a feel for the poetry of the work, anc
Mohammed Marmaduke Pickthall’s for a clearer sense of what the text actuallr
said about sex and marriage, work and holy war. But even when the languag
was clear the message was often mixed. “Respect women, who have borne you,
the Koran says. But if wives are disobedient, “admonish them, send them to bed
apart, and scourge them.” To try to reconcile such conflicting instructions, I sa
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in on classes at the new women'’s religious schools springing up throughout th
region, and learned about the dozens of women who shaped the early history o
Islam. Again, ambivalence. Women behind the curtain of seclusion; women a
the forefront of Islamic holy war.

Meanwhile, in Afghanistan, Algeria and Sudan, Islamic fundamentalists wer
struggling into power. In Egypt and Jordan powerful minorities pushed thei
governments toward sharia—Tliterally, the road to the water hole, or the straigh
path of Islamic law. Muslims migrating to the West also were making demands
ban offensive books, let our daughters wear veils to school, give us sex
segregated classrooms.

Was it possible to reclaim the positive messages in the Koran and Islami
history, and devise some kind of Muslim feminism? Could Muslin
fundamentalists live with Western liberals, or would accommodating each othe
cost both of us our principles?

To find the answers, I did something so obvious I couldn’t believe it had taker
me a year to get around to it. I started talking to women.
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Chapter 1
THE HOLY VEIL

“Tell the believing women to lower their gaze and be modest and to display o
their adornment only that which is apparent and to draw their veils over thei
bosoms.”

THE KORAN
THE CHAPTER OF THE LIGHT

A the bus full of women inched and squealed its slow way

through Tehran traffic toward Khomeini’s home, I was the only
one aboard who wasn’t weeping. We eased to a stop beside ¢
black-bannered alley. The keening gained pitch, like a whistling
kettle reaching the boil. At the end of the alley was Khomeini’:
house and the small adjoining husseinya where he’d prayed anc
preached until just before his death five weeks earlier. Drenchec
with sweat and trying not to trip on my chador, I filed off the bu
and joined the tight black phalanx, making its way down the
alley with sobbing chants of “O Khomeini! O Imam!”

Ahead of us, a group of men entered the husseinya. They werz
factory workers from the city of Mashad, rubbing their tear
stained faces with callused fists. The balcony from whicl
Khomeini used to speak had been hastily glassed in since hi:
death because mourners had been shinnying up over the railing
to kiss and fondle his chair. Our group turned aside from the
husseinya to a curtained entrance flanked by femals
Revolutionary Guards. Under their chadors—the big blacl
squares of fabric tossed over the head and falling to the ankles—
the guards wore the same olive-drab uniform with its emblem o
a rifle, Koran and clenched-fist as their male counterparts



Behind the curtain, Khomeini’s widow waited to serve us tea.

In one corner of a cracked concrete courtyard, she sat flankec
by her daughter and daughter-in-law. With chadors pulled tigh
faround their squatting figures, they looked like a trio of ninepin:
rWaiting for a bowling ball. Khomeini’s wife Khadija, at seventy
five, had the crinkly face of a kindly grandmother. She peerec
through wire-rimmed glasses, smiling as she reached up :
/gnarled hand to greet me. When she held my hand and patted i
7gently, her chador slid backward to reveal a half inch of silve:
qroots topped by a tumble of carrot-colored curls. Until he
shusband’s death, Khadija had dyed her hair.

5 Somehow, I'd never imagined that the stony-faced ayatollat
lhad a wife—certainly not one with vamp-red hair. And I hadn”
1pictured him with the cute, giggling great-grandchildren whe
Sromped around us in the carpet-strewn courtyard. “I know tha

)

"when you saw him he looked very serious, even angry,” saic
Zahra Mostafavi, Khomeini’s forty-seven-year-old daughter. “Bu
-he wasn'’t like that with us. With children he made so many
_jokes. He used to let us hide under his robes when we were
1playing hide-and-seek.” According to Zahra, Khomeini had beer
squite the sensitive, New Age man, getting up in the night wher
shis five children were infants to take turns giving them thei
sbottles and never asking his wife to do anything for him—“no
seven to bring him so much as a glass of water.” The family
«snapshots being passed showed the ayatollah laughing merrily
-as a plump-fisted toddler tried to aim a spoonful of food at hi:

fgreatgrandfather’s mouth.



We squatted alongside the Khomeini womenfolk on rec
1Persian rugs spread over the concrete. “The carpets are al
tborrowed. The family doesn’t own anything this good,
Sexplained one of the Revolutionary Guards who had worked a:
_household help as well as bodyguard to Khadija for six years
1Handing us plastic plates with pictures of ducks on them, sh«
,offered dates and slices of watermelon. “I'm sorry we have

trec:eived you so simply,” Khadija said. “But all through his eighty

(seven years of life my husband insisted on simplicity.”

r Ruhollah, an impoverished clerical student from the dusty
village of Khomein, had been twenty-seven when he asked fos
1the hand of fifteen-year-old Khadija Saqafi. Her father, :
¢(prominent ayatollah (the word, meaning “reflection of God,” i
,applied to the most learned of the Shiite clergy), didn’t thinl
tmuch of the match. But Khadija felt differently. She hac
1glimpsed her suitor when, wrapped in a chador, she brought hinr
¢a glass of tea. She convinced her father to agree to the matct
after relating a dream in which the prophets proclaimec
_,Ruhollah from Khomein as destined to become a great religiou:

1leader.

1 She had been his only wife. Her public profile had been so low
rthat most Iranians didn’t even know her real name. “Someont
tmade a mistake once and wrote that her name was Batul, whicl
swas actually the name of her servant,” Zahra explained. “My
rmother hates the name Batul.” Still, the name stuck, because th
sayatollah would have frowned on calling attention to his wife by
asking for a correction. Despite her public anonymity, insider:
knew that Khadija’s influence counted. Men who wantec



1Khomeini’s ear, even on matters of state policy, would have thei:
lwives raise the issue with Khadjija.

)

The Khomeinis’ boxy, two-floor house contrasted sharply
Swith the opulent green marble palace of the former shah, now
"open nearby as the Museum of Reversion and Admonition. In the
"Khomeinis’ house, green paint peeled from the walls and a torr
“screen dangled from a window. In one bare room, the thin mat:
“that served as beds were rolled up and piled in a corner. In the

kitchen, an old-fashioned stove and an electric samovar were the
sonly appliances. “Once, when the imam saw that twe
rpomegranate seeds had fallen in the sink, he reminded me not tc
awaste food,” said the Revolutionary Guard who had been waiting
son us. “He was always reminding us to turn the lights off wher

cwe left aroom.”

1 Every small reminiscence brought a new flood of tears fron

the other guests. One of the loudest weepers, a woman from
'Lebanon’s Hezbollah—the Party of God—rose to her feet anc
1launc:hed into an emotional speech of thanks to the imam’
>widow for admitting us to the hallowed precincts of the imam’:
home. “O God, please send us patience,” she sobbed. “We hawv
scome to this place where the great imam used to breathe. Wk
shave all gathered here in this holy place to show our allegiance tc
1his way.”

’ The call to sunset prayer, wafting over the courtyard wal

“from a nearby mosque, was our signal that the tea party wa:

’over. In the corner, Khadija was already on her feet, on her way

;to wash for prayers. As we filed back into the bus, which nosec



rback through the traffic, the Hezbollah woman was stil
declaiming. “We have to divide our lives into two parts—befort
]and after Imam’s death,” she sobbed. “We haven’t yet had time tc
;understand the loss we’ve suffered.”

> I, for one, hadn’t had time to understand it. After the U. S
1Embassy occupation in 1979, Iran had been virtually closed t¢
sreporters from the American media. The rarely granted visas hac
ausually allowed no more than thirty-six hours in the country t¢
areport on a specific event. Before Khomeini’s death, I'd beer
»allowed in only once, in 1988, to cover the funerals of the 29(
>Iranian civilians killed when the cruiser U.S.S. Vincennes sho
sdown an Iranian Airbus on a scheduled flight across the Persiar
1Gulf.

But I needed to understand. What was happening to Muslin
\women from Algeria to Afghanistan had its roots here, in tha
1austere, boxy house in North Tehran. Somehow, Khomeini hac
lpersuaded women that the wearing of a medieval cloak was ¢
srevolutionary act. Something in his message had brough
sthousands of women into the streets to face the shah’s army anc
arisk their lives calling for the return of a code of laws tha
2allowed child marriage, polygamy and wife beating.

> Khomeini spoke with a voice that drew its authority from the

earliest days of Islam. Khomeini was a Shiite, a member of th«
lminority branch of Islam that had broken with the mainstrean
sin the years following the prophet Muhammad’s death. The
rmajority of the early Muslims agreed that their leader should b
lappointed by consensus of the elders, as was the long tradition o



lthe desert. Since the Arabic word for “tradition” is sunnah, they
abecame known as the Sunni Muslims. A minority, however, fel
>that Muhammad’s successor should come from within his owr
family, and chose his son-in-law and cousin, Ali. They were th
Shiat Ali, or Partisans of Ali, known today as Shiites. Because o
;their origins as dissenters, Shiites hold it an obligation tc
1question those in power, and revolt against them if necessary
,And because their origins lay in the defeat of Ali and his sons
,Shiites’ most profound identification is with the beaten anc
ypoor. Khomeini tapped all of those deep convictions when he
tlaunc:hed the revolution against the shahin 1978.

1 When Khomeini died in June 1989, Iran opened its doors t¢

any journalist who showed up. After the frantic funeral
1Hashemi Raf-sanjani held a rare press conference for foreigr
¢reporters. I went, wearing a black chador. Because such event:
jare always televised in Iran, I knew the press conference
,organizers wouldn'’t let me near a microphone with so much as
thair showing. But when I finally got to put my question abou
1the shape of the post-Khomeini power structure, Rafsanjan
tgazed at me, a hint of a smile playing on his moon-shaped face. “
have a question for you,” he said. “Why do you wear that heavy
veil when a simple scarf would do?”

2

. The huge, old-fashioned cameras of Iranian TV swung in mjy
;direction. What was I to say? That the chador was grea
.camouflage for getting into places I wasn’t supposed to go? That
;found its billowing folds less appallingly hot than the scarf-and
;coat alternative? That just a day earlier the same dress had beer

deemed inadequate by one of the functionaries from the Ministry



7of Islamic Guidance? (I'd been running to board a helicopter tc
tget to Khomeini’s graveside, and the gust from the rotor hac
1momentarily blown the chador aside, revealing my trousers anc
ashirt beneath. “Cover yourself!” the official yelled, his face full o
floathing.)

) Rafsanjani’s question was disingenuous. It took more than

‘simple scarf to escape the eighty-lash penalty with which Irar
’threatened women, even foreigners, who flouted the Islamic
1dlress code. Along with hair, all skin except face and hands and al
“curves of the body had to be concealed. For a second, I wonderec
if I should do as the Italian journalist Oriana Fallaci had done, ir
»an interview with Khomeini, and rip off the garment she’c
,dubbed a “filthy medieval rag.”
! “Im wearing it,” I said, “in a spirit of mutual respect.”

S

Rafsanjani looked taken aback. The two other Westerr
women reporters at the press conference rolled their eyes. Later

v

iI wished I'd spelled out more clearly what I'd meant to convey
ithat if I were prepared to respect Iranian society’s requirements
flran should be prepared to respect mine. But to most Iranians
]watching by the millions at home on TV for a hint about wha
their lives would be like after Khomeini, what I had said wasn”
important. What mattered was that Rafsanjani had sent them «
’signal of moderation. In the bazaar, the riyal surged against the
tdollar, as word went round that Rafsanjani had told a womar
Ireporter she could take off her chador. To the traders, any signa

“of liberalism meant good news for business.
1
To one or two people, what I had said did matter. That night :



>member of Iran’s small Christian community called on me at my
lhotel, berating me for missing a chance to speak out against hijal
lon behalf of all the women who hated being forced to wear it
fAnd a few days later Khomeini’s daughter Zahra invited me to :

conference sponsored by the Women’s Society of the Islami
1Republic of Iran titled “Aspects of His Highness Iman
,Khomeini’s Personality.” I studied the title with bemusement
.The only aspects of His Highness Imam Khomeini’s personality
iwas familiar with were his penchants for condemning novelist:
jto death, dispatching young boys to the war front as humar
Jminesweepers and permitting little girls to be married off at the
jage of nine.

The venue for the conference was Tehran’s Revolution Hotel

A prerevolutionary glass-walled elevator, designed to give a view

of the swimming pool, had been newspapered over for the

duration of the conference, so that religious women wouldn’t be

roffended by the sight of glistening male torsos. Since the
‘revolution, only men are allowed to swim in public.

It took about five minutes at the first evening’s ice-breaking

cocktail party—fruit-juice cocktails only; no un-Islamic alcohol—
to realize that I was odd woman out amid a female Who’s Who o

NV e =

Iran’s exported revolution. The delegates from Lebanon includec
_wives of the men most often named as heads of the hostage
;takers. The Turkish contingent included a student who hac
lbecome famous after being expelled from architecture school fo:
insisting on wearing an Islamic scarf to class. There were, a:
well, Muslim militants from Pakistan, Sudan, Guinea, Tanzania
India and South Africa. It was a group with a lot of enemies, anc



7the hotel was surrounded by a cordon of armed Revolutionary
bGuards. No one went in or out without permission.

The party dress code was basic black—layers of it. Chador:
‘were only the finishing touch over long pants, socks, calf-lengtt
“tunics and hoods called magnehs—a circle of fabric like a nun’:
'wimple that falls over head and shoulders, leaving just a hole fo:
“the face. As the black-cloaked figures milled around me, I begar

Lto feel I'd been locked up by mistake in some kind of conven

>from hell.
1

. The party chat left me a little at a loss. “Of course, Hong Kong
-people are brainwashed by colonialist-Zionists and don’t feel anjy

grief at the passing away of the imam,” said a diminutive
*Chinese woman named Khatima Ma, who introduced herself as :
’fellow reporter, working for the Hong Kong Muslim Herald. “The
“enemies of Islam, led by the Americans, want to see the Iraniar
“nation without a leader. Everybody expected turmoil here but
“thanks be to God, we don’t see it. Even though Hong Kong medi:

is completely under the control of the Zionists, they haven’t beer

yable to create any story about trouble in Iran.”

I asked the Turkish architecture student, now veiled excep
f’for her eyes and nose, why a Muslim country like Turkey was s¢
1insistent about secular dress. “You know, of course, that there
“are two kinds of Islam—American Islam and Muhammad’s Islamn
1—and in Turkey we have American Islam. In American Islam
‘religion is separate from politics, because it suits the superpowe:
*interests. Our government is very much afraid of Islamix

’revolution, because it wants to grovel to the West.”
1



7 I had been assigned an interpreter for the conference, a tall
pale young woman named Hamideh Marefat. When
;complimented her on her excellent English, she told me she hac
1pelrfected it during her time “in the nest.”

s “Excuse me?”

“In the nest. The nest of spies—the American Embassy,” she
said. Hamideh had been part of the black-veiled horde tha
occupied the embassy and held its personnel captive for 44«
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days. Her job had been to translate the hostages’ mail. I asked he;
yif she’d ever felt sympathy for them. “Sometimes,” she said
7when she read the letters from American schoolchildren, sent t«
acheer up the hostages. “But I knew they were spies who had triec
1to ruin this country. I was disappointed when we released them
2Personally, I thought they should be executed.”

! A South African student from the University of Cape Towr

'nodded in wistful agreement. Then she brightened. “At least, we
*will certainly execute Rushdie.” She had helped found a mosqus
Yin Cape Town dedicated to teaching “the line of the Imam.” Bu
there had been a recent setback when two of the mosque’:
tleading lights were put on trial for treason.

> The South African kept glancing uncomfortably at her Islamic

“sister from Guinea. This tall, stately woman would have stooc
lout in any crowd, but in this one she was particularly eye
’catching. Instead of shapeless black, she wore a length of lilac
“fabric wrapped closely around her sinuous curves. An end of the
-fabric draped loosely over her head, leaving most of one smoott
coppery shoulder bare. Naked toes peeped from under the hem o



,her lovely robe. Over the next few days I would notice one o;
Ianother of the Islamic sisters standing on tippy-toe, trying to tug
1the robe up over that shoulder or to wrap the end piece more
closely around her hair. Guineans and Iranians clearly had :
different definition of hijab.

The word “hijab” literally means “curtain,” and it is used ir
the Koran as an instruction to believers of Muhammad’s day or
how they should deal with the prophet’s wives: “If you ask hi:
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~wives for anything, speak to them from behind a curtain. This i
purer for your hearts and their hearts.” The revelation on hijat

)
1about to bed Zeinab, the most controversial of his brides.

came to Muhammad on one of his wedding nights, just as he wa:

Islamic scholars generally agree that the marriage to Zeinal
caused the most serious of several scandals surrounding the
1prophet’s ever growing number of wives. Visiting the house o
_his adopted son, Muhammad had glimpsed the young man’s wife
'only partially dressed. The woman was beautiful, anc
Muhammad quickly turned away, muttering a prayer agains

cT (v

;temptation. Believing Muhammad desired his wife, the young
man divorced her. Muhammad’s subsequent marriage to Zeinal
provoked uproar in the community, since it violated the rules o

“incest already set down in the Koran. The uproar subsided only

1when Muhammad had a new revelation proclaiming al

“adoptions invalid, and therefore exempting himself from the

“rule that barred a father from marrying the wife of his son.

_ The revelation of hijab put the prophet’s wives, including
fZeinab, into seclusion where they would be safer from scandal



rThe Koran’s instructions for women outside the prophet’
shousehold weren'’t as severe: ‘Tell the believing women to lowe:
atheir gaze and be modest, and to display of their adornment only
aithat which is apparent, and to draw their veils over thei:
bosoms.”

1 In Cairo, when Sahar began wearing hijab, I dug out this quot
1and argued with her that it made no reference at all to covering
shair. What it seemed to me to be asking was that womer
sconform to conservative norms of dress—in our day, to shun see
»through blouses and skimpy miniskirts. But Sahar replied that i
swas necessary to go beyond the Koran for guidance on suct
matters. She said that the sunnah, the “trodden path” o
,Muhammad—those things which he had said, done or permittec
_to be done in his presence—made it clear that “that which i
;apparent” meant only a woman’s face and hands. The rest of he:
J“adornment”—including ankles, wrists, neck—should be hidder
ifrom all men except her husband and a carefully specified list o
¢close male relatives to whom the Koran forbids marriage. That is
Jher father, brothers, father-in-law, nephews, sons and stepsons
;She can also be unveiled, the Koran says, before prepubescen
gpoys and “male attendants who lack vigor,” which ir
,Muhammad’s era probably meant eunuchs or old slaves.

1 But Sahar’s interpretation wasn’t universal. Some Muslin
awomen believed, as I did, that the religion only required them tc
dress within contemporary limits of modesty. Others insisted or
,going beyond a covered head to gloved hands and veiled faces
Darguing that the corruption of the modern world made mort
‘extreme measures necessary now than in the prophet’s day.



s At Cairo airport, the great crossroads of the Islamic world, i
rwas possible to see almost every interpretation of Islamic dress
/Women from Pakistan, on their way to jobs in the Gulf, floatec
rby in their deliciously comfortable salivar kameez—silky tunic:
drifting low over billowing pants with long shawls of matching
_fabric tossed loosely over their heads. Saudi women troc
;carefully behind their husbands, peering from behind gauzy face
;veils and 360-degree black cloaks that made them look, as Guy d¢
_Maupassant once wrote, “like death out for a walk.” Afghan
fwomen also wore 360-degree coverings, called chadris—colorfu
,crinkly shrouds with an oblong of embroidered lattice work ove:
¢the eyes. Women from Dubai wore stiff, birdlike masks of blacl
jand gold that beaked over the nose but left their luminous
Streacle-colored eyes exposed. Some Palestinians and Egyptian:
(wore dull-colored, floor-length button-through coats and whit«
head-scarves; others wore bright calf-length skirts with
fmatching scarves held in place by headbands of seed pearls.

, The oddest interpretation of Islamic dress I encountered wa:
.in the arid expanse of the Algerian Sahara, where the nomadic
ttribes known as Tuareg hold to the tradition that it is men whe
1should veil their faces after puberty, while women go barefaced
As soon as they are old enough to shave their beards and keep the
1Ramadan fast, the men must cover all but their eyes in a vei
ymade of yards of indigo cloth. “We warriors veil our faces so tha
,the enemy may not know what is in our minds, peace or war, bu
women have nothing to hide,” is how one Tuareg man explainec
;the custom. The Tuareg are Muslims, but their interpretation o:

‘the faith gives women considerable sexual freedom befort



tmarriage and allows close platonic friendships with men afte
.they wed. A Tuareg proverb says: “Men and women toward eact
lother are for the eyes, and for the heart, and not only for the
sbed.” Other Muslims find Tuareg customs close to heresy. In fact
rthe word “Tuareg” comes from the Arabic for “The Abandoned o
1God.”

Where women wore the veil, there was money to be made ir
?Islamic fashion. Cairo had the Salam Shopping Center for Veilec
'Women, a three-floor clothing emporium that stocked nothing
1but Islamically correct outfits. Most of the store was devoted tc
‘what the management thought of as “training hijab”—color
‘coordinated long skirts and scarves, long jackets studded witt
’rhinestones and bulging with oversized shoulder pads—tha
>covered the Islamic minimum. Ideally, explained one manager
“customers who started wearing such clothes, would gradually
'become more enlightened and graduate to dowdier colors anc
longer, more shapeless garments, ending up completely swathec
sin black cloaks, gloves and face veils. But these plain outfits
which cost around ten dollars, were hard to find amid the rack:
»of more profitable “high-fashion” hijab, where the cost for ar
.Islamically correct evening outfit could run to three or fow

atimes a civil servant’s monthly salary.

! In Beirut, in the basement of the Great Prophet Mosque

*Hezbollah established an Islamic-fashion factory to cash in or
tthe growing worldwide demand for hijab. “My Islam isn’t ¢
bunch of fighters. It’s a revolution of culture, of ideas,” enthusec
l'Cthe factory manager, a rotund woman who introduced herself a:
“Hajjia Zahra. Flipping through a German couture catalog, she



rshowed me how the latest styles in pockets, zips and sleeve:
1could be grafted onto the long, figure-hiding dresses the factory
sturned out by the hundreds. Around us, bolts of cloth soared tc
,the ceiling. She explained that the bright bales, the reds anc
fyellows, would be used for Hezbollah’s hot-selling line o
children’s clothes. The muted browns, grays and mossy green:
 were for the women’s fashions. “These are calm colors,” shz
1explained. “Part of the philosophy of Islamic dress is for a womazr
Jto project an aura of calm and tranquillity.”

> Hijab was the most obvious sign of the Islamic revival tha
-had swept up Sahar and so many other young women. It begar
1in 1967, after Egypt’s catastrophic loss to Israel in the Six-Day
tWar. To explain the humiliation, Muslim philosophers pointed t«
,the secularism of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s government, and urgec
7Egyptians to return to the Islamic laws they had abandoned
1Slowly, the number of veiled women began to increase.

1 But the real surge came with Iran’s theocratic revolution

'when donning hijab became a political as well as a religious act
’In 1935 the shal’s father had banned the chador. Reza Shal
'wanted his country to look modern and he thought the ancien
“black cloak didn’t. But devout women, especially the elderly
couldn’t suddenly make so drastic a change. In her memoir
,Daughter of Persia, Sattareh Farman Farmaian writes of he:
1mother’s desolation. “When my mother had learned that she wa:
1to lose the age-old modesty of her veil, she was beside herself
1She and all traditional people regarded Reza’s order as the wors
sthing he had yet done—worse than his attacking the rights of the

aclergy; worse even than his confiscations and murders.” Fearing



sthe shah’s displeasure, her husband ordered her to go out ir
7public unveiled. “The next day, weeping with rage anc
>humiliation, she sequestered herself in her bedroom.... As shxe
lwept she struggled futilely to hide her beautiful masses of waist
flength black hair under the inadequate protection of a smal
sFrench cloche.”

For others, the so-called liberating edict became a form o
1imprisonment. Men who had just begun allowing thei:
daughters to attend school revoked their permission when i
tmeant girls walking to class uncovered. Women who disobeyec
1ithe shah’s order and ventured into the streets veiled riskec
7having their coverings ripped off and scissored by soldiers
)Chador-wearing women were forbidden to use public
ltransportation and denied entry to many stores. Rather than risl
.such humiliation, many women simply stayed inside
Khomeini’s wife Khadija, for one, didn’t leave her house at all
Such confinement was a particular hardship at a time wher
'most homes didn’t have bathrooms and women gathered tc
;bathe and socialize during the women’s hours at loca
¢pathhouses—hamams. The ban was compulsory from 1935 unti
.1941, when draconian enforcement eased, but unveiling
"continued to be encouraged and women who wished to veil wert
;derided as backward.

s As revolutionary pressure mounted in the late 1970s
~wearing the chador became a symbol of protest against the shat
tand his Western backers. Some clerics advocated it for
apredictable reasons. If all women wore it, reasoned the Iraniar
scleric Ibrahim Amini, wives “could rest assured that thei



thusbands, when not at home, would not encounter a lewrc
lwoman who might draw his attention away.” In Britain, the
aMuslim scholar Shabbir Akhtar came up with an alternative
-rationale. The aim of the veil, he wrote, “is to create a truly erotic
lculture in which one dispenses with the need for the artificia
excitement that pornography provides.” In both cases, womer
gare expected to sacrifice their comfort and freedom to service the
rrequirements of male sexuality: either to repress or to stimulat
tthe male sex urge.

1 Neither of these arguments carried much weight with young
lintellectuals such as my Iranian interpreter, Hamideh Marefat
.For her, wearing the chador was, first and foremost, a politica
cact. Growing up in a middle-class home, she had never though
<of veiling until she started attending clandestine lectures by :
.charismatic young intellectual named Ali Shariati. Shariati
.Iranian-born and Sorbonne-educated, married his knowledge o
1Marxism to his own Iranian Shiite Islam, with its roots ir
>rebellion against the status quo after Muhammad’s death—anc
lcame up with a revolutionary creed designed to uplift the masse:
land challenge despots. Western dress, he said, was a form o:
simperialism, turning women’s beauty into a product o
acapitalism to be bought and sold, at the same time as it mads
third-world women dependent consumers of fast-obsolete
fashions. Muslim women, he urged, should assert their freedon
;by adopting Islamic dress. To young women such as Hamidel
rMarefat, the chador served much the same purpose as the deninr
overalls worn by the militant American feminist Andre:

1
erorkin. To Hamideh, the chador symbolized liberation. She pu



lit on a year before the Iranian revolution of 1978, and when she
aoccupied the U. S. Embassy, she wore it like a flag.

But by the time I met her, ten years later, the revolutionary
“thrill had started to wear off. Every time we got out of the sigh
Lo men, she’d shrug off the big black cloth with relief. “I wish I’c
'never put it on,” she confided one day. “In the beginning, it wa:
aimportant, to prove your revolutionary views. But now we don”
“have to prove that. You can be a revolutionary with just a scar:

and coat.”

> When I went to visit her at home, Hamideh looked preppy ir
‘pleated skirts, silk blouses and discreet gold jewelry. But wher
1she went out, she donned the full uniform of revolutionary
Yslam. For me, it was easier to deal with Hamideh in her chador
The things she said somehow seemed less jolting coming out o
"that anonymous darkness. In her family’s tastefully furnishec
fliving room, as we chatted about neutral subjects like Persiar
1poetry or the difficulty of meeting eligible men, it was easy tc
begin to see her as just another smart woman my own age witl
>whom I had a lot in common. Then she would run a hanc
Ethrough her bobbed chestnut hair and deliver an opinior
fdevastating in its extremism. “Israel has to be obliterated,” shx
“*would say, reaching for her teacup and taking a delicate sip. “I'nr

“looking forward to taking part in the war for its destruction.”

1

) While Sunni Muslims assume a direct relationship betweer
1believers and God, Shiites believe in the mediation of a highly
1trained clergy. Usually, each Shiite chooses a high-ranking

¢Clerical thinker and follows any religious ruling, or fatwa, from



athat person. Hamideh had chosen Khomeini, which meant tha
she ordered every detail of her life according to the opinions he
,setout in his eighteen volumes of religious interpretation. “Soms¢
tayatollahs say women must wear gloves,” she explained, “bu
jimam Khomeini says that the lower part of the hand can b
5uncovered.” Other ayatollahs considered the female voice
tarousing and barred women from speaking in mixed gathering;
gunless they first put a stone in their mouths to distort the sound
Khomeini, citing the prophet’s meetings with mixed groups o:
men and women, had no problems with the female speaking

lyoice.

1

;
.religious ruling. “For sure,” she said. “We don’t believe anj

I asked Hamideh if Khomeini could ever be wrong in :

éhuman being is infallible. But if I follow his fatwa, and it’s wrong
j—say I kill someone he orders me to, and the person is innocen
l—the person I killed will go to paradise, and the sin of the killing
)is on the one who issued the fatwa, not on me.”

1  Now that Khomeini was dead, Hamideh felt she couldn”
labandon the chador. To suddenly stop wearing it after his deatl
1might look as if her commitment to his line had weakened
2Articles in newspapers constantly reminded women that the
1chador was a “trench against Western values.” And men ir
positions of power believed it. One friend had gone to ar
1interview for a government job covering her hair and curve:
]with an Islamically impeccable coat and scarf. “You're naked,
,the interviewer snarled, and declined to hire her.

1 At first, I'd naively assumed that hijab would at least free



twomen from the tyranny of the beauty industry. But at the
aIranian Women’s Conference, locked up day and night with ¢
shotelful of Muslim radicals, I soon learned I'd been mistaken.

Y rd asked Hamideh to arrange a meeting for me with the

"women of Lebanon’s Hezbollah. The group’s strongholds were
“the Bekaa Valley and Beirut’s southern suburbs—no-go areas fo:
>Western journalists since the kidnapping of the Associated Pres:
“bureau chief, Terry Anderson. I wanted to ask about Anderson
fWho was spending his days chained to a radiator in a lightles:
>Beirut basement. To meet the women said to be married to hi:
captors seemed like the best chance I'd ever have to ge
1information for his desperate family.

’ Inthe end, Ilearned nothing about his plight, but meeting the

>women was instructive in other ways. They invited me to joir
tthem that evening for tea in their suite, provided that I promisec
>not to name them in any articles I wrote. When the door openec
to my knock, I thought I had the wrong room. The woman ir
tfront of me had frosted blond hair streaming to her waist. She
wwore a silk negligee with a deep plunge neckline. On the bec
.behind her, another woman lay languidly in a bust-hugging, slit
asided scarlet satin nightgown. Through the filmy fabrics, it wa:
10bvious that their bodies were completely hairless, like Barbie
1dolls. It was, they explained, sunnat, or Islamically
srecommended, for married women to remove all body hair every
"twenty days. The traditional depilatory was a paste of sugar anc
lemon that tugged the hairs out by the roots. Muslim men, they
,said, also should remove their body hair. For men, ths
‘recommended time between depilation is forty days.



> It took a few minutes to recognize the bleached blonde as thx«
1same woman who had wailed the emotional eulogy at the
Khomeini house. When I mentioned my surprise at the way shz
_looked, she laughed. “This is how we are at home,” she said
;striking a seductive pose. “Islam encourages us to be beautifu
'for our husbands.” I suddenly understood why Khadija
Khomeml s widow, had hennaed her hair to carrot-orange, anc
Why an inch of gray had grown in since she stopped doing it or
Sher husband’s death.

s  Her daughter Zahra somehow didn’t seem like the carrot-cur
ttype, or the plunge-neck negligee type, for that matter. Under he:

chador, she wore matronly twin sets and tweedy skirts—donnist
.clothes for a donnish woman who taught philosophy at the
;University of Tehran.

1 It took me three years and many meetings before she relaxec
lenough to allow me to see her in anything but her chador. Ever
1in a room full of women, she rarely let the chador fall from ¢
aclenched-fist grip that kept it pulled down past her brows and uj
lover her lips. The style led to confusing graphics in the Women’:
-Society literature. The Society liked to promote its prominen
swomen—its members of Parliament, artists and authors. But ir
aphotographs everyone came out looking exactly the same: a little
swhite triangle, apex down, inside a big black triangle, apex up.

/

: Once, during the Tehran conference, Zahra momentarily le

go of her chador, revealing some lip and chin. Someone’s flast
’bulb popped. Consternation. Could whoever had taken the
“picture please hand over the film? The Women’s Society woulc



adevelop it, excise the offending picture and send back the rest o
athe shots on the roll, along with an appropriate picture of Mrs
aMostafavi. All eyes in the room turned to me. As a journalist,
,was the prime suspect. Flapping my chador to prove there wa:
Inothing up my sleeve, I explained that I didn’t have a camer:
,with me. A sheepish Khatima Ma confessed to being the culprit
1As she handed over the film, she looked a little crestfallen at the
1Hong Kong Muslim Herald’s lost scoop.

Zahra Mostafavi was a heavy-set woman, pallid and jowly
lwith the same fierce profile and intense expression as her father
rAustere wire half-spectacles perched on her nose and ar
1elaborate diamond-encrusted gold ring flashed on her hand. A:
shead of the Women’s Society, she was the most politically active

of Khomeini’s three surviving daughters. Sedigheh, a widow
1lived quietly with her seven children. Farideh, a theology scholar

Jwas married to a rug merchant in Gum.

1 Zahra’s position as a philosophy professor was quite ar
yachievement for a woman who had never been to school. Like
smany religious Iranians before the revolution, Khomeini refusec
tto send any of his children to what he felt was the corrupt state
1irun  education system. Zahra was educated at home by
shandpicked men of religion. Every day, at her request, her fathe:
tutored her himself for half an hour. Zahra found herself drawr
ttoward metaphysics and to Western philosophers such a:
1Bertrand Russell and Immanuel Kant.

> Khomeini, she said, was an easygoing parent most of the
1time, but unyielding on Islamic issues. “If I wanted to play at :



fhouse, and he knew there was a boy there, he would say, ‘Don*
.go there, play at home,” she recalled. “You couldn’t say, ‘Comse
Ion, Dad, let me go,’ because what he said was based on Islam, no
son his own opinion.”

' Once she finished her studies, Khomeini began to scrutiniz

‘potential husbands. Zahra turned down three suitors he
“suggested before accepting the fourth. “My father would come t
me and say, ‘T've chosen one, I think he’s not bad, he has this anc
,that characteristic, but it’s up to you.” All were men she had me
.through the family. “It wasn'’t as if they were strangers. I knew
1what they were all like; I waited for the one that I knew woulc
ssuit me.” She chose an academic, who now heads an educationa
othink tank. As a married woman, she stayed behind when the
,shah ordered her father into exile. But she would visit him eacl
year, returning with revolutionary tracts and tapes hidden in he:
clothes. Back in Tehran, she would go out at night to distribute
1them. “I'd take my son and have him scramble up trees and drog
acopies over people’s fences,” she recalled.

1 Her own daughter, coming of age after the Islamic revolution
-didn’t face the kinds of restrictions that had kept Zahra mostly a:
rhome. Once the revolutionaries gained control and purgec
rinstitutions such as schools, universities, banks and businesses
1Khomeini had no objection to the participation of womer
s(correctly veiled) in politics and the economy. So hi:
granddaughter went to law school, married a cardiac surgeon
.and wound up living in London while her husband completed hi:
;training.



t Inthe winter of 1993, when Khadija needed specialist medica
acare, Zahra didn’t hesitate to bring her to London. I had movec
tfrom Cairo to London by then, and was surprised to get a cal
inviting me to lunch with her at the Iranian consulate. It was the
_week of the fourth anniversary of her father’s death sentence or
;Salman Rushdie, and to mark British displeasure the foreigr
;secretary had met with Rushdie. The Iranians, miffed, hac
jimmediately raised the visa fee for British travelers to Iran to :
tstaggering £504.

v But Zahra waved all that off with a flick of her plump wrist
1She had never been an easy person to chat with: every
lconversation I'd ever had with her started with the word:
2“Bismillah al rahman al rahim [In the name of God, the
1compassionate, the merciful]”—always a disincentive to smal
rtalk. As well, the combination of growing up in a preacher’
home and working as a university lecturer had left her with ¢
stendency to monologue. Once she got going it was hard tc
interject a question, much less hold anything that resembled ¢
conversation.

U

t But over lunch in London she seemed much more relaxed
1Encouraging me to take more rice, more chicken, more kebab
,and piling her own plate with healthy portions, she talkec
1merrily about the pleasures of London: the trees, the wids
savenues, the polite people. I knew that Khomeini, when he wen
,into exile in France, had averted his eyes on the drive from th¢
sairport to his residence, so as not to be contaminated by :
Western environment. At his house outside Paris he’d had the
pedestal toilet removed and a humbler, oriental-style squa



lversion installed. Zahra smiled when I asked if the un-Islamic
latmosphere of London bothered her. “I have no problems here,
Ishe said. The only slight unpleasantness had occurred when ar
2Iranian exile who recognized her in the street had shouted ar
1abusive remark about her father. “Of course, I don’t like anyone
1to insult my father, but he was always ready to forgive anything
laimed at him personally. It was attacks on Islam that he couldn”
iforgive.”

In her chador, Zahra stood out on the streets of London. Manj
.devout Iranian women didn’t wear their chadors in the West fo:
7that reason. One of the main objectives of hijab is to make :
swoman less eye-catching. In London, a chador drew many more
astares than a scarf and coat would have. But for Zahra the chado:
lwas like a second skin that couldn’t be discarded.

S

One reason she had invited me to the consulate was to show
1off the women diplomats working there. One handlec
Yinternational law, another studied the status of women ir
Britain. Their presence was something of a triumph for the
Women’s Society, which had pushed to have women assignec

.abroad.

> These women were an entirely different group from the
1modelrn, middle-and upper-class minority who had thrivec
“under the shah’s liberalizations, many of whom were destroyec
tby the revolution. One, Esfand Farrokhrou Parsa, the firs
"woman in the Iranian cabinet, had been wrapped in a sack anc
'machine-gunned for the crimes of “corruption on earth

“expansion of prostitution and warring against God.” What she
t



~had done was direct schoolgirls not to veil and order textbook:
"revised to present a more modern vision of women. Hundreds o
wwomen had been imprisoned for refusing to follow
1revolutionary dictates; thousands fled into exile.

-

But others, from poor, conservative, rural families, emergec
>for the first time from behind the high walls of the andarun—th
twomen’s quarters of traditional homes where the vast majority
of Iranian women used to live their entire lives. Khomein
7encouraged these women to come into the streets, where they
rhad never been welcome, to demonstrate for the revolution. Ht
1even stated that they didn't need their male guardian’
apermission to leave the house for such a purpose. His views or
rthe matter weren’t, he said, his views at all, but the literal laws o:
Islam. If Muhammad’s sunnah was that women could marry a
]nine, then of course they could marry at nine. If it said they
1couldn’t be judges, then of course they’d be banned from the
1benc:h. But if it said they could do other things—run a business
,as the prophet Muhammad’s first wife had done, or tend the sick
ior even ride into battle, as women of the prophet’s era had—ther
of course Iranian women must be permitted to do the same
Suddenly, because the imam had spoken, conservative fathers
“husbands and brothers had to listen. To women who would havt
1spent their lives in seclusion, wearing a head covering was ¢

small price to pay in return for the new freedoms.

| e S

Still, it intrigued me that, while public pressure and state law:
could be brought to bear to force women into hijab, no one
:seemed to pay much attention to Islam’s dress code for men. The
"Koran urged men, as well as women, to be modest. Muhammad’:



ssunnah was unambiguous on the matter: as women must cove:

fall but hands and face, men were obliged to cover the area of the

7body from navel to knee. The covering had to be opaque anc
loose-fitting enough to conceal the bulge of male genitals.

1 But all over the Islamic world men flouted that code. Crotch
shugging jeans were the fashion among the youths of the Gulf
7Soccer players—national heroes—competed in thigh-high shorts
iTop-rating televised wrestling matches featured sweaty men ir
7jockstraps. At the Caspian Sea, where Iranian women had tc
aswim in chadors, no one insisted that the men wear swimsuit:
scovering their navels.

! The hypocrisy was especially evident at Iranian socce:

matches, where chador-wearing women couldn’t take their son:
o see a game because the male players weren’t Islamically
’dressed. Meanwhile, the same matches were televised nightly or
“state TV that called itself the Voice and Vision of the Islamic
’Republic. Whenever 1 asked Iranians about this, they woulc
ssimply laugh or shrug. “Women are supposed to leave the roon
Yif their husbands want to watch football,” one friend said. “Ever
"this government knows there’s a limit. You can ask a country tc
'make many sacrifices, but expecting men to give up watching

“football would be pushing things too far.”
1
The answer, of course, went much deeper. In Muslim societie!

men’s bodies just weren’t seen as posing the same kind of threa
>to social stability as women’s. Getting to the truth about hijat
“was a bit like wearing it: a matter of layers to be stripped away, «

“piece at a time. In the end, under all the concealing devices—tht
5



rchador, jalabiya or abaya, the magneh, roosarie or shayla—wa:
athe body. And under all the talk about hijab freeing women fromr
lcommercial or sexual exploitation, all the discussion of hijab’:
potency as a political and revolutionary symbol of selfhood, wa:
_the body: the dangerous female body that somehow, in Muslin
:.society, had been made to carry the heavy burden of male honor.
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chador, jalabiya or abaya, the magneh, roosarie or shayla—was
the body. And under all the talk about hijab freeing women from
commercial or sexual exploitation, all the discussion of hijab’s
potency as a political and revolutionary symbol of selfhood, was
the body: the dangerous female body that somehow, in Muslim
society, had been made to carry the heavy burden of male honor.



Chapter 2
WHOM NO MAN SHALL HAVE

DEFLOWERED BEFORE THEM

“The whore, and the whoremonger, shall ye scourge with an hundred stripes
And let not compassion towards them prevent you from executing th
judgement of God.”

THE KORAN
THE CHAPTER OF THE LIGHT

The operating theater was a whitewashed cavern gouged ou

of an African hillside. In its bleaching light, the patient’s flesl
looked like a slab of putty. Reaching wrist-deep into ar
abdominal incision, the surgeon grasped the woman’s slippery
glistening uterus as if it were the enemy.

The patient, at forty, was an old woman by the harst
reckoning of this Ethiopian province. She was a survivor o
famine, war and the routine violence waged against women by
the country’s ancient customs. At the age of eight, she had beer
held down while her clitoris was scraped away with an unclear
knife and the raw flesh sealed with inch-long acacia thorns. Or
her wedding night, her husband had to use his dagger to slice hi:
way into the jagged cicatrix that had become her genitals. Tha
pain had been the prelude to recurring agonies as she deliverec
four children through a birth canal choking on its own sca:
tissue. Here, one in five births ends in the mother’s death.

That risk, at least, would soon be over. Wrapping her glovec
fingers around the woman’s diseased uterus, the surgeon hackec
with unexpected force at the last shreds of tissue holding it ir



place, bracing her foot against the operating table as she tuggec
the organ free. The smell in the small, rock-walled room was
pungent medley of ether, disinfectant and freshly butcherec
meat.

Wielding clamps the wrong shape for pelvic surgery anc

;aged, bent suturing needles, the doctor paused from time to timz

to wring blood from the swabs packing the patient’s abdomen
“We have a shortage of gauze.” she explained.

t Abrehet Gebrekidan was used to shortages of almos
everything, except patients. In 1977 she left her job at Syracust
Medical Center in New York to join a ragtag secessionis
~movement waging Africa’s longest war. As an obstetrician anc
gynecologist, she knew her skills would be needed in the
1mountain hideouts from which her people, the Eritreans, fough
fEthiopian annexation from 1962 until the central governmen
]fell in 1991.

1 When I met her, late in 1989, Dr. Abrehet worked in a hospita
ywhose “wards”—thatched shelters with saline drips hanging
yfrom tree branches—rambled for almost three miles through
ssteep-walled mountain valley. Much of her work had nothing tc
tdo with the war. Instead, it involved saving women from the
jworst consequences of genital mutilation. In Eritrea, girls wert
rsubjected to both clito-ridectomy—the excision of the clitoris—
and infibulation—the cutting away of the labia and the sealing o
the wound to leave only a tiny opening for urination anc
menstruation. If the malnourished little girls didn’t bleed tc

1death from the procedure itself, they often died from resulting



linfections or debilitating anemia. In others, scar tissue trappec
1urine or menstrual fluid, causing pelvic infections. Women witt
1scar-constricted birth canals suffered dangerous and agonizing
childbirth. Sometimes the baby’s trapped head led to fata
jhemorrhage or ruptured the bladder, causing seepage of urine
_that made the woman smell like a latrine and poisoned her late:
tfetuses.

With antiquated equipment, each procedure took muct
tlonger than it should. The hysterectomy, a job of about an hou:
.and a half at Syracuse Medical Center, dragged on into the night
;From first incision to final, awkward suture took Dr. Abrehe
1almost five hours. Outside, the next case, a thirteen-year-old
waited patiently for the operation that would reconstruct he:
vaginal wall. The girl, a Muslim nomad, had been married at ten

(gu ol T W

Her husband’s rough intercourse had been too much for he:
immature body, tearing the tissue that divides the vagina fron
the rectum. The girl had run away from her husband and joinec
the Eritrean guerrillas. They had enrolled her, for the first time
in school, and brought her to Dr. Abrehet.

1
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Above her green surgical mask, Dr. Abrehet’s sweaty brow
_bore a crudely tattooed cross. Eritrea, an England-sized wedge o:
;land along Ethiopia’s coast, has three and a half million people
:divided almost equally between highland-dwelling Christian:
fand coastal-lowland Muslims. Dr. Abrehet drew her patient:
1from both communities. The practice of mutilating women’:
,genitals in Eritrea predated the arrival of both religions, and fo
;hundreds of years neither faith had questioned it. The Eritreans
Dguerrilla movement was among the few African organization:



1trying to wipe it out. The campaign was part of a wider agenda o
1promoting women’s rights that included reforming lanc
sdistribution to give women a share and pressing for women':
Irepresentation in politics.

®  “We can’t force them, we can only teach them,” said Amin:
‘Nurhussein, one of six women elected to the Eritreans’ seventy
one-member policy-making body. Infibulation had begun tc
1decline in the highland areas, where the predominantly
rChristian population saw the custom as a cultural duty rathe:
.than a religious command. But in the Muslim lowlands the issuc
tremained extremely sensitive. As a Muslim herself, Amin:
,understood the obstacles. “The women have been told it
rwritten in the Koran that they must do these things,” she said
.She could tell them it wasn’t but, as an outsider and a woman
rher word meant little against the word of the village sheik.

! Educating the women so that they could read the Koran fo:

lihemselves was the keystone in the Eritreans’ patient campaigr
’against genital mutilation. A year before I met her, Aset Ibrahin

would have told anybody who asked that clitoridectomy anc
sinfibulation were essential to a woman’s beauty and well-being
f“My mother, my grandmother and my great-grandmother al
2told me it was right, that without it a woman wouldn’t be able t¢
scontrol herself, that she would end up a prostitute,” said Aset, :
sbeautiful twenty-eight-year-old whose own genitals had beer
smutilated when she was about seven years old. “I even learned tc
rbelieve that it looked nicer that way. We grow up reciting the

’saying, ‘A house isn’t beautiful without a door.

S



f As it turned out, infibulation hadn’t saved her from
lprostitution. Because of her beauty, Aset had been forced intc
sservitude by the Ethiopian army, required to work as a domesti
servant and sometime prostitute in a soldiers’ barracks. Wher
,the town fell to the Eritreans, the guerrillas offered Aset a chanc
_to train for four months as a birth attendant, learning nutrition
,hygiene, family planning and midwifery. Part of the cours:
,covered the dangers of genital mutilation, information that Ase
[IOW passes on to each of her patients.

> Aset’s job wasn’t easy: she had to talk her patients out o
1ancient practices such as placing heavy stones on the bodies o
slaboring women to hasten delivery, or firing off rifles next tc
.their ears to “frighten” the baby out of the womb. Traditionally
,infibulated women are restitched after each childbirth, ar
excruciating procedure that delays recovery and increases th

rrisk of infection.

1 “Now I know there’s no use to it, and as I was convinced
1thope I'll convince others. But it’s a difficult job,” Aset said
1Sometimes women demanded the stitches because they fearec
.their husbands’ rejection. Others just didn’t believe Aset’
lassertion that the practice was damaging. If a woman insisted
»Aset reinfibulated her, hoping at least that the clean instrument:
1she used would do less damage than those of the traditional loca
1midwife, who would almost certainly be called in if she refused.

> Because some Christians and animists also practice genita

"mutilation, many Muslims resent the way it is linked mos
closely with-their own faith. But one in five Muslim girls live:



1today in a community that sanctions some sort of interferencs
>with her genitals.

Widespread mutilation seems to have originated in Stone Ag
central Africa and traveled north, down the Nile, into ancien
3Egypt. It wasn’t until Arab-Muslim armies conquered Egypt ir
"the eighth century that the practices spread out of Africa in
“systematic way, parallel to the dissemination of Islam, reaching
tas far as Pakistan and Indonesia. They drifted back to a few
places on the Arabian Peninsula: in the Buraimi Oasis in the
fUnited Arab Emirates, it was traditional until a few years ago tc
fremove about an eighth of an inch of the clitoris from all six
yyear-old girls. Asked the reasons for the practice, the Buraim
swomen couldn’t give any. Well versed in their religion, thejy
1knew that no such practice was advocated in the Koran, and they
swere aware that many neighboring tribes didn’t do it. But they
knew that what they hoped for from the operation was tc
Isafeguau:d their daughters’ chastity, because upon that chastity

| depended the honor of the girls’ fathers and brothers.

1 While some Muslims protest the linkage of mutilation witl
stheir faith, few religious figures speak out against the practice
,and numerous Islamic texts still advocate it. In Australia, I once
sheard an educated and articulate young Muslim expres:
lgratitude for the removal of part of her own clitoris: “It remind:
me that my marriage is about more important things thar
jpleasure,” she said.

t In London in 1992, Donu Kogbara, a Sunday Time.
sinvestigative reporter, had no trouble finding a doctor whe



2agreed to remove her clitoris, even though the operation ha:
been banned in Britain since the Prohibition of Femal:
_Circumcision Act was passed in 1985. The reporter simply tolc
;the Harley Street doctor, Farouk Siddique, that her fiance wa:

1insisting she have the operation before their marriage.

1 In most Muslim countries women are the custodians of thei:
zmale relatives’ honor. If a wife commits adultery or a daughte:
7has sex before marriage, or is even suspected of having done so
athey dishonor their father, their brothers and sometimes the
>whole family that bears their name. To lessen or destroy sexua
-pleasure is to lessen temptation; a fallback in case the religiou:
iinjunctions on veiling and seclusion somehow fail to do the job.

’ Yet the lessening of women’s sexual pleasure directly
’contradicts the teachings of Muhammad.

;

,  To Muslims, every word of the Koran is sacrosanct. “There it

;1o doubt in this book,” the Koran says, and every Muslinr
believes that its 6,000 verses constitute the direct instruction o
God. But there are debates about Islam’s second source o

'religious instruction: the massive body of hadith, or anecdota

traditions about the prophet’s life and sayings, compiled by the

“early Muslims in a formidable research effort in the twe

Scenturies following Muhammad’s death. Because Muslims fee

>that emulation of Muhammad is ideal, every detail of his habits

'no matter how apparently trivial, has been preserved from the
accounts of his survivors. The result is a collection of anecdotes

seach with a genealogy that documents the source of the story

»and exactly how and through whom it was passed on. Eacl



) «

stradition gets a ranking: “true,” “good” or “weak.” Thus, Muslin
ascholars can make their own determination about whether the
1chain of transmission is reliable.

> From the study of hadith, various schools of Islamic though

have emerged, and within those schools, particular teacher:
rhave developed wide followings. Most agree on what is haram, o:
rforbidden, such as eating pork and drinking alcohol, and also or
,what is wajib, or obligatory, such as the content and timing o
athe five daily prayers. A Muslim sins either by doing a forbidder
lact or by neglecting an obligatory one. In between, though, art
smakruh, or discouraged and unbecoming acts; and sunnat acts
which are desirable but not obligatory.

7 To most Muslim men, growing a beard is sunnat—a desirabl

act that expresses humility and emulates the prophet. A man wil
Sbe rewarded for doing it; he won’t be punished for neglecting tc
1do it. In the Muslim communities that practice female genita
Emutilation, removing the clitoris is on a par with growing ¢
¢beard—a sunnat act. Some Muslims believe Muhammad’
jsunnah—tradition or “trodden path”—encouraged the remova
,of one third of a female child’s clitoris. The majority of Muslim:
;say no such sunnah exists. The evidence supports the latter view
lfor there is an immense body of hadith in which Muhammad anc

his closest disciples extol women’s sexuality and their right tc
;sexual pleasure.

, Many hadith reveal that Muhammad loathed the kind o
7sexual repression required by Christianity’s monastic traditions
10ne night, when a woman came to Muhammad’s house t«



1complain that her husband, Othman, was too busy praying tc
shave sex, Muhammad was so irritated that he didn’t even wait tc
put on his shoes. He went straight to Othman’s house, his shoe:
in his hand, and berated him: “O Othman! Allah didn’t send m:¢
for monasticism, rather he sent me with a simple and straigh

t

[72]

rlaw. I fast, pray and also have intimate relations with my wife.’
,Compare that with St. Paul to the Corinthians: “It is good for :
gman not to touch a woman.... But if they cannot exercise self
jcontrol, let them marry: for it is better to marry than to burn.’
_Muslims see the West’s sexual revolution as an inevitable
freaction to churches that tried to suppress and make shamefu

‘the God-given sexual urge.

To Muhammad, sex within marriage was to be enjoyed by the¢
ihusband and wife alike. He especially encouraged foreplay
)“When any one of you has sex with his wife, then he should no
180 to them like birds; instead he should be slow and delaying,” he
1said. Once, discussing cruelty, he cited intercourse withou
Sforeplay as a form of cruelty to women.

1 Nor does Islam set limits on the kind of sex married couple:
scan enjoy. “Your wives are your tillage,” says the Koran. “Go ir
,therefore unto your tillage in what manner soever ye will.” Mos'
1Islamic scholars interpret this to mean that all kinds o
yintercourse, including oral sex, are permissible. As for position:
for intercourse, there are few taboos for enthusiastic lovers. It i
gmakruh, or discouraged, to make love standing up, or with eithe:
‘the head or the rear end facing Mecca. The few unequivoca
;don'ts in Islamic marital life—don’t, for example, make love tc
your wife after she’s dead—reveal the religion’s willingness t¢



ycontemplate the gamut of sexual possibilities.

> Islam is one of the few religions to include sex as one of the

>rewards of the afterlife—although only for male believers. One o
“the Koran’s many descriptions of paradise reads like a brochure
tfor a heavenly whorehouse. In a fertile garden with fountain:
"and shade, male believers will be entertained by gorgeou:
}supernatural beings with “complexions like rubies and pearls,’
"whose eyes will be incapable of noticing another man, anc

”

“whom no man will have deflowered before them.”

2

1 If Muslim women aren’t mentioned as partaking in thi:
sexual afterlife, at least they are provided for on earth. In manj
Muslim countries, one of the few grounds on which a woman car

“initiate divorce under Islamic law is the failure of her husband t«

“have sex with her at least once in four months. The reason: :

tsexually frustrated wife is more easily tempted to commi

“adultery, which leads to fitna, or the social chaos of civil war.
t
“Almighty God created sexual desire in ten parts; then he gave

nine parts to women and one to men,” said Ali, the husband o:
*Muhammad’s beloved daughter Fatima and the founder of Shiitc
Islam. At my Catholic school, we were taught the reverse: girls
‘the less sexually active gender, had to guard their behavio:
fbec:ause boys, driven crazy by lust, weren’t capable of guarding
Stheirs. In either culture, women somehow managed to get the
>wrong end of the stick. Women bear the brunt of fending of
‘social disorder in the Catholic tradition because they aren’
1c:onsidered sexually active, and in the Muslim tradition becaust

>they are. It is this notion of women’s barely controllable lust tha:
)



often lies behind justifications for clito-ridectomy, seclusion anc
,veiling. “You think we hide our women because we’re confusec
:fabout sex,” a Saudi friend named Abdulaziz said to me one day
.“On the contrary. We hide them because we’re not confused.”

s But it continued to confuse me. In Saudi Arabia, I got to know
sa couple who had fallen in love over the phone. He edited ¢
"magazine; she contributed a poem. He called her to discuss it:
lpublication, and the two of them were soon having long
intimate discussions on poetry and politics. They agreed t¢
;marry before they ever met.

7 Like most Saudi homes, theirs had two entrances—one for
1men, one for women. I arrived at the high-walled villa one nigh
)for a party. White-robed men moved to the front door. Thei:
awives, black-veiled and clutching colorfully dressed toddlers
tmade their way to an entrance at the side.

Each door opened on a large, sofa-lined salon, the women’:
adecorated in floral pink cottons and plush carpet; the men’s ¢
fmore austere and formal room. The two groups didn’t mingle
2But there was one male guest the hosts particularly wanted mx
,to meet: an academic who had been jailed for political views tha
rpitted him against the Saudi monarchy. To talk with him, I hac
yto break with convention and sit with the men. When I returnec
2to the women’s salon, the man’s wife winked at me. “You just dic
fme a great favor,” she said. “My husband loves to talk politics
tAnd talking politics to a woman is sure to have made himr
2aroused. Now I can’t wait to get him home. I know I'll have grea
tsex with him tonight.” I blushed. The woman laughed. “You



1Westerners are so shy about sex,” she said. “Here, we talk about i
1all the time.”

Although Saudi women wanted large families, none of then
would have understood the Catholic notion that sex was purels
rfor procreation. The prophet Muhammad had children only ir
1his first marriage, yet he enjoyed sexual relations with all hi:
slater wives, some of whom were beyond childbearing age. Hz
,also sanctioned coitus interruptus, the common birth contro
»method of the day.

The issue of contraception arose when Muslim soldiers begar
rto win big victories. Women were part of the booty of war, anc
tthe Koran gave men sexual rights over their war-captive slaves
rBut Muhammad introduced new limits on these rights. First, the
,Koran encouraged Muslims to free their slaves “if you see any

good in them”; a novel and highly unpopular idea in an economy
sthat thrived on the slave trade. The Koran also enjoined Muslim:
jpot to force female slaves to have sex, if the women wanted t«
preserve their chastity.

> Contraception became important because any Muslim’s slave
twho bore her owner’s child could not be sold and wa:
lautomatically freed on the man’s death. Her child, meanwhile
1became the owner’s heir. For a soldier who didn’t want to lose thz
Imarketability of his captives, or see his estate dispersed among
.slave-born offspring, preventing pregnancy became essential tc
1preserving wealth. Muhammad told a soldier to go ahead anc
tpractice withdrawal, for if God really wanted to -creat:
1something, no human action could prevent it.



t Islamic jurisprudence tries to keep up with modern sexua
dilemmas by applying ancient reasoning to contemporary

1c:irc:umstanc:es. For instance, Islamic scholars have ruled tha

7
1
S

artificial insemination is permissible, but only with the sperm o
a woman’s own husband. Citing the Koranic injunction tha
believers should “guard their private parts except from thei:

)

.spouses,” most Muslims rule out the use of donor sperm. Bu
iwhat if a couple, desperate for a child, transgresses this ruling
and conceives a baby through insemination by donor sperm
Whose child is it, for purposes of Islamic custody or inheritance

11aws?
When the Shiite jurist, Mohamed Jawad al-Mughniyah, wa:

;asked to rule on such a case, he referred to an ancient inheritance
]battle in which a woman had intercourse with her husband, ther
went straight to her slave girl and had lesbian relations. Th

~

;semen of the woman’s husband supposedly flowed to the vagin:

)of the slave, impregnating her.

After explaining the punishment to be meted out to the twrc
_women for having illicit lesbian sex, the imams ruled that the
;slave’s child was the heir of the owner of the semen. Following
that judgment, Sheik al-Mughniyah ruled that the child of donor
:sperm insemination must always be considered to have beer

-

fathered by the sperm donor. It can’t be considered as related to

W U9

or an heir of, its mother’s husband.

1 The more time I spent in Muslim countries, the more the
sparadox between sexual license and repression bewildered me
One hot summer day in Iran, I traveled to the religious center o



1Gum with Nahid Aghtaie, a medical student who had abandonec
7her studies in London to return and take part in her country’:
tIslamic revolution. A gold-domed mosque dominates Gum'’s fla:
fdesert skyline, and its mirror-tiled interior houses the remains o:
ta saintly Shiite woman, Fatima Massoumah (Fatima the Chaste
rOne). Iranians generally don’t let non-Muslims enter importan
tshrines but Nahid, saying the regulation came not from Islan
sbut from narrow-mindedness, had insisted I ignore it.

As Nahid washed for prayer, I wandered through the
“mosque’s vast forecourt, watching families setting out picnics ir
its blue-tiled enclaves. Eventually I became aware that ¢
sturbaned man was following me. He was a youth with a wispy
abeard, wearing the pale green gown and thin black cloak of ar
1Iranian cleric in training. Gum is full of such young men. As
sturned around, he took a step closer and whispered something
wurgent, in Farsi: “Honim sigheh mishi?” 1 was worried that he’c
spotted me as a non-Muslim and was asking me to leave. I pullec
,my chador tighter across my face and walked briskly away fron
,him with downcast eyes. Finding Nahid, I joined her in the pres:
;of bodies surging toward the women’s entrance. At the door we
ihanded over our shoes and passed into the shrine’s shimmering
1interior.

, Inside, tongues of light from a chandelier danced off the glas:
mosaics and spilled over intricate enamel medallions set ir
_.carved marble. Nahid made her way through the crowd o
“women and wrapped her hands around the pillars of beater
ésilver that formed a tall cage around Fatima’s tomb. She stooc
between a toothless crone and a pregnant girl, offering prayers tc



1this female saint who might sympathize with womanly
sproblems.

¢ Months later, describing the beauty of the place to an Iraniar

ffriend, I mentioned how glad I was to have seen it, and how I’c
3very nearly been evicted by a mullah. My friend laughed. “I don*
tthink he doubted you were a Muslim. He was asking you tc
'marry him.” What he had asked—“Does the lady want :
temporary marriage with me?”—had been an invitation to ar
sexclusively Shiite contract named sigheh, or muta. “You probably
1thad your chador on the wrong way around,” my frienc
1explained. “That’s one of the signals women use if they’re
7looking for sigheh.”

! Sigheh, agreed between a man and woman and sanctioned by

L cleric, can last as little as a few minutes or as long as ninety
>nine years. Usually the man pays the woman an agreed sum o
money in exchange for a temporary marriage. The usual motive
is sex, but some temporary marriages are agreed upon for othe:

[ S T

purposes. When sex is the motive, the transaction differs fron
>prostitution in that the couple have to go before a cleric to recorc
“their contract, and in Iran, any children born of the union are
*legitimate. Otherwise, sigheh is free of the responsibilities o
marriage: the couple can make any agreements they like
sregarding how much time they will spend together, how muct
1money will be involved and what services, sexual or nonsexual

feach will provide.

Shiites believe Muhammad approved of sigheh. Sunnis, the

1majority branch of Islam, don’t agree. Even in Shiite Iran, sighet
)



shad fallen from favor until Rafsanjani encouraged it after the
Iran-Irag War which ended in 1988.In a 1990 sermon, he arguec
1that the war had left a lot of young widows, many of then
1Without hope of remarriage. Such women, he said, needed botl
tmaterial support and sexual satisfaction. At the same time
)plenty of young men who couldn’t afford to set up house for
1blride were postponing marriage. Sexual tension needed healthy
1release, he said, and since sigheh existed for that purpose withir

]Islam, why not use it?

1 His remarks sparked a heated debate among Iranian women
asome of whom bitterly opposed the practice as exploitative. They

argued that the state should provide for war widows adequately
;S0 that they didn’t have to sell their bodies in sigheh. But other:
_spoke out in its favor. Sigheh, they said, wasn’t just a matter o:
gmoney. Widows and divorcees had sexual needs and a desire fo:
_male company, and the sigheh “husband” was a welcome male
;presence for the children in their homes. Iran’s satirical weekly
,magazine, Golagha, ran a cartoon lampooning the likely effects o:
1Rafsanjani’s argument. It showed two desks for marriage
icenses, one for sigheh and one for permanent wedlock. The
Eclerk at the permanent desk had no customers; the queue fo:

_sigheh stretched out the door.

1  Mostly, it is poorer women who consent to sigheh. A lawye:
,friend told me about her cleaner, whose husband had died young
and left her to support two children. “For a long time, she was :
_very bitter person,” my friend said. “She would come to mjy
;house and see me enjoying my life with my husband anc
daughter, while her life was nothing but work.” Then the cleane:



acontracted a temporary marriage. “Her personality changec
lovernight. It wasn’t just the money. Suddenly, she had a man tc
1spend time with, to take her out. In our culture, a man and :
i\woman can’t just go out on a date and enjoy each other’
,company, but with sigheh they can.”

1 Some Shiites also use sigheh to create a relationship that wil

’allow a woman to appear unveiled in front of a man befor
lwhom it would otherwise be forbidden—for instance, a distan
relative sharing the same house. These sigheh contracts are
,written to specify that no sexual relations are involved. In the
7West, some Shiite families are using sigheh as a way to make i
,possible for young couples to get to know each other well before
smarriage. A sigheh contract that bans sexual relations can allow
fa boy and girl to date each other for the duration of thei
rengagement, without defying religion or tradition.

;
f

Sigheh also provides an answer to the kinds of infertility
problems that Westerners are now trying to solve with lega
contracts for surrogate motherhood. In the Sunni branch o
“Islam, if a woman is infertile her husband usually divorces her o
“brings home a second wife. In Iran, a sigheh contract can b
‘drawn up signifying that the object of the temporary marriage i
a child that the husband and his permanent wife will raise.

Sigheh is also the only way a Shiite man can marry a non

bl . . . o

>Muslim woman. Unlike the Sunnis, who allow Muslim men tc
*marry other monotheists, Shiites demand conversion from al
non-Muslim women, as well as non-Muslim men, before :

permanent marriage is valid.

L T |



1 Rafsanjani’s revival of sigheh came as a boon to nonreligiou:
>Iranians whose private lives had been disrupted by
arevolutionary intrusions. Unmarried lovers, for instance
scouldn’t go away together for a weekend—hotels wouldn’t give
them a double room without a marriage license, anc
lRevolutionary Guards might catch them at any roadblock. Fo:
_Lou, a European woman who had fallen in love with Persiar

-

culture and adopted Iranian citizenship, this posed problems

(gu

JAlthough she had to convert to Islam to remain in Iran, he
religious leanings were a melange of Zen, yoga and spiritualism
A bohemian at heart with no intention of conforming to Islamix

cT (§7)

,sexual rules, she took many lovers, and many risks, until the

;reevaluation of sigheh. Now, when she takes a lover, she simply

rsigns him up for a few-months sigheh and has a paper to wave a
any prying revolutionary zealots. It probably isn’t wha
Rafsanjani had in mind.

; Yet, for both Sunnis and Shiites, whatever license their faitt
fallows comes walled around with ghastly penalties for sexua
I_,transgression. The limits on sexual freedom in Islam are drawr
_strictly around the marriage bed, be it temporary or permanent
;Extramarital sex and homosexuality are prohibited, and bott
offenses can draw the most horrific punishments in the Islamis
legal code.

While the death penalty, in Islamic law, is optional fo:
lmurder, it is mandatory for any convicted adulterer who coulc
,have satisfied his or her sexual urge lawfully with a spouse. The

sentence is commuted to a hundred lashes if the adulterer i
unmarried, or if the spouse was ill or far away when the adultery



swas committed. In Iran, stonings, or, as the Iranians prefer tc
7translate the word, lapidations, are still carried out in cases o
,adultery. Saudi Arabia also specifies stoning as punishment fo:
amarried adulterers. Some of the victorious Afghan mujahedir
Isupported so enthusiastically by the U. S. Government during
rtheir war with the Soviet Union want to reintroduce stoning ir
1Afghanistan. Yet stoning is never specified as a punishment fo:
.adultery in the Koran. The Koran states that adulterous wive:
rshould be confined “to their houses until death overtakes them.’
.During Muhammad’s years in Medina, however, stonings fo:
cadultery were often carried out by the large Jewish community
2in the town, and several hadith have Muhammad alsc
7prescribing this punishment for Muslims. But it was afte
tMuhammad’s death, during the rule of the second caliph, Omar
ta man notoriously harsh on women, that stoning becams
codified as the means of an adulterer’s execution.

1 Today, in Iran, men to be stoned are buried up to their waists
lwomen to the chest, and the size of the stones is carefully
1wregulated. Neither boulders nor pebbles may be used, so tha
.death is neither mercifully quick nor endlessly prolonged. Ir
1November 1991 a thirty-year-old woman named Zahra, whe
managed to scramble out of the pit in which she’d been buried
had her death sentence commuted: the judiciary felt that he:

escape must have been the will of God.

1 Those who have recently witnessed stonings describe all
amale crowds, different from the mixed groups who attenc
sbeheadings. The mood is commonly one of rage and bloodlust
7Part of the ritual of the Hajj—the holy pilgrimage to Mecca—i:



>the stoning of pillars meant to represent Satan. Witnesses say
fthe woman being executed somehow becomes as dehumanizec
ras those pillars—an outlet, perhaps, for the men’s guilt at thei:
10wn uncontrollable sexuality. Yet the stones in this case hit sof
sflesh. Because of the way she is buried, each impact snaps he;
meck backward in a series of excruciating whiplashes. Deatl
roften comes when her head is knocked completely off.

5

”

set down for homosexual sodomy are designed to be even mort

It is hard to imagine a worse way to die. Yet the punishment:
‘cruel. If the partners are married men, they may be burned tc
’death or thrown to their deaths from a height. If they ar

)unmarried, the sodomized partner, unless he is a minor, i

rexec:uted, the sodomizer lashed a hundred times. The variation ir
’the penalty reflects the Muslim loathing of the idea of a mar
“taking the feminine role of the penetrated partner. Lesbian sex, i

the women are single, draws a hundred lashes. Married lesbian:

,may be stoned.

/' “Why is Islam so severe in matters of adultery, homosexuality

tand lesbianism?” asks Mohammed Rizvi, a cleric with the
Wancouver Islamic Educational Foundation, who writes on Islan
>and sex. “If the Islamic system had not allowed the gratificatior
’of sexual urge by lawful means without associating guilt with it
‘then it would be right to say that Islam is very severe. But since i

has allowed the fulfillment of sexual instincts by lawful means
-it is not prepared to tolerate any perverted behavior.”

1 But “perverted” behavior went on, even among the mos

*sanctimonious Muslims. In the fall of 1990, when Americar

>



7troops were pouring in to defend Saudi Arabia from Saddan
1Hussein, I went to report on how the Saudis were reacting. O1
rmy first night in the country I interviewed an influential oi
tcompany executive. Educated at Georgetown University and the
rWharton School, I expected him to give me a Western
1influenced, liberal view. Instead, he told me he hoped th
Americans would stay sequestered on their bases to preven
s unholy ramifications” from contaminants such as alcohol anc
_women drivers. He said he thought it was “obnoxious” that CNDM
;had sent a woman reporter, the veteran corresponden
_Christiane Amanpour, to cover the troop deployment. For him
;America’s obsession with sexual equality was nothing but a fron-
1for immorality. “In any corporation, tell me the boss isn’t looking
jat his secretary and figuring out a way to have her. If it doesn”
fhappen, it’s only because of self-interest—too much to lose i

Sthey get caught.”

His glass-walled study looked out on a floodlit swimming
]pool and a flower-filled courtyard. If the wall were not glass, he
.explained, he wouldn’t be able to sit with me. “If a man and «
;Woman are alone together, the third person present is Satan,” h
1said. After about an hour I closed my notebook and thanked hin

for the interview. Showing me to the door, he paused, as ar
;afterthought, and asked if I'd like to meet a few of his friends. O

course, I said.

)

Stepping across the hall, he opened a door on a dimly lit roon
tfull of blaring rock music and entangled bodies. A gorgeou:
JFilipina in a black Spandex mini-dress was dancing, rubbing
herself rhythmically against her white-robed partner. Anothe:



1man sat cross-legged on the floor, flashing a colored light at he:
1legs. On sunken couches, a beautiful blond-maned Turk caressec
lan Egyptian woman for the benefit of a smiling male voyeur. At :
2bar in the corner, guests helped themselves to Johnnie Walke:
-whiskey—$135 a bottle on the black market and its consumptior
apunishable by flogging in the city square.

Swirling a glass of ice splashed with Scotch, the host seemec
Loblivious to the contradiction between what he'd just finishec
Jsaying and what he was now showing me. After his seconc
tdrink, he began to tell me about his failed marriage, to ar
’American. “She insisted on riding around in my Rolls withou
tc:overing her face. Of course, everyone stared at her,” he said witt
>distaste. After the divorce he had kept the children, as was hi:
tright in Saudi law. He had no plans to remarry. “I can have :
woman any time,” he said, nodding in the direction of th¢

Filipina. “Last winter I paid a model to be with me for fifteer

zdays in Switzerland.”

I was baffled by this man’s hypocrisy until I read Naguil
*Mahfouz’s novel, Palace Walk, in which the main character is
"man of strong faith who strictly sequesters his womenfolk, bu
each night goes out whoring with Cairo’s famous singers. Wher
'a sheik chastises him for his fornication, he replies that “the
fprofessional women entertainers of today are the slave girls o
yesterday, whose purchase and sale God made legal.”

! The Saudi clearly looked upon the women dancing in his disc«
room in a similar way. Most of them worked for Saudia, the

>national airline. It was one of the few jobs available for foreigr
r



rwomen in Saudi Arabia, which generally didn’t grant work visa:
1to women other than housemaids. The airline needed foreigner:
1since no Saudi women could be employed in a job that requirec
runchaperoned travel and constant contact with men.

! When I rose to leave, the Filipina asked if she could get a lif

with my driver. She reached for her abaya—the Arabian versior
lof the chador—and face veil. Aware of the men’s eyes on her, sh
1twitched the black silk slowly forward, letting it insinuate itsel
linch by inch over her cleavage and pour slowly down her thighs
1Taking the piece of gauze that covers the face, she tossed her long
ttresses forward, leaning suggestively toward the men for :
imoment, then turning slightly to provide a view of he
scurvaceous rump. She flipped her head back, catching all her hai:
1in the veil. It was a reverse strip tease. At the end of it she stooc
sthere, a black cone, the picture of Saudi female probity.

! At first it surprised me that my hypocritical host would ris}

such a lifestyle in a country with such harsh laws agains
»fornication. But eventually I realized that he was quite saf«
ibehind the high walls of his compound. In sexual offenses
texecutions and floggings usually take place only if the accusec
1confesses. To get a conviction otherwise is almost impossible
sunder Islamic rules of evidence, which demand that four mals
fwitnesses (or, since the testimony of a woman equals half :
man’s, two female and three male witnesses) testify to having
,seen penetration. Accusers without the right number o
aWitnesses to back their testimony will be charged with slande:

1and sentenced to eighty lashes.



5 But often, for women, none of these rules apply, becaust
sexecutions are carried out long before the accused ever gets neas
1a court.

“My father died when I was nine years old,” said Taman
tFahiliya, raking her nails through a wedge of curly, cropped hair
1“Lucky for me. If he was here, maybe I would have been killec

>many years ago.”

t Tamam reached across the low coffee table in her apartmen

"and stubbed out a cigarette. As she leaned forward, flesh ripplec
>over the top of a low-cut bustier. Tamam lived alone, and livec
idangerously, for a thirty-seven-year-old Palestinian Muslin
‘woman. For three years she had had a lover: a handsome young

[Palestinian doctor who claimed to be a feminist.
1
“Of course, it was just talk. In the end he went back to hi:

village and married his cousin. A man can always go back. Bu
‘not me. No one would marry me now but a geriatric or a crazy

tman.”

-

Tamam wasn’t exaggerating to say her father might well hav
ikilled her if he had known of her affair. Every year about forty
_Palestinian women die at the hands of their fathers or brother:
;in so-called “honor killings” that wipe away the shame of :
;female relative’s premarital or extramarital sex. Most of the
Jkillings happen in the poorer and more remote Palestiniar
;villages. Often the women are burned, so that the death can b
rpassed off as an accident. The killer usually becomes a local hero

a man who has done what was necessary to clear his family
name. “Honor” killings are somewhat better documented among



aPalestinians than elsewhere because of the Israeli occupation
rmany, although not all, of the deaths come to the attention of th
Israeli military or civilian police.

1 Yet honor killings happen throughout the Islamic world. On¢
.of the most notorious, the execution of the Saudi princes:
1Mishaal bint Fahd bin Mohamed in a Jeddah parking lot in 1977
was secretly witnessed by a British expatriate. The airing of ¢
tfilm on the killing, in a documentary titled Death of a Princess
1created a diplomatic incident that led to the expulsion of the
1British ambassador to Saudi Arabia. In the United States, wher
,PBS planned to air the film, a major oil-company sponsor askec
,that it be canceled. Few of the facts of the affair have ever beer
“confirmed. The story told on British TV held that Mishaal was
married woman who had run off with her lover, Khalid Muhallal
>the nephew of the man who is now Saudi Arabia’s informatior
tminister, and had spent a few nights with him in a Jeddah hote
"before trying to flee the country dressed as a man. She wa:

caught at the airport and handed over to her family.

-

But an American woman whose marriage into a prominen
’Saudi family made her intimate with the people involved in the
>case tells an even more extreme story. Mishaal, she says, wa:
‘unmarried. She was killed simply for flouting the family will anc
3running away from an arranged marriage in order to marry :
'man she loved. Her grandfather, Prince Mohamed, the patriarct
“of Mishaal’s branch of the ruling family, ignored pleas fo:
‘clemency even from his younger brother, the king. Mishaal wa:
Ishot; Khalid Muhallal was beheaded. There was nc

>announcement following the killings as there is with execution:



:that take place after due process of sharia law.

-

In either version of the story, under sharia rules of evidencs
neither of the young people could possibly have been convicted
2If the documentary’s account was correct, and Mishaal was ¢
smarried woman who committed adultery, the penalty woulc
,have been death, but only if four witnesses had caught the pair ir
iflagrante delicio at the hotel. Circumstantial evidence, such a:
,being together in the same place overnight, would not have beer
asufficient. And as an unmarried woman, Mishaal had no

1committed a capital offense under sharia law.

1 It was unusual for an extrajudicial honor killing to be carriec

Yout by an upper-class family such as the al-Sauds. Generally, it i
the women of poorer and less educated families who are most a

’risk.
1
1 Tamam’s father had been uneducated and needy: he

;supported his seven children by working as a gardener. The
family lived in the ancient city of Akko, in a crowded quarte:
close to the Crusader walls that run along the sea front. Becaust

“her family was among 156,000 Palestinians who stayed, anc

“didn’t flee, during the Arab-Israeli War in 1948, Tamam grew uj

an Arab with Israeli citizenship, speaking Hebrew as fluently a:

V)

Arabic. She was the last of five daughters; her name, whicl

[e9)

translates as “enough,” or “finished,” was her parents’ plea for ar

-

end to the long run of unwanted girls. Their prayer wa:

Lanswered, several years later, with the birth of two sons.

-~

V.

, The brothers, too, could have been problems for Tamam. Bu

Sbec:ause they were so much younger, and because she left homx



when they were still small boys, they never had a chance to fee
_proprietorial about their sister. “For most of us, our brothers ar
like big, barking dogs who feel that their whole purpose in life i
;to guard our bodies,” she said. “It’s a kind of oppression for them
jtoo, that they have to go through their lives feeling thi:
1responsibility and worrying that at any moment we will snatcl
Stheilr honor away.”

1 After she finished school, Tamam left home immediately tc
ttake a live-in job teaching disabled children. Later she trained a:

a nurse. By the time I met her in 1993 she had been living alonc¢
101 with friends for more than ten years. She was the only Muslin
;woman I'd ever met in the Middle East who didn’t live witt

ceither husband or family.

In June 1991, Tamam picked up the morning newspaper anc
_read a short item about a murder in the village of Iksal, in the
:Galilee, not very far from where she’d grown up. The woman wa:
;nineteen years old, unmarried and seven months pregnant. He:
_incinerated body was found tied up in a burned-out car. The

jmurderer was the girl’s seventy-four-year-old father.

>  “Ifelt, This girl is me. She is any one of us. We are all fighting

sfor our lives here.

! For about six months before the murder, Tamam and a few o

Yher friends had been meeting once a week, reading feminis
>books and discussing the problems of women in Arab anc
Muslim societies. They had even come up with a name for thei
tlittle group: Al Fanar—The Lighthouse. “We had big dream:
2about being a beacon for women in trouble. So I called my friend:



land said, ‘If we don’t do something about this case, what is th
ause of all our talking?’ “

~

Tamam and her friends made placards which read: “Father
’brother, support me, don’t slaughter me.” They called all the
SArab women’s groups they knew, asking for support. They didn”
1get much. None of the West Bank Palestinian newspapers woulc

touch the subject, steering clear of any criticism of Arab society

>that could be used as propaganda by Israelis. West Bank women’:
sgroups argued that the time wasn’t right, that the struggle fo:
rxindependence from Israeli rule had to come before questions o
1women’s rights could be raised. The Israeli-Arab political partie:
1also kept clear, not wanting to antagonize their constituents.

Tamam and her dozen friends put up the money to advertist
1the demonstration in two Arab-Israeli papers. Immediately he:
aphone started ringing with harassment and threats. “The caller:
saccused us of promoting promiscuity,” Tamam said. One calle:
rquoted the Koran’s injunction that men are meant to be in charg
20f women, and accused her of heresy for challenging that notion

“They said if the demonstration went ahead we would all end uj
Jlike the girl from Iksal.”

Stil, when about forty women gathered for the
l:demonstration on a Monday afternoon in the main street o
tNazau:eth, they found both supportive as well as hostile
1onlookers.

r  “Some yelled ‘Whores’ and other insults,” said Tamam, “bu
sseveral older women and even a few men joined w
sspontaneously.” Encouraged by their success, the women begar



atraveling to remote villages, distributing articles that argued no
just against “honor” killings but also against forced marriage:
~and the pernicious way gossip is used in small communities tc
control the behavior of women and girls. “We found it was bes
to go to the villages in the hours when the men were likely to b

T v ~

jat work,” says Tamam, “otherwise the husband would come tc
]the door, take the flyer, look at it and tear it up before his wift

ceven got a chance to see it.”

r In November another honor killing prompted -
fdemonstration. This time the target was the Israeli police in the
sIsraeli-Arab town of Ramie. The police had picked up a sixteen
year-old Arab runaway they’d found driving around in a stoler
_car with a married man. The girl begged the police not to involve
;her parents. “She explained that they’d kill her, but the police
Stook no notice,” Tamam said. “They called the family and said
- We've got your daughter here. She’s very scared; you have tc
_promise you won’t hurt her.’ Of course, the family said they
“wouldn't, so the police gave her back to them.” Not long after, the
; girl was found murdered.

Al Fanar’s activities began to attract the attention of th«
_Israeli press. The women welcomed reporters, and then wert
;dismayed by the articles that appeared. “We felt used for anti
JArab propaganda,” Tamam says. “It was ‘Look how the backwarc
"Arabs are killing their girls; look how the backward Muslims ar

attacking the women who fight it.” The reporters would comse
t

S

and see me and say, ‘You're not like an Arab.” I'm sorry, I don”
want Jewish people defining what an Arab is and telling me I'nr
ldifferent.”



t The attention from the Jewish press only heightened th
sfundamentalist backlash. “As well as calling us whores, now they
»began calling us traitors,” says Tamam. Soon the women couldn”
tgo to the villages without being abused or, worse, ignored. “Ever
asthe women began to see us as something so foreign to thei:
)community that nothing we said could possibly be of anjy
arelevance to them. We thought we knew our culture, but really
we only knew our own small circle of friends. Now, if you go t«
,an Arab village and ask the people what they think of Al Fanar
,they’ll laugh. We became a joke: the whores who thought they
:could change the way the world works.”

1 The rejection led to arguments over tactics and approact
awithin the group, and finally an acrimonious split. Two year:
2after Al Fanar was founded, the group virtually ceased tc
,function. “Society wasn’t ready,” says Tamam. “And we, also
yweren'’t ready.”

/" But at least they had tried. And at least the midwives of newly

“independent Eritrea are trying to undo the damage done tc
women through perversions of Islamic teaching. Many Muslim:
sare content to claim that honor killings and clitoridectomy are
anot Islam; that they are customs that come from the nationa
-cultures and have nothing to do with the faith. With thi:
lassertion, many mainstream Muslims wash their hands of the
atwin brutalities that shape the lives of perhaps a quarter of the
awomen of Islam.

© It is understandable that progressive Muslims hate to se¢

Ytheir faith associated with these practices. But what is les:



aunderstandable is the way they turn their wrath on the
Jcommentators criticizing the practices, and not on the crime:
tthemselves. An example is to be found in Rana Kabbani’s book
1Letter to Christendom, which she published as an answer to th
rattacks on Islam that followed Khomeini’s fatwa against Salmar
7Rushdie. Rana Kabbani was born in Damascus but grew ug
7abroad and now lives in London. Her complaint is worth quoting
rat length: “I am always pained by Western misconceptions abou
the lives of Muslim women,” she writes. “Western ignorance i
7often inseparable from a patronizing view that insists on seeing
us as helpless victims, while hardly distinguishing between the
very different cultures we come from. Recently, in London, I wa:
Svisited by a novelist who had come to talk to me about a Muslin
)character she wanted to put into her next book. ‘How can ¢
feminist like you defend Islam,” she inquired, ‘when it advocate:
‘female circumcision?’ As chance would have it, that same day
read a piece by the historian Marina Warner in which sh
’described Islam as a religion that practices clitoridectomy. Coulc
>these two writers not have taken the trouble to discover that thi:
was an African practice which had nothing whatsoever to d¢
with Islam?”

— (v

5 Could Rana Kabbani not have taken the trouble to reflect tha
_one in five Muslim girls lives in a community where some forn
;of clitoridectomy is sanctioned and religiously justified by loca
‘Islamic leaders? Or to note the chapters on “Women anc

Circumcision” appearing in many new editions of Islamic texts
“especially in Egypt?

~

>
Until Islam’s articulate spokeswomen such as Rana Kabban



starget their misguided coreligionists with the fervor they expenc
son outside critics, the grave mistake of conflating Islam witt
,clitoridectomy and honor killings will continue. And much mor¢
simportantly, so will the practices themselves, at the cost of s¢
1many Muslim women'’s health and happiness.
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target their misguided coreligionists with the fervor they expend
on outside critics, the grave mistake of conflating Islam with
clitoridectomy and honor killings will continue. And much more
importantly, so will the practices themselves, at the cost of so
many Muslim women’s health and happiness.



Chapter 3
HERE COME THE BRIDES

“And of his signs another is, that he hath created for you, out of yourselves
wives, that ye may cohabit with them; and hath put love and compassio1
between you.”

THE KORAN
THE CHAPTER OF THE GREEKS

Rata-tata—tat-tat BooM BooM BooM! Rata-tata-tat-tat BOOM BOONMN
BOOM!

I pulled another pillow over my head, but it was no good
Lifting a corner of the pile of bedclothes, I opened one eye anc
peered at the hotel’s digital clock, winking greenly from ths
night table. It was 11:30 r.m. At least another hour, possibly two
before the noise would stop. I had to be up at 5 am to catch «
flight. But sleep was an impossible dream.

I got up and walked to the window. The street below was ¢
traffic jam of wedding parties. I counted at least three brida
limousines stacked up in a holding pattern behind the one tha
had just pulled in to the hotel entrance. A bride had just emergec
from a car and was making her slow procession up the hote
steps, surrounded by a squad of drummers. She was, by mj
insomniac count, the ninth bride of the night.

Rata-tata-tat-tat soomroom Boom!

I was in Baghdad, visiting Iraq in what turned out to be the
brief interregnum between Gulf War I (the foreign, subtitlec
version between Iraq and Iran) and Gulf War II (the American
made international blockbuster). In Iraq, any time bomb:



stopped falling a wedding boom began. Saddam Hussein hac
decreed that Iragis should marry and breed to repair the
demographic damage done at the battle front. To achieve hi:
.goal, he banned contraceptives and offered large cash incentive:
rfor weddings and births.

Since it didn’t seem likely that I'd be sleeping any time soon,
decided to go down to the foyer and get a better look at th
lfestivities. Unmuffled by sixteen floors and five pillows, the
drums, cymbals and horns were deafening. Souha, the youns
woman at the center of it all, looked like an accident victim
;lstunned and trembling. Dressed as elaborately as a princess, she
_paraded amid the musicians toward a banqueting room set uj
“with groaning trestles of food and a throne made of pinl
;gladiolus. Elsewhere, perhaps earlier that night or perhaps somx
days ago, the groom and the bride’s father had held hands unde:
a piece of cloth provided by an Islamic clergyman. The father hac
isaid to the bridegroom: “I give to you my daughter, Souha, the

Lprophet.” The bridegroom answered: “I take your daughter

adult virgin, in marriage according to the law of God and of hi:

1Souha, in marriage, the adult virgin, according to the law of Goc
1

/daughter?”, to which the bridegroom answered, “I have acceptec
her.” The father said, “God bless you with her,” and th¢
bridegroom replied, “I hope in God she may prove a blessing.’

and of his prophet.” The father then asked, “Do you accept mj

Then everyone in the room recited the brief and poetic firs
chapter of the Koran.

—

- The marriage is legal once the groom and the bride’s fathe:
ssign the wedding contract, or agd. Usually the contract’s mair



lpurpose is to document how much the groom pays the bride or
amarriage, and how much more he will have to pay her if he late:
sdecides to divorce her. An Islamic aqd is akin to a Westerr
sprenuptial agreement—an unromantic, hardheaded documen
that faces the fact that marriages fail. A well-written aqd car
jcounter some of the inequalities in Islamic family law, setting
_out a woman’s right to work, to continue her education, anc
;adding grounds for divorce to the very few allowed her unde:
;sharia law. Today, for example, many women add a clauss
“known as the esma, giving her the right to a divorce if she ask:
:for one. Others include a narrower stipulation, stating their righ
;to divorce if the husband ever takes a second wife.

< I stood on tiptoe and watched over the shoulders of th
2ululating women as the groom made his way to join the bride a
rthe front of the room. The bride, Souha, smiled wanly as he
Iraised her veil and kissed her on the forehead. This must hawvt
abeen a progressive family: at most Islamic weddings, even tha
smodest little show of affection wouldn’t have happened ir
Jpublic.

1 Across the hall, one of the earlier parties was already breaking

"up. Spilling out of the banqueting room, the guests clapped anc
ululated as the bride and groom disappeared into the elevato:
“and headed for one of the hotel’s luxury suites.

When done by the book, the Islamic wedding night tension:
should be eased by tender rituals. When the bride is finally
delivered by her family to her new husband, the groom i

t

“supposed to greet her by removing her shoes and washing he:
1



1feet. It is an inspired way to vault the hurdle of a stranger’s firs
rtouch. He is then supposed to pray and bless her, using the
1following words: “O Allah, bless me with her affection, love anc
ther acceptance of me; and make me pleased with her, and bring
1us together in the best form of union and in absolute harmony
ssurely you like lawful things and dislike unlawful things.” Afte
1the bride prays, the groom places his hand on her forehead anc
rasks God that any child from their union be guarded from Satan.

> It was hard to imagine this nervous, rumpled, exhausted
*looking couple getting through all that. They were both unde:
Yintense pressure. For the young man, the continuation of the
marriage depended on his display of virility; if he failed to get ar
2erection, his bride could repudiate him. The pressure on her wa:
tto prove her virginity. If she didn’t bleed, she could be handec
aback in disgrace to a family that might become enraged enougt
oto kill her. For generations, women had resorted to filling thei
tvaginas with blood-soaked sponges or splinters of glass tc
1compensate for lost hymens. Only peasants in remote village:
still paraded the bride’s stained garments for public inspection
,But the issue of whether Souha was indeed “an adult virgin” stil
;mattered, even in modern, urban families.

r  “Almost all of them check out with a stolen sheet in their bag

you know,” said the hotel’s lobby manager, leaning exhaustec
;against a pillar. “Their older relatives still insist on seeing it.’
,Almost a third of the hotel’s rooms were booked by newlyweds
S‘There’ll be alot of you-know-what going on upstairs tonight,” he
(grinned.



t Iwondered how it was going. Many of the couples were nea:
astrangers. Even in Baghdad, where men and women workec
lalongside one another, their personal lives remained highly
ysegregated. During the war with Iran, when Iragis were bannec
;from foreign travel, I got used to being the only woman aboarc
rflights in and out of the country. At the airport on my way homx
1to Cairo, I would line up amid a planeful of Egyptian laborers fo:
the Iraqis’ intense security inspection. Once a young inspecto:
_had peered into my toiletries bag and pulled out a box o
[tampons. He prodded the contents, then called his supervisor
_The two men emptied the box onto the counter and whisperec
;together. Finally, holding one cellophane-wrapped tampon up tc
Sthe light, the young inspector barked accusingly: “For what i
1this?” When I tried to tell him, he looked baffled, then horrified
,Although he would have read in the Koran that menstruation i
- an illness,” I don’t think anyone had ever explained to him th¢

,exact nature of a woman’s monthly period.

s Until this century, most Muslims married soon after puberty
.Now, with the need for maturity in marriage widely recognizec
land the cost of weddings soaring, most young Muslims have tc
delay finding a spouse into their twenties and early thirties
.Until she is married, a devout Muslim girl is expected to avoic
ieven making eye contact with a strange boy. She will never sc
»much as shake hands with a man, much less go out on a date o

“share a kiss.

> In countries such as Egypt, where women had made their way
into the work force, it was becoming more common for youns
people to meet prospective spouses before the family becams



rinvolved. But in many countries marriages remain arrangement:
1between strangers. In Saudi Arabia it wasn’t until 1981 that
scommittee of Islamic scholars finally ruled that young womer
lcould meet their intended spouses, unveiled, before the wedding
1“Any man forbidding his daughter or sister to meet her fianc«
oface to face will be judged as sinning,” the committee found. Bu
rsome Saudi women chose not to take advantage of even thi:
rsmall concession. Basilah al-Homoud, a thirty-eight-year-olc
fschool principal, had been twenty-one when her father told he:
.that she had received a marriage proposal. “He said, ‘Do you wan'
1to see him, do you want to sit with him?’ I said, ‘If you sit witl
>him, it is enough for me.” “ She glimpsed her husband, for the
sfirst time, from an upper window of her house as he arrived or
.the night of their wedding. “He was walking into the house witt
ssome of his relatives. My eyes went straight to him and I prayec
athat he was the one.” She believed she had been right to trust he:

father. “Who wants my happiness as much as he does? Whe
.knows me better? Done this way, my marriage is not two person:
ionly. It involves my whole family, and my husband’s wholk
,family. And because the families are involved, I would think ¢
‘.thousand times before I say, ‘Can I have a divorce?’ “

1 But some young women weren’t so confident. “Marriage fo:
yus is a complete risk,” said Arezoo Moradian, an eighteen-year
rold English-language student in Tehran. “A husband has sc
much power over you that you have to be mad to marry someont
,;you don’t know perfectly. But under the system we have here, it’:
impossible to get to know a boy perfectly. You can’t go out witt

W U9

him, you can’t spend time alone with him.”



s And once you marry him, his word is law, as the religiou:
icommentator in the Saudi Gazette pointed out to a corresponden
1in the January 9, 1993, edition of the newspaper. “In today’:
.liberal world it is often assumed that the wife has absolute equa
arights over her husband,” wrote Name Withheld of Jeddah. “
tthink it would be good if you could explain the correct conduct o
sa wife.”

1 Name Withheld was no doubt pleased with the explanation

‘“Leadership in the family is given to the husband,” the
L commentator wrote. “For a wife to demand complete and ful
equality with her husband will result in having two masters ir
“the family and this does not exist in Islam.” Specifically, the
'commentator added, “To refuse to go with her husband when ht
'calls her to bed is a grave mistake.” Furthermore, “Leaving the
1house excessively is a bad habit for a woman. She should also no

fleave the house if her husband objects to her doing so.”
)
If all this becomes too much, and she wishes to leave for good

_obtaining a divorce can be fraught with difficulties for a woman.

1 Technically, Islam frowns on divorce. A hadith attributed tc
Muhammad states that, of all lawful things, divorce is the mos
rhated by God. The Koran gives an extensive and discouraging lis
_of requirements to be fulfilled in ending a marriage, beginning
,with an instruction to bring arbitrators from the families of bott
_bride and groom to attempt to patch up the rupture. In many
;countries Muslim authorities have expended much energy or
,debates over whether the arbitration is obligatory or merely

recommended. “None came forward to ask why, if it is obligatory



sor recommended, whichever it may be, no practical steps ar¢
ttaken to comply with this clear commandment,” wrote ar
sexasperated Muslim scholar, Muhammad Rashid Rida, who, unti
lhis death in 1935, spearheaded an intellectual response to the
Iencroachment of Western values in Muslim countries. Both he
fand the influential Iranian commentator on women’s issues
Murtada Mutahhari, began a rereading of the Koran'
pronouncements on divorce that, if followed through, could leac
;to the adoption of laws much more equitable toward women.

1  But, for now, both the Shiites and followers of all four majo:
1schools of Sunni thought have enshrined a mode of divorce tha
2only the most convoluted and misogynistic reading of the Korar
acan support. That is talaq, or divorce by a husband pronouncing
othe words “I divorce you” three times. No grounds are required o
thim and the wife has no say. For her part, a Muslim woman ha:
no natural right to divorce, and in some Islamic countries nc
legal way to secure one. The Hanbali school, followed by the
Saudls gives a woman almost no way out of an unhappy
marriage without her husband’s consent. Shiites and the Sunni:
Yof the Hanafi school allow her to stipulate the right to divorce i
ther aqd, or marriage contract. Shiites, Hanafi and Maliki law al
tallow a woman’s petition on the grounds of her husband’
>impotence, and Shiites and Malikis also allow petitions on the
1grounds of failure to provide support, incurable contagiou:
'disease or life-threatening abuse. Mental cruelty, nondisfiguring
1physical abuse or just plain unhappiness are rarely considerec
’grounds on which a woman can seek divorce.

“I tell you, I hope I never fall in love,” the young Iranian



2Arezoo, said, impatiently pushing back the fetching blacl
wringlets that kept escaping her magneh. “You know why
1Because when girls fall in love here they lose their judgment. Yes
asure, they can put all kinds of conditions in the wedding
acontract, but who does it? It’s always ‘Ah, he loves me, he’ll neve:
,hurt me.” I've watched them. Watched them walking with thi:

sstupid smile on their faces into the biggest risk you can take ir
1this life.”

For some women, of course, the risk paid off. The happies
rcouple I knew also happened to be two of the most strictly
tobservant Muslims I'd ever met. Khadija was a young Kuwait
1Shiite whose marriage had been arranged for her. She hac
sconsented to the match without meeting her fiance, only
fstipulating that he should be someone who would agree to allow
sher to continue her studies. During the engagement the pai:
>managed to meet, in secret, and found they liked each othe:
2enormously.

/ Khadija’s husband was an importer who did most of hi:

“business with Iran. When he traveled to Tehran, he always tool
’Khadija and the children along. Their idea of a fun night out wa:
lto go to one of Tehran’s husseinias—Shiite study centers—t«
*listen to a radical mullah lecturing on Islamic revolution. The
“two would, of course, sit separately—Khadija in her heavy blacl
“hijab always in the back with the other women, where thei

;presence wouldn’t distract the men.

Sometimes I would go looking for Khadija in her hotel room
only to find her husband there, minding the children, while shx«

')



<spent the day at lectures at one of the Islamic women’s colleges
?The hotel-room floor would always be completely covered ir
,freshly laundered bedsheets, so that the toddlers, tumbling anc
splaying on the floor, wouldn’t pick up any germs from a carpe
rthat might have been walked on by foreigners who didn*
sremove their shoes on entering a room.

! When Khadija decided to do postgraduate work in London

her husband readily rearranged his business to accommodate
ther. The two of them never showed any physical affection in th
7presence of outsiders. But there was electricity in the looks they
iexchanged and warmth in the way they spoke to each other tha
Imade the intensity of their relationship quite obvious. When
sasked Khadija why her marriage had worked out so well when sc
rmany other relationships looked empty, she smiled. “My
rhusband is a good Muslim,” she said. “He knows what the Korar
ractually says about relations between men and women, and tha:

is what he lives by. It’s as simple as that.”

5
< Backin Egypt, my assistant, Sahar, had become engaged.

5> A few weeks after she began to wear hijab, she arrived fo:

‘work bubbling with the news. She beamed as she showed me he:
*fiance’s photograph. He was a newly qualified pediatrician and :
‘second cousin. The picture showed a young face, grave anc

'handsome, wearing the stubbly black beard of a devout Muslim.

Sahar had known him for years, seeing him often at family
vgatherings. But she hadn’t considered him a likely suitor. A:
“university he had been active in Islamic groups, risking prisor



.for his opinions at a time when the government was keeping
1fundamentalists on a tight leash. “I always knew he would only
Imarry a veiled girl,” Sahar said. It was after he had seen her
tveiled, at a family party, that he had told her parents he woulc
tlike to propose.

Like many young Egyptian professionals, Sahar’s fiance
,hadn’t found a well-paying post in Egypt. Instead, he had agreec
2to take a job in Saudi Arabia and would have to work there fo
aseveral months before he could support a bride. Before he:
7betrothal, Sahar’s application to Harvard had been accepted; she
tcould have used the delay to take the place in graduate schoo
Ithat she had been offered. Instead, she turned it down. T
>wouldn’t be appropriate, she explained, for a devout Muslinr
ywoman to live alone in an American city. Her new plan was tc
1look into Islamic studies at one of Saudi Arabia’s segregatec
twomen’s schools.

Before her fiance left for Saudi Arabia, Sahar’s family threw :
lavish engagement party. Sahar sat on a flower-decked thron
and received the gifts of jewelry from her husband-to-be tha

(would become part of her dowry. “My aunt wanted me to take of
~hijab for the party,” she said later. “She said, ‘You want to lool
,lovely for your engagement.’ “ Sahar stuck to her guns and sat or

jher throne with her hair wrapped away in a white satin scarf.

But it soon seemed Sahar’s scarves wouldn’t be enough tc
,satisfy her betrothed. Within weeks of arriving in Saudi Arabia’:
rausterely religious atmosphere, he was on the phone to Sahar
,Suggesting she lengthen her mid-calf dresses to floor length anc



sput on socks to cover her sandaled toes. “I told him I'm not ready
7for that yet. I told him I want to go slowly, to be sure of what I'nr
,doing,” she said. ‘Tve seen other women who go straight intc
lgloves and face veils, and a few months later find they can”
stand it. I don’t want to put something on that I'm going to wan
_to take off.” As the months passed, I began to wonder whethe:
iher fiance was drifting into a fundamentalism too narrow tc
-admit Sahar’s broad mind, no matter how correctly veiled.

r Meanwhile, under her shapeless clothes, she started to gair
2weight. The elevator in our apartment building was so ancient i
lbelonged in the Egyptian museum. It malfunctioned just abou
tas often as it functioned. Sahar began to find the six flights o
1stairs an increasing trial. Sweating, she would sink into the chai:
»by her desk and beg me to turn on the air conditioner, even or
1the mildest mornings. Because her coverings made her feel the
heat, she no longer enjoyed walking with me when we’d go ou
1reporting. She quickly became too out of shape to cover mort
_than a block without gasping. She seemed to be growing olc
;before my eyes.
f Calls from Saudi Arabia invariably brought bad news. The
<medical center that had hired her fiance had no patients. He
1would have to wait and see if business improved before he coulc
set a wedding date. When it didn’t, he began to search for a bette:
)j ob. But months had passed and he hadn’t found one.

s There were other disappointments. Once, a few month:
before she adopted hijab, Sahar had brought a videotape of he:
1best friend’s wedding to show me. It was a typical upper-crus



7Egyptian extravaganza, held at the Nile Hilton. Dancers prancec
1with candelabra on their heads, drummers and pipers providec
>the din. Everybody dressed to excess. Sahar told me she’d spen
t£60—a civil servant’s monthly salary—getting her hair done. She
twatched the tape with her lips parted and eyes shining. He:
rexpression reminded me of my five-year-old niece when I reac
>her a fairy story. I couldn’t believe that this serious, Harvard
bound woman admired this ostentatious display. But she did
L ‘God willing, I'll have a wedding just like that,” she said.

t But it seemed that God, or at least her godly fiance, had othe:
tideas. Their wedding, he decided, would be small and austere. “
fsuppose he is right,” Sahar said uncertainly. “At all those granc
rweddings, nobody ever says anything good about the bride or he:
1family. If it isn’t fancy enough, they criticize her stinginess. If i
2is very fancy, they criticize her for showing off.” Her fiance hac
teven appropriated the task of buying the wedding dress. “Thx
adresses are much finer in Saudi Arabia,” Sahar said hopefully
1That may have been so, but I couldn’t help wondering what kinc
of gown a fundamentalist would choose for his bride.

> None of my Egyptian friends seemed to have an easy time
ofinding a mate. It became a race to see who would marry first
1Sahar the fundamentalist, who had more or less arranged he:
rown marriage, or my very unfundamentalist friend, who wa:
having one arranged for her. She was named in Arabic for :
Sbeautiful flower, so I will call her Rose. She was unusual, even ir
rthe rarefied world of rich, Western-educated Cairenes. Like
talmost all unmarried Egyptians, she lived at home with he:
parents but, unlike almost all young women, she had a job tha



Irequired her to travel abroad, alone.

1 On one of these trips she’d fallen in love with a Paris-basec

tAmerican and was, when I met her, in the midst of a passionatt
“affair. He had offered to marry her, but she had refused
rAlthough the Sunni branch of Islam allows men to marry othe:
1monotheists such as Christians or Jews, it doesn’t offer the samx
“liberty to women. Because Islam is passed through the paterna
"line, children of non-Muslim fathers are lost to the faith. Rose’:
lover came from a Christian fundamentalist family and arguec
rthat his conversion would kill his mother. For her part, Rose
Ibelieved that marrying a Christian would cause a complett
Irupture with her family. “I would be living in sin,” she explained
r“And anyway, I want to marry a Muslim. I want my sons to b
tcalled Omar and Abdullah. I want to go to the sheik and have
lwedding party with dancers and drums. I don’t want to slink of

2to some French bureaucrat for a sly little civil ceremony.”

The religious impasse finally ended the affair. As well as
Yproken heart, Rose had the gnawing anxiety of an Egyptiar
woman who was over thirty and edging toward irreversible
aspinsterhood. “I went to my father and said, ‘All right. I give in
:You've always wanted to arrange a marriage for me, so let’s set

rwhat you can do. Bring ‘em on.

> Affluent, intelligent and beautiful, with the huge deerlik

leyes extolled by Arabian poets, Rose had it all. Using their large
‘network of extended family and business contacts, her parent:
“soon compiled a long list of prospective suitors, and Rose workec

“her way through it as briskly as a pilot completing a prefligh
t



check. Her first meeting was with a young doctor, who came tc

1her house with his father and sat down with Rose and most o
_her family for tea. “I asked him where he’d traveled and he saic
"Alexandria and Ismailia. Alexandria and Ismailia! How car
;anyone get to the age of thirty-two and never have gone outside
_Egypt? His family’s rich; he could have gone anywhere. I coulc
inever be happy with someone so unadventurous.”

s After that she vetoed meetings at home. “In the first five
Iminutes I could tell it was pointless, but I was stuck there, being
apolite, wasting a whole afternoon.” She insisted on meeting
afuture prospects at their offices. “Usually they don’t get past th
Jfirst half hour,” she reported after a few dismal encounters.

The wealthy young son of a merchant family survived hi:
‘first interview and seemed promising. Rose even went on :
fthree-week, closely chaperoned holiday to Los Angeles with the
family. “I fell in love—with America,” she reported on her return
1But not with her suitor. “I had to want to do everything when hx
iwanted,” she said. “It was a disaster if I didn’t like the film he wa:
awatching. And he didn'’t like the fact that I didn’t drink. He saic
.when he came home at the end of the day he’d like to share
abeer. I said, ‘T'll have a Coke and you have a beer; we’ll still b

sharing the moment.’ He said, ‘Yes, but we won’t be sharing the

_beer.’ It was too ridiculous.”

v

> At the Egyptian Foreign Ministry, one would-be spouse, :
syoung diplomat, was preparing for his first posting abroad. “Hz
lwould have been perfect,” Rose sighed wistfully after her brie
tappointment. “He was witty, cosmopolitan. But he had dirty



»fingernails.”

t “Rose,” I said, incredulous, “are you telling me you’ve rulec

1him out because he had dirty fingernails? For goodness’ sake
You can always clean his fingernails.” She raised her head anc
- gazed at me sadly with her huge dark eyes. “Geraldine, you don”
5lunderstand. You married for love. What’s a dirty fingernail or

someone you love? But if you are going to marry somebody yot
2don’t love, everything, everything, has to be perfect.”

I wondered if my Palestinian friend Rehab had expectec

(D VUM Uy

perfection from her arranged marriage. If so, I could only gues:
at the depth of her disappointment.

5 Rehab lived on a hilltop west of Jerusalem, in an ancient ston:

lvillage that seemed pinned to the earth by the spindly minaret o:
“its mosque. To get there, it was necessary to drive past the crane:
*and bulldozers of half a dozen new Jewish settlements. The
“closest, a kibbutz, was just across the valley, its moderr
Svegetable trellises lacing through the Arabs’ ancient orchard:

Hike fingers locked in an arm wrestle.

1
Every time I arrived in the village I looked for Rehab anc

;Mohamed. Rehab was a diminutive, feisty young women wh
“worked as a hairdresser, going from house to house beautifying
the village women for weddings and feast days. She kept track o
levery shred of women’s news in town. Her husband Mohamec
"was an ebullient shopkeeper, strongly built, with muscula:
fforearms, a tangle of thick dark curls and laughing brown eyes

’He loved attempting jokes in his colorful, fractured English. I'c



often been at their home, a couple of times with Tony along. We

1shared meals, played with their four-year-old daughter, admirec
,the new coops they’d built for the “Palestine Liberatior
1Ch1ckens” that would free them from dependence on Israel
tproduce.

1 Tony and I loved hanging out with Palestinians. They werc
thumorous, outspoken people who seemed to lack Egyptians
class consciousness and Gulf Arabs’ reserve. What struck w
most was the easy interaction of men and women. Women were
jin the demonstrations against Israeli occupation, in the hospital:
streating the wounded, and at home, around the table, arguiny
politics with the foreigners as loudly as the men. Mohamed anc
Rehab’s house always seemed full of friends of both sexes, anc
;Tony and I were both equally welcomed.

;  One beautiful late summer day I arrived in the village alone
,and met Mohamed at his shop in the tiny main street. He seemec
,distracted and upset. He had been impatient since my last visit
;he said, because he wanted to ask me something important.

He needed a second wife. He couldn’t mention his plans t¢
janyone in the village because his neighbors, like mos
,Palestinians these days, considered polygamy backward. Besides
;if Rehab heard about his intention she’d go into a frenzy. Did
;know any foreign woman who would secretly marry him? Coulc
jhe get a visa to go abroad and find someone?

r  No, I said, stunned by his questions. I didn’t know anyone
.and visas were difficult to arrange without relatives abroad
1Mohamed seemed angered by my answers. “You think I am :



2poor man? I am not!” he exclaimed, jumping up and dragging mx
1by the arm behind the counter of his shop. Pulling down severa
1boxes of goods, he reached back into the darkness and came ou
iwith his fists full of gold. I recognized the jewelry: gaudy bangle:
and necklaces made by the Indian goldsmiths of the Gulf State:
.especially for bridal dowries. All of it was pure, solid, 22 or 2¢
;carat, because that is what Arab buyers insist on. “I will give it al
;to her. It’s just that I must have a son. My wife, after ow
_daughter, they had to cut her up so she can’t have another child.
;am nothing in this village without a son.” His voice cracked
,‘Please, you have to help me. Will you find someone for me?”

>

1 “May your womb shrivel up” is one of the worst Arabic curse:
lit’s possible to utter. Rehab had been cursed indeed. There was nc
way Mohamed could have raised the money to buy his secre
“stash of gold without scrimping on his family. I imagined the lie:
ihe’d told, as he denied her every little luxury. Four years o
,’privation: the punishment for having only a daughter.

I remembered then that I'd never heard Rehab’s kunya—he:

,mother designation. Arab women don’t take their husbands

t
~of their first-born sons. They are known to their friends eve:

names on marrying, but both men and women do take the name

I’ afterward as “Umm Fans” or “Abu Aziz”—“Mother of Faris” o:
1“Father of Aziz.” Rehab, now infertile, would never have a kunya
Mohamed could get one if a new wife gave him a son.

It astonished me that Muslims, who put such store or
emulation of their prophet, didn't wish to emulate him ir

,something so fundamental as fathering daughters. Muhammac



2is thought to have had three or four sons, two or three by Khadij:
land one by an Egyptian concubine named Mary. None survivec
tinfancy. Instead, the prophet raised four daughters, one o:
swhom, Fatima, he extolled as a perfect human being. “Fatima,
she said, “is part of me. Whoever hurts her hurts me, and whoeve:
lthurts me has hurt God.” Fatima was the only one of his childrer
1to outlive him.

r
I

The Koran, meanwhile, has a mixed message about female
infants. It orders an end to female infanticide. One of its mos
“beautiful and poetic chapters contains a poignant reference tc
the practice, then so widespread in Arabia: “When the sun shal
sbe folded up; and when the stars shall fall;, and when the
mountains shall be made to pass away; and when the camels ter
tmonths gone with young shall be neglected; and when the sea:
sshall boil; and when the souls shall be joined again to thei:
fbodies; and when the girl who hath been buried alive shall b

asked for what crime she was put to death; and when the book:
rshall be laid open; and when the heavens shall be removed; anc
swhen hell shall burn fiercely; and when paradise shall b
_brought near: every soul shall know what it hath wrought.”

r But elsewhere, in a discussion of the idol-worshipers ir
rMecca, the Koran mocks the Meccans’ worship of three goddesse:
.known as “the daughters of Allah.” Why, it asks, would God hawv

daughters, when even puny human males can have the more
1desirable sons?

1 As Mohamed thrust his fistfuls of gold under my nose, he
1seemed on the verge of tears. To calm him I muttered something



1about finding out about visas. His spirits lifted immediately
1“Good,” he said, smiling broadly. “Now I have something else tc
fshow you!”

»

He'd built a special hideaway at the top of the shop, fron
‘which he could spy on Israeli troop patrols. Grateful to get bacl
to what I thought was the solid ground of reporting, I climbec

the ladder to his secret nook and humored his insistence that I li
adown on the thin mattress by the spyhole to examine the clea:
tview of the street. When he lay down beside me to point out
>Palestinian flag in the power lines, I jumped up immediately anc
lclimbed back down into the shop.

He had one more piece of news for my article, he said. The
sraelis had imposed water restrictions, but the village hac
>circumvented them by uncovering some ancient Roman-er:
‘cisterns on the village outskirts. He wanted to show them to me

"We got into his rusty truck and rattled out of the village.
5
1 The cisterns were well hidden, at the base of a row o

_crumbling, abandoned olive terraces. As I scrambled down th
-rocky ground, Mohamed reached out to help me. His hand landec
firmly on my buttock. It’s a mistake, I thought. He didn’t put i
there on purpose. Without saying anything, I tried to prise hi:
Sfingelrs loose. But he pushed my hand away, tightening his grij
*into a crude and unambiguous grope. Then, grabbing my arms
he pinned me in a sudden embrace that was more like :
wrestler’s hold. His bulk bearing down on me sent me stumbling
2against the wall of old stone. As he rubbed himself against me,
scould barely breathe under his weight. I couldn’t get my breatt



.to scream, and there was nobody near this place to hear me
>Wrenching one arm free, I started pummeling him, but he

seemed oblivious. He reached for the edge of my shirt, trying tc
tug it up over my abdomen. His other hand pulled at the
(waistband of my trousers. “You should see what they did to mj
1wife—here—right here, they cut her up—it is so ugly I can’t lool

,atit. I don’'t want to make love to such a body.”

r Suddenly, a rattle of stones made Mohamed look up. The
1vacant eyes of a sheep stared down at him. A flock was making
lits slow way across the upper terrace. Behind it, somewhere
would be a village child, shepherding. Mohamed would not wan'
_him to witness this. As his grip slackened I scrambled for mjy
ibalance, leaping away up the stony hillside toward the road.

,lever saw him again.

I don’t know if Mohamed ever found his second wife. But :
few miles away, in a Palestinian refugee camp, I got to know ¢
¢family in which the man had made a similar choice and brough
.a second wife into his first wife’s home.

1 I met them first in the winter of 1987, just weeks after th«
tPalestinian uprising had begun. I was driving through a hard, icy
srain when a chunk of concrete slammed into the hood of my ca:
sand fanned in fragments against the windshield. The ca:
Jfishtailed across the rain-slicked bitumen and twirled to a stoj
1just inches from the wide trunk of an ancient cedar. In the rear
yvision mirror I caught a flash of red. A group of youths, thei:
Ifaces wrapped in red-checked kaffiyehs, perched on the pile o
1rubble at the entrance to the camp.



I jumped from the car and ran toward them. Thinking I wa:
ran armed Israeli settler, they scattered like startled birds
)“Please,” I called in Arabic. “I don’t have a gun. I'm a journalis
2and I'd like to talk to you.”

" One of the youths rematerialized atop the rubble heap. “Ge

‘out of here!” he cried in perfect English. “There are people in thi
camp who would kill you!”

I stood my ground and asked to interview him. “I'm too busy
>now,” he said, eying the license plate of a passing truck to see if i
'was colored yellow, for Israeli, or blue for Palestinian. “And if
tstart on this subject I'll never stop.” As a Fiat with yellow plate:
"approached, he wound up like a pitcher and hurled his chunk o:
Lconcrete at its windshield. It fell just short. “It hasn’t been a gooc
day for me,” he said. “I've hardly damaged any cars.”

1 The wail of an approaching army siren signaled that the day

*might be about to take a turn for the worse. Barking command:
‘4o his three accomplices, the boy turned and ran off into the
camp, his kaffiyeh wound tightly around his face to preven
sidentification by camp informers. I turned and walked slowly
sdown the camp’s main street, hearing the commotion behind ms
ras an Israeli jeep skidded to a stop and emptied its troops at the
rcamp entrance. A few blocks farther, I glimpsed a flash of red ir
sthe window of a half-demolished building. It was the boy. Hi:
-finger on his lips, he signaled to me to follow him.

Scrambling over rubble, we made our way through bacl

falleys to a large metal door set in a concrete-block wall. The boy
rapped gently on the metal and the door flew open. Two pairs o



swomen’s hands dragged him inside by his collar, quickly
.stripped his T-shirt and jacket and flung him a change of clothes
t“In case anybody saw me,” he explained. “This is Rahme, myj
mother,” he said, introducing the smaller of the two women a:
tshe patted down his tousled hair. “And this,” he said, turning tc
Sthe other woman, “is Fatin, also my mother. Well, not my
mother... excuse me, I don’t know the English word... but shx
is... married to my father after my mother.”

;
¢ “Darra?” 1 said. Co-wife. The Arabic word comes from the roo
I“to harm.”

s “Yes,” he said. “Co-wife.”

i At fifteen, the boy, Raed, was the oldest of fourteen children

Because Israeli authorities had closed the schools, all of then
were at home on that wet day, crammed inside the four-roon
7hovel. Cold seeped up through the bare concrete floors and rair
sdripped through the leaky roof. Most of the toddlers had runny
anoses. Over the next six years I visited the family often
tsometimes spending the night on a thin mattress on the floor
rwedged in with Rahme and Fatin and Raed’s sisters. Raed and hi:
abrothers slept beside their father, Mah-moud, in another room.

- Clearly, given the number of children in the house, the
Ysleeping arrangements weren’t always like that. Because it wa:
>impossible to have a private conversation in that crowded house
I couldn’t raise such a sensitive subject with Rahme or Fatin.
casked a close woman friend from a similar background how
/people in such situations managed to have sex. What sh

fdescribed was depressing: “If there are three rooms, then the



rwomen take one, the boys one, and the husband and whicheve;
.wife he wants to have sex with will sleep in the third room,” she
7said. “But in some homes in the camps there aren’t three rooms
sso the act is a quick, silent fumbling in a corner, hoping th¢
ychildren aren’t awake. Of course, neither one of them would eve:
7undress.”

At first I visited the camp to write about the uprising. Bu

soon I became more involved in the story of Rahme and Fatin

tThere is a poignant Berber folk song about the arrival of a seconc
wife, and I thought of it every time I visited them:

The stranger has come; she has her place in the house.
Her tattoos are not like ours,
But she’s young, she’s beautiful, just what my husband wanted;
1 The nights aren’t long enough for their play....
Since she’s come, the house is not the same,
As though the doorsills and the walls were sulking;
Perhaps I'm the only one who notices it,
/ Like a mule before his empty manger.
But I must accept my new lot,
For my husband is happy with his new wife.

Once I, too, was beautiful, but my time is past.

To an outsider, the relationship between Rahme and Fatir
seemed to have little in common with that sad song. The twr
*women seemed more like loving sisters than bitter rivals. If Fatir
sc:ooked, Rahme sewed. If Rahme made bread, Fatin kept an eye or
’the toddlers. When Raed finally got caught after throwing :
IMolotov cocktail at Israeli soldiers, it was Fatin, not his mothe:
JRahme, who showed up in court to support him. And wher
aMahmoud, too, was taken to jail in a routine security sweep, the
“two women relied on each other to get through the long si:



rmonths until his release. In all the time I spent in their house
anever heard a cross word between them.

» It was Raed who taught me to look deeper. Raed spent five
“years in jail for his part in the uprising. When he was released, ir
‘February 1993, the fiery fifteen-year-old who'd stoned my ca:
had been replaced by a solemn twenty-year-old who celebratec
this new freedom in long, long walks up and down the Wes
.Bank’s stony hillsides. On one of these walks we stopped for :
1few minutes to chat with a woman he knew slightly. “Her life i:
complete misery,” he said as we turned away. As we walked, h¢
told me the story of the woman’s unhappy marriage, he:
husband’s eventual repudiation, and her return to her parents
her children, of course, left behind with their father. “It is mj

”»

mother’s story,” Raed added unexpectedly, “except for the

ending.”

Rahme’s story began in Jordan. In 1972, Raed’s father’
mother arrived there with her daughter, who had been promisec
in marriage to a relative in Amman. In Jordan, the mothe:
spotted Rahme, a devout, rosy-cheeked young woman whose
1tiny stature made her look much younger than her seventeer
yyears. She took the girl home to marry her fifteen-year-old sor
1Mahmoud.

1 “What did he know at fifteen? Nothing,” said Raed. “To him
*she was a good girl, a nice girl. But how could he love her? H

Fdidn’t even know her.”

1
Within a year, Raed was born. His brother Murad carne a yea:

;and a half later, and two sisters in the three years after that



IRahme was still pregnant with her fourth child when she forcec

herself to face the fact that had the whole camp gossiping
_Mahmoud had fallen for Fatin, a stunning eighteen-year-old whc
;had recently moved in with relatives in the camp.

r The two women couldn’t have been more different. Wher:
1Rahme was shy and pious, Fatin was outspoken and political
tWhere Rahme was quiet and diffident, Fatin laughed anc
1asserted herself. Fatin, tall and shining with confidence, seemec
sto eclipse the tiny Rahme. Finally, Mahmoud came home witl
athe news that Rahme had dreaded. He had proposed to Fatin, anc
rshe had accepted him. Rahme, he said, could have a divorce.

’ Rahme knew that a divorce meant leaving the West Bank t¢
/return to her family in Jordan. In some ways, that would have
“been a relief. In six years the youth Mahmoud had grown into :
fierce-tempered man who occasionally lashed out violently a
sboth her and Raed, who even as a toddler was showing a streak o
Istubborn courage. To live with him as his only wife had beer
rhard enough: she could barely imagine the greater humiliation:
2and hardships that would come from being relegated to seconc
1place by a woman he really loved.

! But when she looked up at Mahmoud and gave her answer, i

wasn’t what he expected to hear. “I don’t want to divorce you,’

,she said quietly. Under Islamic law, divorce meant leaving he:
achildren to be raised by Mahmoud and his new wife. “I want tc
keep my family,” she said. “Will you allow me that?”

r Mahmoud was bad-tempered and selfish, but he wasn’t crue
.enough to force Rahme to leave her children. If Rahme wished tc



1stay, he said, he would continue to support her. But she woulc
.have to be content to be his wife in name only. Although th¢
)Koran declares that a man must treat all his wives equally
Mahmoud made it clear that it was Fatin, and Fatin alone, tc
_whom he was sexually attracted. By choosing to stay, Rahme, a
~twenty-three, would be choosing a life of celibacy in a crowdec
ihovel alongside a woman for whom her husband felt ¢
1passionate erotic attraction. Mahmoud made it clear that he
1would blame Rahme if the relationship between the two womer
jwas anything but placid and friendly.

Rahme choked back her tears and agreed to Mahmoud’:

)conditions. A few weeks later she put on her best embroiderec
_dress and danced to the drums at her husband’s wedding.
1 When we returned to the house, I suddenly saw everything
tdifferently. Rahme was in the corner, performing her midday
fprayers, as Fatin laughed boisterously with Mahmoud. Fatin wa:
1pregnant with her eleventh child, and basking in Mahmoud:
sobvious pride in her condition.

1 Raed was less approving. Since his father’s jobs or

construction sites were irregular, Raed was working fourteer
thours a day in a shoe factory to support the family. “It’s stupid!
"he fumed. “He can’t support the babies he has, and he bring:
rmore and more.”

> Fatin had been nursing a newborn when I first met her ir

1987. While I talked to Raed about the intifada, she’d sat in
lcorner of the room with the baby at her breast. She’d interruptec
»only once, when Raed’s English stumbled over the word “peace.’



1I'd asked him if the Palestinians in the camp were willing tc
2accept peace with Israel. When he had trouble with the word,

,tried the Arabic, salaam. “La salaam!” Fatin yelled suddenly. “N¢
»peace! The people of this camp want war!” Fatin, I reflected then

twould be a formidable opponent if anyone crossed her.

1 Fatin’s many pregnancies had stripped her of her girlist

'bloom. She showed me the gaps in her mouth from teeth tha
“had fallen out during the latest one. Yet it seemed to be a prict
she was willing to pay to retain her husband’s approval, and tc
underline her difference in status from Rahme.

S

“My mother is waiting only for us,” Raed said. “As soon as mj
1sisters are finished school and I can support them, she won”
have to put up with this anymore.”

> Iwondered, though, if the complex bonds in the family coulc
be so easily broken. Raed himself said he didn’t differentiate
*between his full siblings and his half brothers and sisters. Hz
*loved all of them, and felt responsible for protecting them fron
his erratic father. His feelings about Fatin also were complex. “
1cannot say I hate this woman,” he said. “I hate her only for being
1the cause of my mother’s suffering, not for who she is herself.”

n

In a rare private moment, when I tried to ask Rahme abou
*her feelings, her rosy face broke into an enigmatic smile. She
wrapped my hands in her two cracked and work-worn ones anc
wwhispered simply, “Insha’allah [As God wills it].” Then she wen
1ito wash and began her prayers, as the life of the householc
1swirled unnoticed around her. In a few moments, following the
"prayer-time ritual, she knelt, touching her head to the floor.



>  Her religion, after all, was Islam—the Submission. It seemec
Ito me that its rules had required her to submit to a lot.
)
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Her religion, after all, was Islam—the Submission. It seemed
to me that its rules had required her to submit to a lot.



Chapter 4
THE PROPHET’S WOMEN

“O wives of the prophet ye are not like any ordinary women.”

THE KORAN
THE CHAPTER OF THE CLANS

She was playing on her swing when her mother called her

Noticing her dirty face, her mother took a little water and wipec
the grime away. The swing had left her breathless, so the two o:
them paused for a few minutes at the door of the house until she
recovered.

Inside, her father and his friends were waiting. Her mothe:
placed her in the lap of one of them, then everyone else rose anc
left the room.

Aisha was nine years old, and that day, in her parents’ house
she consummated her marriage to the prophet Muhammad, whc
was then over fifty. Ten years later, he died in her arms.

Today, if you ask Sunni Muslims about Aisha, they will tel
you she was the great love of Muhammad’s later life,
formidable teacher of Islam, a heroine in battle. But ask Shiites
and they will describe a jealous schemer who destroyed the
prophet’s domestic peace, plotted against his daughter Fatima
spied on the household and fomented a tragic factiona
bloodletting that left the Muslim nation permanently divided.

Aisha—Arabic for “life”—is one of the most popular girls
names in the Sunni Muslim world. But among Shiites it is a tern
ofasperation and abuse. When a Shiite girl misbehaves, he:



mother is likely to upbraid her with a shout of “You Aisha!”

Aisha went to live with Muhammad in the year 622 by th«
Christian calendar—the first year of Hegira by Muslin
reckoning. Thirteen hundred and sixty-six years later, ar
interviewer for “Hello Good Morning” a live, national radio show
in Iran, stopped a woman on a Tehran street and asked her whc

‘she thought was the best woman’s role model. The womar
lanswered Oshin, the heroine of a Japanese-made TV soap oper:
fwho had overcome all kinds of adversity by flouting Japan’s staic
2traditions. The interviewer asked the woman why she hadn*
named one of the prophet’s wives or daughters as her role model
The woman replied that those women belonged to a far-off er:
jthat wasn’t as relevant to her modern life. Ayatollah Khomeini
listening to the radio, was furious, and demanded that ths
show’s producers be flogged. He relented when an investigatior
;proved that the producers hadn’t acted maliciously.

For once I found myself more or less agreeing with Khomeini
The lives of the prophet’s wives and daughters were extremely
relevant to modern Islamic women. Most of the Koran’

*revelations on women came to Muhammad directly following
’events in his own household. Like modern Muslim women, hi:
“wives had to cope with the jealousies of a polygamou:
"household, the traumas of war, the hardships of poverty and the
issues of seclusion and hijab.

To me, the hadith’s intimate vignettes of life in ths
"apartments around Muhammad’s mosque were better than anjy

1 :
modern soap opera. I couldn’t get enough of these stories o
r



intrigue, argument and romance. Aisha, undoubtedly, was the
_star, but the seven or eight wives in the supporting cast made fo;
Jively subplots.

1 When Muhammad’s first wife Khadija died in 619, the forty
rmine-year-old prophet was heartbroken. The Muslin
ycommunity, especially the women who cooked and cared fo:
1him, believed a new wife might soothe his grief. A few month:
1after Khadija’s death, Muhammad’s aunt, Khawla, suggested tc
lher nephew that he marry again.

L “Whom shall I marry, O Khawla?” asked Muhammad. “Yot

‘women are best knowing in these matters.”
1
Khawla answered that, if he wanted a virgin, he should take

:Aisha, the beautiful child of his best friend, Abu Bakr. If he
;Wanted a nonvirgin, there was the widow Sawda, a matronly
older woman who had been an early convert to Islam and :
devoted follower.

; “Go,” said Muhammad, “bespeak them both for me.”

5 He married Sawda and Aisha in quick succession. But sinct
yAisha was then only six, the marriage wasn’t consummated, anc
sshe remained with her family. No one told the little girl of he:
schange in status. But when her mother suddenly begar
arestricting her play, Aisha later recalled, “It fell into my hear
that I was married,” By the time she went to live witl
_Muhammad, the Muslims had fled persecution in Mecca and se
;up an exile community in the town of Medina. Muhammad livec
fin the mosque they constructed there—a humble structure o
gray mudbricks roofed with the branches of date trees. Aisha anc



2Sawda had a room each. When Aisha moved in, she brought he:
rtoys with her. Sometimes Muhammad would find her playing
with them. “What are these?” he would ask. “Solomon’s horses,’
_or “My girl dolls,” she would answer. If her child playmates rar
,away, intimidated, when he approached, he would gently cal
I_,them back and sometimes join in their games.
s Muhammad, according to many detailed physica
ydescriptions, was a handsome irtan, of medium height witl
wavy black hair, a full beard, thick-lashed dark eyes and :
lradiant smile that revealed a gap between his front teeth. He wa:
meticulous about his grooming, perfuming his beard anc
brushing his teeth at least five times a day. His only unattractive
“features were a tendency to bloodshot eyes and a protruding veir
“in his temple that is said to have become more pronounced wher

"he became angry.
1
In the year or two after Aisha moved in, Muhammad marriec

three more women, all war widows: Hafsah, the twenty-year-olc

daughter of his close friend Omar; an older woman, Zeinab
swhose generosity had earned her the name “Mother of the Poor,’
land who died just eight months later; and Umm Salamah, ¢
rfamous beauty whose arrival caused Aisha the first pangs of the
1jealousy that would blight the rest of her life. When Aish:
tlearned about the marriage to Umm Salamah, “I was exceedingly
1sad,” she said, “having heard much of her beauty.” She called or
tthe new wife and found her “twice as beautiful and graceful a:
1she was reputed to be.”
f

, Muhammad tried to keep to the Koran’s instruction that :



rman must treat all his wives equally. His practice was to see eacl
sof them, every afternoon, in a brief private meeting, but to havt
"his dinner and spend the night with one at a time, in stric
1rotation. Aisha found the arrangement unsatisfying. ‘Tell me,’
Ishe asked him one day, “if you were to come upon two camels
the one already pastured and the other not, which would yot
lfeed?” Muhammad answered that of course it would be the onx«
jnot pastured. “I am not like the rest of your wives,” Aisha replied
, Every one of them has been married before, except me.”

5 Occasionally, if Muhammad wanted to spend time with a wife
lout of her turn, he would ask permission of the wife whose “day’
2it was. He soon learned better than to ask Aisha to give up he:
1day. “For my part,” she said, “I always refused him” and insistec
10n her scheduled visit. Sensitive to the young girl’s needs and

perhaps, to the prophet’s desires, the aging Sawda permanently
jrelinquished her “day” to Aisha. But soon the arrival of severa
jmore wives spread the prophet’s attentions even thinner.

,  Muslims argue that the many marriages of Muhammad’s las
"ten years reflected the fast expansion of Islam, and his need tc
1build alliances with diverse clans. At other times, they say, hi:
achoices reflected compassion for needy widows. Since womer
awill always outnumber men in societies at war, they argue
7surely it is better that women share a husband than have no mar
1in their lives at all. Muhammad, they say, was setting an exampl¢
sby taking widows into his care.

Non-Muslims, particularly Islam’s hostile critics, have taken «
1different view. Muhammad, they say, was a sensualist, whos:t



lincreasing power and prestige gave him means to indulge hi:
olusts after the death of the first wife who had been his patron.

L These critics seem to overlook the austerity of the prophet’:

"household. The mudbrick rooms of the mosque were hardly the

’quarters of a sensualist. Even as the Muslim community becam:

lrich on the spoils of military victories, Muhammad continued tc

“live simply and to insist that his wives do the same. The poverty

“that he enforced in his own household became the source o
much bickering between Muhammad and his wives.

> Yet the devout view, of Muhammad as husband cum socia
"worker for needy widows, isn’t entirely convincing either. A
‘least one hadith indicates that Muhammad knew polygamy wa:
1damaging for women. When his son-in-law Ali considerec
"taking a second wife, the prophet expressed concern for the
’feelings of his daughter Fatima. “What harms her harms me,” h
1told Ali, who abandoned the idea of a further marriage. (Shiites
who venerate Ali and Fatima, discount this hadith. They argus
tthat Muhammad would never have criticized a practice that the
b)Koran had declared lawful.)

> Not all Muhammad’s wives were pathetic cases or politically

lexpedient matches. The beautiful Umm Salamah certainly
'wasn’t needy. She had loved her first husband and, reluctant tc
remarry, had rejected a slew of eligible suitors when Muhammac
3began his dogged pursuit. She turned the prophet down at leas

three times. “I am a woman of an exceedingly jealous disposition
1and you, O Messenger of God, acquire many women,” she said, a:

aone excuse for rejecting his suit. Muhammad replied: “I shal



spray God to uproot jealousy from your heart.”

Despite his attempts at fairness, the whole community seem:
sto have become aware that Aisha was his favorite wife. Muslim:
awho wanted to send him a gift of food began timing thei
apresents for the days they knew he would be spending in Aisha’:
»apartment. Since Muhammad lived so humbly, these gifts ofter
rprovided his household’s only luxuries. Umm Salamah, for one
fbitterly resented the preference shown to Aisha. “I see that the

rest of us are as nothing,” she said when yet another basket o
18oodies arrived on Aisha’s day. Enraged, she flounced off tc

tcomplain to Fatima, Muhammad’s daughter.

s Muhammad’s marriage to a child just a year or two younge:
1than herself must have been difficult for Fatima in the wake o
sher mother’s death. Her own marriage, to Muhammad’s nephew
2Ali, was arranged soon after Aisha moved in. Whether it had it:
,seeds in unrecorded childhood squabbles, or in the rivalry
sbetween Fatima’s husband Ali and Aisha’s father Abu Bakr fo:
athe role of Muhammad’s chief lieutenant, a bitter enmity
developed between Aisha and Fatima. Eventually it expressec
]itself in the Shiite-Sunni schism that was to sunder Islam. Th«
,temperaments of the two young women could hardly have beer
,more different. Fatima was self-effacing and shy; Aisha wa:
1quick-witted and outspoken.

t In any case, Umm Salamah knew where to look for an ally
,against Aisha. Fatima promised Umm Salamah to speak to he:
sfather about his favoritism. Muhammad’s reply must have
Istung. “Dear little daughter, don’t you love who I love?” he askec



her. “Yes, surely,” she replied. When she continued to put he:
scase, Muhammad cut her off. “Aisha,” he said, “is your father’
;best beloved.” This brought Ali into the argument, chiding
rMuhammad for slighting his daughter by saying he loved Aish:
Sbest. The bitterness of the argument must have lingered, becaus:t
,soon afterward Muhammad ordered the door sealed between hi:

wives’ apartments and the apartment of Ali and Fatima. (Shiite:
;deny this exchange ever took place: in their version, Muhammac

fextolled Fatima as “a human houri,” or near-divine being.)

> Aisha tried to undermine her complaining rivals witl
childish pranks. One day she noticed that Muhammad hac
[Aingered longer than usual on his evening visit with one of he:
grivals, enjoying a drink made with honey, his favorite delicacy
,Aisha gathered some of the other wives together and concocted :
Spractical joke. As he stopped by each woman’s apartment, all o
]them pretended to be offended by his breath. Muhammad
rfastidious about his person, was worried and confused. “All T ate

l))

,was honey!” he exclaimed. The women muttered that the bee:
1who made the honey must have fed on the nectar of a foul
_smelling plant. Afterward, Muhammad refused honey when i
;Was offered to him, until the more mature Sawda counselec
SAisha that the joke had gone far enough, and that the poo:

prophet was depriving himself of one of his few pleasures.

; Once Aisha and her coconspirators actually thwarted one o
rthe prophet’s attempts to add another wife to his growing
_harem. Aisha was distraught when Asma, the beautiful daughte:
iof a prince, arrived with an elaborate escort for her marriage tc

Muhammad. Aisha and Hafsa, pretending to be helpful



rvolunteered to assist the young woman dress for her wedding
sAs they fussed around her, they shared “confidences” about the
sprophet’s likes and dislikes. He would be inflamed with passion
ithey advised, if she pretended unwillingness. When it came timz
2to consummate the marriage, they advised her to back away
sfrom the prophet’s embrace and say, “I take refuge with Allal
sfrom thee.”

1 The prophet, appalled at the thought of inflicting himself or

an unwilling woman, immediately told Asma not to worry, tha
1the would call for her escort and see her safely home. Asma went
ldevastated, and complaining bitterly that she had been the
rvictim of deceit.

The multiple marriages fed such petty rivalries and added tc
the growing feud between Ali and Abu Bakr that was to threater
Islam’s political future. They also began to shape the rules of the
emerging faith. Muhammad’s increasing number of divine
“revelations on women seemed more and more influenced by the
>need to achieve tranquillity in his own household. Aisha, for one
“wasn’t afraid to point out the coincidence. “It seems to me,” she

tsaid tartly, “your Lord makes haste to satisfy your desires.”

[

. One such coincidence was the revelation that adoptec

children weren’t to be considered as blood kin. This followec

Muhammad’s glimpse of the partially unclad Zeinab, wife o

fZaid, the freed slave whom Muhammad had adopted and raisec

>as a son. The community had been shocked by Zaid’s divorce anc
‘Muhammad’s intention to marry Zeinab, which flouted the bar

don a father’s marriage to the wife of a son. Muhammad was witt

¥



.Aisha when he had the revelation saying that it was a mistake by
2Muslims to consider adoption as creating the same ties as blooc
,kin. From that point, the Koran says, Muslims were to proclain
athe true parentage of any children they raised. God, the
srevelation disclosed, had arranged Muhammad’s marriage witl
1Zeinab to disclose to Muslims the error of their previous beliefs
When Zeinab moved into the mosque, she was able to taun
JAisha by claiming that her marriage to the prophet had beer
tarranged by God.

,  The revelation on the seclusion of the prophet’s wives came
2on Zeinab’s wedding night. Sensitive to the ill feelings that th
match had inspired, Muhammad had invited many guests to hi:
,wedding feast. Three of them lingered long after the meal
engrossed in conversation and seemingly oblivious to the
_prophet’s impatience to be alone with his new bride. As Zeinal
;sat quietly in a corner, waiting for the guests to leave
;Muhammad strode out of the room and wandered the mosqus
.-courtyard. He dropped in on Aisha, who politely inquired how ht
:liked his new companion. Muhammad confided that he hadn”
'yet had a chance to enjoy her company, and wandered off to lool
in on each of his wives before returning to the room of the
1wedding feast. To his intense annoyance, the guests were stil
1there. Irritable, he went back to Aisha’s room and sat with he:

funtil finally someone came to tell him that the boorish guest:

ihad left.

, Anas ibn Malik, a companion who had witnessed the whols

|scene, accompanied Muhammad back to the nuptial chamber

Muhammad had one foot in the room when he let fall a curtair



7between himself and Anas, and, as he did so, began reciting ir
1the voice he used for revelations: “O ye who believe! Enter not the
1dwellings of the prophet for a meal without waiting for the
aproper time, unless permission be granted you. But if ye are
1invited, enter, and, when your meal is ended, then disperse
.Linger not for conversation. Lo! that would cause annoyance t¢
tthe Prophet, and he would be shy of asking you to go; but Allah i:
1not shy of the truth. And when you ask his wives for anything

ask it of them from behind a curtain (hijab). That is purer for
.your hearts and for their hearts.”

These words now are inscribed in the Koran as the word o

v

sGod. Obviously, such a verse is read very differently by :
,believing Muslim and a nonbelieving outsider. To a nonbeliever
2it is hard to envision God troubling to micromanage matters o
retiquette, like some kind of heavenly Miss Manners. To Muslims
,though, there is nothing very extraordinary in God dealing witt
2a situation that obviously left his prophet uncomfortable anc
aunsure of how to act. In these latter years of Muhammad’s life
twith the community expanding rapidly, many new issues, large
<and small, had to be resolved. The Medina revelations are almos
ralways far less poetic and more specific than the elegan
lreflections of the earlier verses revealed in Mecca. Often they
rcame in direct response to new dilemmas facing the community.

>  What is so puzzling is why the revelation of seclusion, s

clearly packaged here with instructions that apply only to the
aprophet, should ever have come to be seen as a rule that shoulc
.apply to all Muslim women.
1



1 In Muhammad’s lifetime the rule almost certainly was limitec
2to his wives. It completely changed their lives. Muhammad hac
2au thorized Aisha, in his absence, to give religious advice, telling
aMuslims to “take half your religion from this woman.” But afte:
.the revelation of seclusion, she no longer mingled freely with the
yvisitors to the mosque. Some wives, like Sawda, famed for he:
sfine leathercraft, had worked to contribute to the household”.
,budget. The wives had even gone into battle alongside
rMuhammad, tucking up their robes and carrying water, or caring
for the injured. Even Fatima had attended the battlefield, onc
gcauterizing a bleeding head wound of her father’s by applying

,ashes, a folk remedy that signified her skill as a nurse.

', After the seclusion, Muhammad took one or two wives or
fcampaign only as his sexual partners, drawing lots among then
,for the privilege. It was after one such battle that Aisha founc
1herself facing the biggest trial of her married life.

L as camp broke before dawn, Aisha walked off into the deser

’to urinate before the march. Returning to camp, she realizec
“she’d dropped an agate necklace and retraced her steps looking
tor it. By the time she found it the men had led off the came
tc:arrying her curtained litter, believing her to be already inside
’She sat patiently on the sand, waiting for someone to miss her. £
'few hours later, a young soldier named Safwan found he:
>waiting alone and carried her back to the city on his camel.

=)

Her arrival with this young and handsome man created ¢
1

scandal. Ali, Fatima’s husband, took the opportunity to feec
Muhammad’s growing doubts of Aisha’s virtue. As the scanda



Imounted, Aisha left her apartment at the mosque and returnec
lin disgrace to her parents, who seemed just as ready to accust
sher as everyone else. The gossip raged for over a month.

Finally Muhammad had a revelation clearing her name.

(§7)

“Good tidings, O Aisha!” he cried out. “God most high ha:
exonerated you.”

vy

> “Rise and come to Muhammad,” her parents urged.

bl

> “I shall neither come to him nor thank him,” said the strong
"minded young woman. “Nor will I thank both of you wh
>listened to the slander and did not deny it. I shall rise to give
thanks to God alone.”

! What became known as “the affair of the slander” made it:

1Way into the Koran. Why, God asks the believers, when thej
1heard the allegations about Aisha, “did not the believing men anc
believing women form in their minds a good opinion and say
tThis is a lie manifest’? Why have they not brought fou
lwitnesses regarding it?” Since then, Islamic law has requirec
sfour witnesses to sustain a charge of adultery: “The whore, anc
lthe whoremaster, shall ye scourge with an hundred stripes...
.But as to those who accuse women of reputation of whoredom
\and produce not four witnesses of the fact, scourge them witt
rfourscore stripes, and receive not their testimony forever.”

In the two years following his controversial marriage tc
1Zeinab, Muhammad acquired five new women, including twc
1Jews and a Coptic Christian. (There is a difference of opinior
labout whether he married all three of these women or simply



lkept one or two of them as concubines.) Mary, the Christian
abecame the focus of the harem’s intense jealousy when she bort
Muhammad a son. (The boy died in infancy.) Aisha, who hadn”
been able to conceive, was particularly heartbroken. At one poin
she had complained to Muhammad about her lack of a kunya, o:
>mother designation, since all the other widows had the kunya:
of sons they’d borne to their previous husbands. Like th
present-day Palestinian, Rehab, Aisha felt the lack of distinctior
_keenly. Muhammad told her to call herself Umm Abdullah, afte:
)the son of her sister, to whom she was very close.

> Aisha must have perceived Mary and her son as dangerou:
rivals for Muhammad’s attention. Certainly an uproar followec
;the discovery of Muhammad having intercourse with Mary ir
]Hafsa’s room on Aisha’s “day.” The fallout from that upset
icoupled with nagging from the women about the grinding
.poverty of their lives, caused Muhammad to withdraw from the
;harem and keep to himself for almost a month. The community
jworried that he might divorce all his wives, throwing intc
1turmoil the alliances he’d so carefully crafted.

Finally he returned from his retreat and offered each of hi:
,wives a divinely inspired ultimatum: they could divorce him anc
1have a rich settlement of worldly goods, or they could stay witl

him, on God’s terms, which included never marrying again afte:

)his death. In return, they would be known forever as Mothers o
)the Believers, and reap a rich reward in heaven. All the womer
1c:hose to stay.

7 It would be wrong to portray Muhammad’s domestic life a:



,hothing but jealousy and scandal. The hadith also recorc
smoments of great tenderness in the little rooms around the
tmosque. One day, as Aisha and Muhammad sat togethe:
tcompanionably, she at her spinning, he mending a sandal, Aish:
rsuddenly became aware that he was gazing at her with a radian
sexpression on his face. Suddenly, he rose and kissed her on th
oforehead. ‘Oh, Aisha,” he said, “may Allah reward you well. I an
1ot the source of joy to you that you are to me.”

L Another hadith recounts an incident when several o

Muhammad’s wives were arguing with him over householc
sfinances. While the argument was in progress, Omar
IMuhammad’s stern lieutenant and the father of Hafsa, enterec
1ithe room. The women, fearful of Omar’s violent temper
,immediately fell silent and hurried away. Omar yelled after the
swomen that it was shameful that they should be more respectfu
2of him than of the prophet of God. One replied, from a saf
7rdistance, that the prophet of God was known to be much gentle:
>to women than his overbearing friend.

When Muhammad became ill and was dying, he at first kep
sto his habit of fairness among wives, moving his sickbed fron
lone room to another depending on whose turn it was to have hi:
1company. But one day he began asking whose room he was to g¢
rto the next day, and the day after, and the day after that. The
fwives perceived that he was trying to calculate how long i
1would be until he was with his beloved Aisha. All decided to giv¢

up their turns to allow him to spend his last weeks with Aisha
;He died in her arms and was buried in her room.



1 She was just nineteen years old. A lonely future stretchec
abefore her: childless, and banned from remarriage. All she hac
rleft was influence. Because she had spent so much time a
iMuhammad’s side, she became a leading religious authority
tOriginally, 2,210 hadith were attributed to her: ninth-century
ascholars, dismissing the word of a mere woman, threw out al
1but 174.

On Muhammad’s death, Aisha became a wealthy woman. She
finherited nothing from Muhammad, who left all his owr
lproperty to charity. But the community paid her for the use o
,part of her room—where she continued to live—as the prophet’:
1tomb. The sum, 200,000 dirhams, was so vast that five camel:
,were needed to transport it. The payment may have been extr:
2generous because Muhammad’s successor, or caliph, turned ou
lto be Aisha’s father, Abu Bakr.

°  Muhammad’s death caused the boil-over of the long
‘simmering power struggle between Ali and Abu Bakr. Fatima
who had lived very quietly, raising four children, burst briefly
tinto public life to fight for Ali’s right to be caliph. By that time al
1ther sisters had died childless, leaving her and her sons anc
sdaughters as Muhammad’s only descendants. She arguec
ypowerfully that Ali had been Muhammad’s choice. It was shx¢
awho proclaimed that her father’s command had been that the
tleadership of Islam should remain with his blood relatives. The
aShiat Ali, or Partisans of Alj, rallied to support her. But she failec
.to convince the majority of the community. While Ali wa:
prepared to mend the rift by accepting Abu Bakr’s leadership
Fatima held out with the courageous stubbornness tha



lcontinues to characterize modern Shiites. Convinced that he:
1father’s will had been flouted, she refused to offer allegiance tc
tAbu Bakr. Perhaps as a result of the stress of that losing struggle
~she fell ill and died just six months after her father.

Not everyone mourned the passing of Islam’s prophet. In the
lsouthern Arabian region of Hadramaut, six women decoratec
their hands with henna, as if for a wedding, and took to th«
astreets beating tambourines in joyful celebration o
1Muhammad’s death. Soon, about twenty others joined the merry
fgathering. When word of the celebration reached Abu Bakr, he
ssent out the cavalry to deal with “the whores of Hadramaut.’
sWhen his warriors arrived, the men of the settlement came tc
itheir women’s defense but were defeated. As punishment, th
twomen had their henna-painted, tambourine-playing hand:
severed at the wrists.

- Who knows what motivated the women to make thei
,rousing and reckless celebration? To them, at least, it must hawv
7seemed that Muhammad’s new religion had made their live:
lmore burdensome, less free. And much worse was coming
1Repression of women was about to be legislated into the religior
lon a large scale by Abu Bakr’s successor as caliph, the violen
amisogynist Omar.

*  That Aisha supported Omar’s bid for leadership shows the
“depth of her loathing for Fatima’s husband, Ali. Her opinion o
Omar was not high. Kno his cruelty to the women of hi:
>household, she had cleverly helped foil a match between him anc

'her sister.
t



r Omar cracked down on women in ways that he must hawve
>known flouted Muhammad’s traditions. He made stoning th
,official punishment for adultery and pressed to extend th
seclusion of women beyond the prophet’s wives. He tried tc
_prevent women from praying in the mosque, and when tha
ifailed, he ordered separate prayer leaders for men and women
_He also prevented women from making the Hajj, a ban that wa:
;lifted only in the last year of his life.

7 On Omar’s death, Aisha supported Othman as his successor
sWhen Othman was murdered by members of a rebelliou
"faction, Ali, who had had to wait twenty-four long years since
>Muhammad’s death, finally got his chance to lead. When he
sbecame the Muslims’ fourth caliph, Aisha’s well-known enmity
ssoon made her a lightning rod for dissidents. She spoke ou
stridently against Ali’s failure to punish Othman’s killers.

r  As opposition to Ali’s rule mounted, Aisha made a brave anc
areckless move that might have changed forever the balance o
spower between Muslim men and women.

She led the dissidents into battle against Ali in a red pavilior
Yset atop a camel. Riding ahead of her troops, she loudly exhortec
tthem to fight bravely. Alj, realizing the effect this was having or

his men’s morale, ordered her camel cut down under her. He
sthen routed her forces. Hundreds of her partisans were killed
fincluding her dearest friends and relatives.

The defeat proved disastrous for Muslim women. He:
1opponents were able to argue that the first battle of Muslinr
against Muslim would never have happened if Aisha had kep



aout of public life as God had commanded. After the battle, one o
sMuhammad’s freed slaves reported a hadith that has beer
aparticularly damaging to Muslim women. The man said he hac
»been saved from joining Aisha’s army by recalling Muhammad’:
tremark on the news that the Persians had appointed a princess a:
.ruler: “No people who place a woman over their affairs wil
sprosper.” Whether or not the former slave’s con venien
recollection was genuine, that hadith has been used agains
~every Muslim woman who has achieved political influence. Ir
S'Pakistan it was frequently cited by opponents of Benazir Bhutto.

> After the rout, Aisha finally made her peace with Ali. She
aretreated from politics but remained an eminent religiou
7authority. Most accounts describe her in later life as a sad anc
tself-effacing woman whose one wish was to be forgotten by
history.

1 It is said that she wept whenever she recited the Korani
fverses: “O wives of the prophet... remain in your houses.”
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out of public life as God had commanded. After the battle, one of
Muhammad’s freed slaves reported a hadith that has been
particularly damaging to Muslim women. The man said he had
been saved from joining Aisha’s army by recalling Muhammad’s
remark on the news that the Persians had appointed a princess as
ruler: “No people who place a woman over their affairs will
prosper.” Whether or not the former slave’s con venient
recollection was genuine, that hadith has been used against
every Muslim woman who has achieved political influence. In
Pakistan it was frequently cited by opponents of Benazir Bhutto.

After the rout, Aisha finally made her peace with Ali. She
retreated from politics but remained an eminent religious
authority. Most accounts describe her in later life as a sad and
self-effacing woman whose one wish was to be forgotten by
history.

It is said that she wept whenever she recited the Koranic
verses: “O wives of the prophet... remain in your houses.”



Chapter 5

CONVERTS

“Marry not women who are idolaters, until they believe: verily a maid-servan
who believeth is better than an idolatress, although she please you more.”

THE KORAN
THE CHAPTER OF THE COW

At sunrise, before the heat slams down and the air become:

heavy with diesel fumes, Tehran smells of fresh-baked bread. A:
neighborhood bakeries women wait in line with their flowery
household chadors draped casually around their waists. Thei:
faces seem less lined than they will look later, as they struggle
through the crowded city burdened with parcels and childrer
and the countless worries of women in poor countries. During
this pause they have the brief luxury of watching someone else’:
labor.

Sometimes, when I tired of the stares and questions I got a:
the lone woman registered at the Laleh Hotel, I would head fo:
the northern suburbs to stay with a family who had becom:
good friends. They lived on a winding road of mosques, shop:
and every kind of housing from villas to hovels. In the morning;
I would find my way to the local bakery by following my nose
The air carried both the sweetness of seared crusts and the tang
of woodsmoke from ovens sunk into the bakery floor. Inside, :
four-man assembly line blurred in a heat shimmer of deft hand:
and flying dough. The bakers made lavosh—thin, flat sheets o
bread soft as tissue. They worked like jugglers: one bov weighing
dough, another rolling it flat, a third flinging it from stick to sticl



to stretch it thin, a fourth slapping the wafer against the over
wall. Watching the other women, I learned to reach for the ho
bread with my hands wrapped in a fold of chador. I would carry
[t home that way to the Mamoudzadehs’ breakfast table.

Like houses everywhere in the Islamic world, the
Mamoudzadehs’ gave nothing away from the street. Its huge iror
;gate shut out the world completely, securing the family’s privacy
within. The gate opened to a courtyard with flower gardens
children’s bikes and a shady mulberry tree from which Jane
;Mamoudzadeh made the jam that spread deliciously over th
:steaming lavosh. I kicked off my shoes into the pile by the fron
;door and stepped onto the softness of handmade rugs and kilims
Just inside, I flicked my chador onto a rack that contained two or
ithree of the coats and scarves that Janet wore for ordinary use
the more concealing, nunlike magneh she wore to her job as ar
English teacher at her daughter’s grade school, and the chado:
Sshe kept for religious occasions.

Janet’s husband Mohamed was a trader at the Bazaar-e-Bazorg

=)

;—the Grand Bazaar—dealing in Persian carpets and foreigr
_currencies. She had met him at college in Pittsburg, Kansas

5 : : : :
where he was studying engineering and she was taking
;computer science. She fell in love, converted to Islam, anc

’traveled home with him to Iran.
1

; Janet married Mohamed before the revolution, when it wa:
fpossible for non-Muslims to live in Iran with their Muslin
sspouses. These days, conversion is obligatory, in line with the

«Shiite view that permanent marriage (as opposed to sigheh) car



1take place only between Muslims. The prophet’s sunnah on thi:
tmatter doesn’t really help to clarify the Koranic verses.

/ The prophet had relationships with at least two Jewist

women and one Christian, but Islamic sources differ as tc

swhether the women converted or, if they kept their own faith
1\whether they became full-fledged wives. Safiyah, the wife of th«
7leader of the Jews of Khaiber who died in battle with the
,Muslims, converted to Islam and is mentioned in all the source:
tas a full-fledged wife of the prophet. The status of the other twr
awomen isn’t so clear. Some sources say that the other Jew
tRaihanah, decided to remain as a slave/concubine in the harem
.so that she could keep her faith and remain free of th
rrestrictions of seclusion. Mary, the Coptic Christian, who neve:
;changed her religion, is described as a concubine in all bu
1Egyptian sources.

L janet converted to Islam because her husband wanted hi:

children raised as Muslims and she believed that having the
ysame religion would make her household more harmonious. Sht
1looked upon her conversion in a matter-of-fact way. “Allah, Goc
,—it’s the same guy, isn’t it? And if you read the Koran, Mary is ir
sthere, and Jesus—it’s just that they’re called Maryam and Isa.”

1 Janet’s conversion had been a simple matter. In her family’:

living room in Kansas, in front of two witnesses, she had simply
sproclaimed the shehada, the Muslim profession of faith: “There i
mo God but God and Muhammad is the Messenger of God.
aBecause her husband is Shiite, she also added the additional
10ptional sentence: “Ali is the friend of God.” Once she said the



ssimple formula, she was a Muslim. To be a good Muslim, she als¢
had to live by the other four of the faith’s Five Pillars: praying
1five times a day; fasting in Ramadan; giving alms to the poor—
)usually set at 2.5% of a person’s net worth, not mere income—
per year; and making the pilgrimage to Mecca at least once in he;

:life, if she could afford it.

> I was intrigued by Janet’s decision. Early one morning in the
swinter of 1984, I had made a similar choice. I'd gone to a danl
>room in a Cleveland suburb, submerged my body in a tiled poo
,of rainwater, and come up pronouncing the words: “Hear, C
,Israel: the Lord Our God, the Lord Is One.” Later, I celebrated witl
>my rabbi and my fiance over matzo-ball soup and potato latkes a
ra nearby Jewish deli.

t My conversion had more to do with history than faith. If

were going to marry a Jew, it seemed important to throw in mjy
slot with his often threatened people. I didn’t know then that
awould spend the best part of the next decade in the Middle East
awhere being on my husband’s side made me an automatic enemy
1to many of those we lived among.

! Janet, too, wanted to be on her husband’s side. But in Iran ir

the late 1970s, her nationality was an obstacle that her new faitl
scouldn’t entirely overcome. “It wasn’t a great time for a bride
7from Kansas City to be setting up house in Tehran,” she recallec
swith a wry grin. Within a couple of months of her arrival the city
"was paralyzed by demonstrations, fires, gun battles. Wher
,Khomeini returned from exile in 1979, Mohamed was exultant
2Like many young, well-educated Iranians, he despised the



ycorruption of the old order and admired the way Khomein
sthumbed his nose at the great powers who had vied with eact
-other to exploit the wealth of his homeland.

Janet had to sit through family gatherings listening t«
‘Mohamed’s relatives pillory her country. As her Farsi improved
she began to challenge them. “They would say, ‘Oh, Janet, yot
aknow we like American people, it’s just the government we hate.
<I would say, ‘Yeah? Well, in my country, buddy, the governmen

lis the people.

) When Iranian students occupied the U. S. Embassy in Tehrar

lin 1979, the State Department told all United States citizens tc
Heave. Janet watched as an exodus emptied the city of the
thousands of American expatriates who had once made fortune:
Ithere. Soon only a handful of Americans remained, most of then
rwives of Iranians too financially or ideologically committed tc
Itheir country to leave. “The State Department said we’d be on ou:
,own if we stayed here. And we have been. But if you love yow
7husband, you stay.”

Janet also gradually found herself coming to love many
1aspects of her life in Iran. She found that Iranians lavishec
1affection on the few Americans who stayed. Some Iranians hac
swarm memories of American teachers or technicians who hac
lhelped the country, while even those who saw Americans only a:
jrapacious exploiters felt that Janet, by staying, had alignec
1therself with Iran. Instead of being greeted with hostility, she
.found herself welcomed everywhere—pushed to the front o
2food lines, given the best meat, and helped in every possible way



1“They treat me like a queen here,” she said.

! But convincing her parents back in Kansas City took som

doing, especially after Betty Mahmoody published her memoir
)Not Without My Daughter. The book is a nightmare tale of ar
,American wife who agrees to visit her husband’s family ir
1Tehran only to find herself trapped there by Iranian laws tha
'’forbid women to leave the country without their husbands
tpermission. It gives an unremittingly bleak picture of life in Iran
describing wife beatings, filthy houses and vermin-infested food

1 “My father would get on the phone and say, I know Mohamec
Jis beating you,” and I'd say, ‘Dad, he’d no more beat me than yot
awould.’ I even took pictures of my freezer to show how muct
sfood we have.” She tried to describe the split-level luxuries of he:
1spacious villa, the leisure provided by her regular cleaner and he:
yeasy access to good child care for her three children. It was a life
rthat many Americans would have found enviable. But he:
rparents weren’t reassured. So she agreed to see me in the hope

that her parents might believe a report by an outsider. She
]invited a friend, a Californian also married to an Iranian, to mee
jmeas well.

1 Janet gaped as she opened the door to her friend. It was the
lweek of Khomeini’'s funeral, and the whole of Tehran wa:
sshrouded in black. Black crepe decked public buildings, mer
lwore black shirts, women packed away their colorful scarves fo:
othe forty days of official mourning and donned their blacl
fchadors. Amid all this gloom, Janet’s friend stood out like a clowr
.in a convent. Six feet tall and seven months pregnant, she wore :



huge cotton caftan splashed with pink and red roses, and a pinl
_silk scarf that barely covered her sun-bleached hair.

,  “Good grief, I hope Hajji Yousefi didn’t see you!” gasped Janet
wreferring to her next-door neighbor, a member of the loca
1Komiteh responsible for enforcing Islamic discipline. The
twoman, whom I will call Margaret, just shrugged and floppec
’into an armchair. “Who cares?” she said. “I got abuse on the way
,over here, with some old bag in a chador coming up to me anc
.saying, ‘How can you dress like that? Don’t you know the iman
1is dead?’ I said, “‘What’s it to me? I'm an American.’ I told her
1knew better than she did what the Koran says women shoulc
wear, and it doesn’t say anywhere that it has to be a big old blacl
rag.”

1
r
r Margaret knew what the Koran said because she spent every
smorning sitting cross-legged on the floor beside her mother-in
rlaw, studying the holy book line by line. Margaret had wed ¢
ascion of the Islamic Republic’s aristocracy: the son of a long line
2of eminent ayatollahs. The family tolerated a lot from their son’:
todd choice of bride because she had done two things to earn thei:
approval: converted to Islam and quickly become pregnant. He:
_mother-in-law fervently believed that winning a convert was :
;passport to paradise and, as none of her children had yet giver
1her a grandson, she had high hopes for Margaret’s pregnancy.

r Margaret also spoke frankly about the sexual power she
<believed she wielded over her husband. Growing up ir
1California’s hedonistic beach culture, she had acquired a sexua
arepertoire undreamed of by an Iranian boy closeted among



<clerics. “He runs after me like a puppy,” she giggled. All this, she

believed, protected her from conforming to the iron discipline:
of Iranian society that Janet barely questioned. In Tehran, al
lgovernment buildings have female guards who strictly enforce
_Islamic dress codes, and Margaret had recently been turned bacl
iat the door of a post office for wearing lipstick. “I asked for
]Kleenex, and she said, ‘Here’s your Kleenex,’ and slapped mx
jacross the face.” Margaret complained to her family and they hac
1the guard sacked.

I A few days after our meeting at Janet’s house, I invited bott
lwomen to join me for lunch in town. Margaret chose her favorite
<place, a once grand French restaurant with linen tablecloths anc
red banquettes. The restaurant waiters greeted her like a long
/,lost sister. Complimenting her on her colorful dress, one of thenr
_asked why her two friends were wearing such dowdy black hijab
,Margaret replied with a quick Farsi crack. The waiter lookec
_startled, then laughed. “I told him you were ass kissers,” she
;grinned.

r But even Margaret had learned that there were limits. Once
rher irreverence had almost gone too far. She had been annoyec
1for days by some anti-American graffiti scrawled on a wall at the
1end of her street. One night she’d taken a can of paint and alterec
the lettering to turn the insult back against the Iraniar
_government. At daybreak the new message caused a furor and :
;Witch hunt. Margaret, delighted by the frenzy she’d created
jconfided to her husband, thinking he’d enjoy the joke. “I neve:
;knew he could be so angry,” she said. Furious, he screamed a
Dher, calling her a madwoman: “Do you want to be killed? Thert



2are some things even I can’t save you from.” In the end, no on¢

smanaged to identify her as the culprit.

} For me, Janet’s friendship offered a window into women’:

*lives in Iran. Mohamed’s huge extended family included the poo:
‘and the affluent, the religiously convinced and the skeptical
'Whenever 1 was in town it became understood that I wa:

“included in all family events.
1
For me, being Jewish had remained an abstraction: something

that had defined the kind of wedding I'd had, and afterwarc
'meant a once-a-year family feast at Passover, a fast at Yom
3Kippur, a certain awkwardness at Christmastime and a label
1often an inconvenient one, that I had to write on visa form:
“when I visited Middle Eastern countries. But, for Janet, religior

Yshaped every day’s routine.

i No one in the Mamoudzadeh family lived a secular life
.Mohamed’s mother rose every morning before dawn to ready
“herself for the first of the five prayers she would offer each day
Mohamed and Janet were less meticulous, but even Janet said she
’enjoyed the moments when she joined her mother-in-law a
prayer. “It’s just such a peaceful few minutes in your day,” she

“said. “If the kids call for you, or someone comes to the door, yot
1

1

just raise your voice and intone ‘Allah’ to signal that you're

praying, and no one can interrupt you.”
1
To prepare for prayers, Janet and her mother-in-law woulc

-

wash carefully, scrubbing the face, feet and hands, rinsing the

Lan

tmouth, and rubbing damp hands over the hair. Women can”*

_wear nail polish in Iran because of the law that hands have to b



aclean for prayer, and a coating of polish is considered polluting

At the airport, even foreign women are handed petrol-soakec
;rags to wipe varnished nails. But perfume is encouraged a
prayer time, so Janet and her mother-in-law would sprinkle
themselves with scent, enfold themselves in their prettiest flora
;chadors, roll out a special prayer rug, and begin the series o
bows, kneeling and prostration that accompany the Muslims
melodious poem of devotion: “Praise be to God, lord of the
;creation, the compassionate, the merciful, king of the las
1judgment... You alone we worship, and to you alone we pray fo:
1help. ... Guide us to the straight path, the path of those whom yot
"have favored, not of those who have incurred your wrath....
*Men must recite the prayers audibly enough for someone nearby
to distinguish the words. Women whose voices are considerec
sexually arousing, are supposed to whisper.

Every year Mohamed put his name down for the lottery
’which selected the pilgrims who would make the annual Hajj
‘The month of Hajj follows immediately after the purifying
*month of Ramadan. These days, about two million Muslims from
tall over the world descend on Mecca annually, ritually dressed ir

“simple white garments.
1 Because the Iranians’ politicized view of religion doesn’t si
“well with the Saudis, Saudi Arabia imposes a tight quota on the
number of Iranian pilgrims it admits each year. Finally, in 1993
1Mohamed’s name was drawn. He planned to take his mother anc
“Janet on the month-long journey. But Janet, after studying the
tobligations of the pilgrimage, decided not to go. “There is s¢

"much more to it than circling the Kaaba and praying fo:



forgiveness on the Plain of Arafat,” she said. Pilgrims not only
lhad to refrain from having sex, she learned. “Even thinking
tabout sex can destroy the value of your Hajj.” As well, there coulc
2be no irritable words or malicious thoughts. “I don’t think I';r
Ispiritual enough to do it properly.” Instead, she offered her plac
fto Mohamed’s sister, who delightedly embarked on a special Haj
’course of study to prepare herself.

-

Almost every week of the Mamoudzadehs’ life contained somx
treligious observance bound up in the rituals surrounding births
"betrothals, marriages and funerals. During one week-long visit tc
'lthe family, I learned a lot about Iranian life from two very
'different deaths.

Mohamed had lost a great-aunt—a ninety-year-old matriarch
Together, we set off for her Shabba Haft—Seventh Night—ar
evening of ritual grieving that takes place one week after a death
’The woman’s children, grandchildren and great-grandchildrer
‘were so numerous that the gathering spilled from her own larg;
*house into a neighbor’s. Both homes were decked with blacl
Ycrepe, their courtyards filled with carpets and cushions anc
strung with fluorescent lights. Mohamed parked the car and we
split up, he heading with the other men to the neighbor’s houst
t—neighbors generally lend their homes for the men’s gathering
asince women often come encumbered with toddlers who migh
,make a mess. Janet and I joined the women and childrer
lcrowding into the reception room of the dead woman’s home.

Next door, among the men, a mullah read from the Koran, hi:

Yvoice piped through to the women’s gathering via loudspeakers

r



7Mullahs who do such readings are chosen for their fine voices

sand after the Koran chant he began to sing a low, mournful song

lextolling thei rtues of mothers. Around the crowded room

1women sobbed gently. Then, with the end of his song, the mooc

achanged abruptly. Servants spread huge sheets of plastic over the

jcarpets and laid out mountainous trays of lamb, chicken, rice
and vegetables.

> Such gatherings bring families together, but this Shabba Haf
,also revealed how ten years of war and revolution had torn thi:
)Iranian family apart. A picture of the dead woman’s grandson, :
7“martyr” in the war with Irag, hung in the center of the living
room wall. Underneath the portrait sat the young man’s sister
who had recently been released from prison after serving ¢
;seven—year sentence for shouting “Death to Khomeini.,” He:
.brother, the martyr, had denounced her to the Revolutionarsy

'lGuards.

2 “You will find something like this in almost every middle
<class Iranian family, if you can get them to talk about it,” Jane
1said. “The revolution really divided people here—passionat
abelievers and passionate disbelievers all under the same roof.
2We were sitting next to the young woman’s aunt. The aunt hac
lost all three of her own children—two fighting for the regime
tthe third struggling against it. A daughter died in training for the
1wvolunteer women’s militia. At her first practice on the rifle range
she was so startled by the burst of automatic weapons fire tha
Sshe stood up in her trench and was shot in the head. One sor
“went to the Iran-Iraq front and was listed missing in action.
‘didn’t tell his mother that I had been to the battle lines where he



,son had fought. I'd gone from the Iraqi side, since Iran didn’t take
swomen reporters to the front. I arrived the afternoon of a majo:
,Iraqi victory, and the Iranian dead lay sprawled and flyblown ir
1their trenches like ragged sacks of rotting meat. The Iragis hac
a2already set to work reinforcing the few meters of desert they’c
acaptured. Giant earth-moving equipment rumbled right over th

corpses, leaving the sand smeared with a paste of mashed flesh
¢ There would be no identification for such bodies. Hundreds
Smaybe thousands of young men will always be “missing” ir
1those sands.

- The hardest death had been her second son’s. He had beer
Lexecuted by the Islamic Republic for membership in a militan
10pposition group named the People’s Mujahedin. He was, she
rsaid, a confused young man who had been preyed on by a well
sorganized group that lived off Iraqi handouts and brainwashec
its recruits. I wanted to ask her if she blamed the Iraniar
_government for not showing her son some mercy, but Janet, whc
fwas translating, shook her head slightly and didn’t put the
_question. Instead, I asked gently if she felt that all her sacrifice:
,had been worth it. She nodded without hesitation. “Our village
jwas the first to tear down the Shah’s statue,” she said, “and wk
haven’t wavered from that path, no matter what you Westerner:
:think.” We talked about her work as a teacher in the village
rschool. After all her losses, she said, she tried now to think of he;

épupils as her children.

1 A few days earlier, Janet and Mohamed had attended anothe:
IShabba Haft. Unlike the death of the ninety-year-old matriarch
rwho had gone to her God gently and in good time, this othe:



2death had been sudden and shocking.

' Annahita was just thirteen years old. In the weeks before he:

1
death she had come under enormous pressure from a teache:
1

who was vice-principal of her school. First the teacher hac
1

chided her over the way she wore her magneh, telling her the
“cowl-like hood was pushed too far back, letting her hair spill ou
‘provocatively. Another day the teacher took exception to he;
’shoes, saying they were too fashionable for a modest schoolgirl
'Then the teacher found a group of girls looking out a particula:
schoolroom window that had views of an area frequented by
1young men. Annahita later told her parents that she was sitting
tnearby, innocently doing her knitting, when the irate teache:
apounced on the pupils and marched them all off for a reprimand
-then singled her out to stand, humiliated, outside the classroom
1It was Ramadan, and Annahita had been fasting, without even :
1sip of water, since dawn. She stood there, in the hot sun, for the
»rest of the long schoolday. That evening she confided her misery
2to an older brother, a medical student. “Every day they haras:
sme. If it’s going to be like this every day I don’t want to go on.’
sHer brother had no idea how deeply she meant what she said.

=

At school the next day the vice-principal excoriatec
*Annahita’s mother over her daughter’s behavior. Annahita, the
“vice-principal said, was well on the way to expulsion. She would
‘in all probability, grow up to be a whore. Her mother bitterly
refuted the teacher’s claims, saying that Annahita hadn’t ye
rrealized there was such a thing as the opposite sex: “She’s still :
,little girl,” she told the teacher. “I have to hold her on my lap like
ra baby and force her to have her hair brushed, she’s s



uninterested in how she looks.” The argument was still going or
I_,when Annahita, distraught, left the school, walked home
I_,c:limbed to the roof of her house and threw herself off.

1 A few days later another young girl, also complaining abou
apressures over hijab and sexuality, Killed herself the same way
tIn her pocket was a picture of Annahita torn from a newspape:
raccount of the earlier suicide. The two cases prompted weeks o
.soul searching in the Iranian media. “We are sending our kids tc
rschool with thousands of hopes for their future,” read the
sheadline on an article about the suicides in a magazine namec
sToday’s Woman. Where, asked the article, are we going so wrong’
rLike most articles on the subject, this one laid the blame on ar
,overly disciplinarian teacher, calling for more teacher training ir
.child psychology. No one questioned whether the Islamic burder
1awas being laid too soon, and too heavily, on the frail shoulders o
2little girls.

/" When I met Janet’s daughter Leila, she had just turned nine
Sthe age when girls assume all the responsibilities of thei:
"religion. In Iran, a nine-year-old girl is required to wear full hijab
to rise for dawn prayers and to fast during the daylight hours o
1Ramadan. Boys, considered less mature, aren’t required to fast o
apray until they turn fifteen. On his return to Iran, Khomein
,threw out the Shah’s 1975 Family Protection Law, which hac
7banned child brides and polygamy. Now, in Iran, a nine-year-olc
tgirl is legally old enough to marry.

¥ Leila had grown up in Iran but vacationed every othe:

“summer with her grandparents in Missouri. In Kansas City shxe
)



1enjoyed the freewheeling games of her American pals. But bacl
,home the walls of the courtyard closed in on her. When a car
repair shop opened across the street, she had to put away he:
tbike. “There are always young men there, talking about thei:
_cars,” Janet explained. “If she rides around in the street with he:
l:brothers, she’ll be stared at.”

f The conversion of a house to a mechanic’s shop hadn”
»pleased Janet, but she felt powerless to fight it. For one thing, the
ayoung proprietor had been a prisoner of war in Iraq and hac
lopened his business on the proceeds of a government grant tc
?help veterans. “And anyway,” Janet sighed, “the local authoritie:
wwouldn’t have any sympathy for me saying I wanted my
1daughter to be free to play outside. In their eyes, she belong:
1inside, whether there’s an auto shop across the street or not.”

J Leila already had her first chador, cut down to size and lace

embroidered on the hem. She loved to wear it. “It makes her fee
,grown up, I guess,” Janet said. “I suppose I'm lucky that she isn”
rrebellious against it.” Janet worried about how her own decisior
,to embrace Islam would ultimately affect her daughter anc
fwatched anxiously for signs of a rebellion that would mak
rLeila’s life difficult outside the home.

1
1

But, as Leila grew from cute kid to lovely young teenager
religion became one of her favorite school subjects. At praye:
1time she enjoyed needling her fourteen-year-old brother, whe
hadn’t yet begun to do his daily prayers.

*  “Moma, why isn’t Yusef praying?” she would call, louc

Eenough for her brother to hear over the TV show that wa:



cengrossing him. “He’s not fifteen, he doesn’t have to,” Jane
-would sigh wearily. “But, Moma, our teacher says if he knows the
rprayers and understands them, then he should pray, no matte:
rhow old he is, and you know Yusef knows the prayers.”

' Janet stopped worrying about rebellion and began to dreac

the onset of a narrow fanaticism that would raise tension:
twithin the family. Janet had one American friend whost
adaughter had become so intensely devout that she refused t¢
laccompany her mother on visits to the “spiritually polluted’
>United States.

S

Leila’s schoolday started with prayers followed by a ritua
/chant: “Marg bar Amrika [Death to America]!” Her school, the
SMartyr of Knowledge, was a reasonably progressive institutior
within the Iranian spectrum and didn’t require its pupils to wea:
-chadors. Chador-wearing for schoolgirls had becomx
lcontroversial following several serious car accidents wher
tdrivers at dusk hadn’t seen the black-veiled little figures trying
1to cross busy streets. Instead, Leila’s school uniform was a dove
lgray tunic worn over pants and topped with a magneh. The girl:
akept their hoods on as they ran and laughed in the playground
even though the school was off limits to all men—even the
. pupils’ fathers. Pupils passed into the high-walled compounc
r’through a curtained entrance zealously guarded by an elderly
)security man.

Inside, the usual grade school decorations of cut-out animal:
jand nature collections shared space with banners declaring
S“Death to America.” But the school’s official anti-Americar



tfervor was belied by the scramble to get into Janet’s English class
aTeaching English fell from favor in government schools during
rthe first decade of the revolution, but after Khomeini’s death i
began to creep slowly back. Leila’s school had two Englislt
jteachers, but it was Janet’s class that was constantly
Soversubscribed by parents pressing for their children to learn the
language with a Midwestern accent.

> “Thisis a pen! This is a desk! I am a girl!” Twenty-three brigh
"little six-year-old faces, framed in their gray magnehs, chantec
in unison. One by one, Janet called on the girls to recite the ABC
101 to write the unfamiliar Latin alphabet on a board usually
_covered with the curvaceous script of Farsi. For those who knew
;their work, the reward was a candy and a round of applause.

r Every time I saw Janet she seemed more settled in he:
acommunity and contented in her private life. So far, Leila ha:
1managed to be religiously devoted without drifting intc
rdogmatism. In Iran’s family-centered world, Janet and Mohamec
-saw more of each other and divided their parenting more equally
sthan most Western couples. The Friday weekend for them wa:
,always a family day, spent taking the children to the nearby
amountains, to a kebab joint, visiting relatives, or just hanging ou
lat home with the latest videos.

7 «“at first, when my husband brought me here, I hated it,” saic

one of Janet’s American buddies, stopping in one afternoon fo:
stea. “I just hated every step I took.” The woman had left he:
shusband and gone back to the States. “Back there, I couldn”
1believe the rat race. My job demanded every ounce of energy



.had. I kept longing for the slow pace of life here, where the homx

rand the family come first, and the job just gets done somehow ir

tbetween. Then I got cancer, and I felt so alone there. I hac

1relatives, of course, but they couldn’t just drop everything fo:

rme. I kept thinking, if I were in Iran the family would drog

2everything. As soon as I was cured, I came back here, and it really
is a good life.”

t
1 But tales of domestic contentment didn’t tell the whole story

,any more than Betty Mahmoody’s domestic nightmare had. I hac
7lost touch with Janet’s friend Margaret. Two years had slipped by
7since our first meeting. But one day we made contact again, anc
she invited me to one of her mother-in-law’s rosees. For devou
,women, these gatherings—a cross between an afternoon te:
_party and a religious-studies class—are the major means o
;socializing.

1 When I arrived at the house I barely recognized the black
7chadored figure who opened the door. Margaret had scrubbec
sher pale face of makeup and bound her blond hair out of sight
7Even her dramatic height seemed shrunken by a weary stoop. A:
twe walked together through her mother-in-law’s courtyard,

admired its centerpiece, a pretty blue-tiled fountain. “My
1mother-in-law washes there for prayers. It’s my job to scrub it
rtile by tile, to make sure it’s puk—religiously clean. I also have t¢
SWeep every rug, every day, with that,” she said, pointing to :
tshort—handled bundle of straws. “I've got a vacuum cleaner, bu
I'm not allowed to use it because my mother-in-law isn’t sure i

I
gets the rugs puk. Because I'm a convert, I have to do everything



abetter than a born Muslim just to convince them I'm not still ¢
1dirty infidel.” She sounded tired and bitter. All the feisty
linsolence seemed to have been scrubbed and beaten away witl
rthe specks of mold on the blue tiles and the motes of dust in the
rugs.

/" She ushered me into a salon stripped of furniture except fo:

one empty, ornate carved chair, shrouded in black. The othe:
guests—some dozen women—sat on large cushions lining the
ywalls. As the mullah arrived, they pulled the edges of thei:
lchadors down over their faces. Without even a greeting, the
/mullah took his place in the chair and began intoning in a sad
lhypnotic voice. Within minutes, most of the women wert
tsobbing. Margaret’s mother-in-law began to keen violently, he:
ishoulders heaving underneath her black chador. From unde:
ftheir veils, women groped blindly for the boxes of Kleenex se
out on the floor between them.

- The mullah was telling the story of Hussein, the prophe
1IMuhammad’s grandson, leading his army to defeat by treachery
-on the plains of Karbala, thirteen centuries ago. It is a story every
sShiite knows by heart. I was surprised that its retelling coulc
Iunleash so much emotion. “They are not just weeping fo:
/Hussein,” whispered Margaret, sitting on the floor alongside me
,“They are weeping for all the terrible things in their own lives—
dthe babies they’ve miscarried, the children who've died o
1disease, the brother killed in the war, the husband who divorcec
tthem. In a third-world country like this, women have plenty tc
tcry about.”

J
>



1 The mullah’s singsong voice built to a crescendo, ther
7suddenly ceased. As abruptly as he’d entered, he rose and left the
1room. The second he was out the door, the women threw of
atheir chadors. They were dazzlingly dressed in silk suits deckec
with ropes of pearls and gold. A dozen conversations started uj
rall at once. Margaret immediately jumped up and went to the
(Kitchen, returning again and again with platters of fruit, tiny
_crisp cucumbers, sweet cakes and tea. The guests primped thei
;elaborate coiffures and wielded tissues on each other’s blurrec
_mascara, then piled the sugar into their tiny tea glasses.

, After a while I rose to telephone for a taxi. A few minute:
2later, when the phone rang, Margaret nudged me and nodded ir
rthe direction of her sister-in-law, who was picking up the
rreceiver carefully wrapped in a fold of her chador. “It’s the ‘dirty
tinfidel’ business I was telling you about,” Margaret whispered
“Because you're not Muslim, she can’t stand to touch something
(you've touched until she’s had a chance to scrub it—or have mx
]scrub it.” In that case, I thought, it was lucky that Margaret’
]sister-in-law didn’t know I was Jewish, or she might have fel
1obliged to throw the phone away altogether. Fear of pollutior
rfrom Jews is so strong among some Iranians that once, long
‘before the Islamic revolution, the government passed a law
:requiring Jews to stay indoors during rain or snow showers, les
fwater that had touched their bodies flow into streams tha

jMuslims might use to wash before prayers.

> After Margaret had finished serving everyone, taking
directions from the wizened mother-in-law propped up or
pillows in the corner, she signaled me to come for a quick private



1chat in her room.

The “room” turned out to be a narrow alcove, divided from
fthe main salon by a flimsy curtain. She shared the alcove witl
1her son, now almost two. There was no space and little privacy
’Her husband had gone on a long business trip to America and
“instead of taking her for a visit to her parents, had chosen tc
/leave her behind to do the chores for his mother and sister. “Ms
‘mom’s not too pleased,” she said. “She calls up and says, ‘Yot
1Waiting on his relatives again?’ She knows they’re working me tc
death. She wants me to come home.” Margaret walked with mx«
sinto the lane behind the house as I waited for my taxi. The
1ineighbor’s kitchens all backed onto the laneway, and the air wa:
arich with the spicy scents of Persian cooking. As my cab made it:
7slow way toward us, I asked why she didn’t take her mother”:
.advice and go home for a while. She straightened her hunchec
sshoulders and kneaded the small of her back with a clenched fist
2“T can’t,” she said. “My husband doesn’t want me to.” It was up tc
shim to sign the papers that would allow her to leave the country
tAs she waved goodbye, I saw her sister-in-law appear at the door
1Margaret’s hands flew to her head, yanking her scarf back over ¢
sfew stray wisps of blond hair.
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chat in her room.

The “room” turned out to be a narrow alcove, divided from
the main salon by a flimsy curtain. She shared the alcove with
her son, now almost two. There was no space and little privacy.
Her husband had gone on a long business trip to America and,
instead of taking her for a visit to her parents, had chosen to
leave her behind to do the chores for his mother and sister. “My
mom’s not too pleased,” she said. “She calls up and says, ‘You
waiting on his relatives again?’ She knows they’re working me to
death. She wants me to come home.” Margaret walked with me
into the lane behind the house as I waited for my taxi. The
neighbor’s kitchens all backed onto the laneway, and the air was
rich with the spicy scents of Persian cooking. As my cab made its
slow way toward us, I asked why she didn’t take her mother’s
advice and go home for a while. She straightened her hunched
shoulders and kneaded the small of her back with a clenched fist.
“I can’t,” she said. “My husband doesn’t want me to.” It was up to
him to sign the papers that would allow her to leave the country.
As she waved goodbye, I saw her sister-in-law appear at the door.
Margaret’s hands flew to her head, yanking her scarf back over a
few stray wisps of blond hair.



Chapter 6
JIHAD IS FOR WOMEN, TOO

“O true believers, if ye assist God, by fighting for his religion, he will assist yon
against your enemies; and will set your feet fast.”

THE KORAN
THE CHAPTER OF WAR

At first Hadra Dawish had trouble with the prone positior

on the rifle range. “I was always wondering, ‘Does my uniformn
cover me enough? Is there a man walking around behind me?"”

But five months later, when she graduated top of her class a
the United Arab Emirates military academy, Hadra Dawish hac
learned to empty her mind of everything but the target. She hac
mastered the M-16 assault rifle, Russian rocket-propellec
grenades, multipurpose machine guns, hand grenades and 9mn
pistols. She knew how to rappel from a hovering helicopter anc
conduct a night reconnaissance patrol through desert terrain. Ir
1992 she became the first woman from an Arabian Gulf country
to enroll for officer training at the British military academy
Sandhurst.

No one seemed more surprised by any of this than Hadr:
herself. She had been born in 1967 into one of the mos
conservative Muslim societies. In those days most women of the
Emirates lived in strict seclusion. Outside the family they wore
the long black abaya and a cloth veil over their faces. Even a
home, many women wore the burka—a black and gold canvas o
leather mask that conceals everything but the eyes. Sending :
daughter to an all-girls school was considered a risky step: les:



than a decade ago, conservative families wouldn’t allow thei:
sons to marry any girl who had been seen by anyone, man o:
woman, outside the family circle.

1 Hadra’s family had been progressive enough to send her t¢
school and allow her to work as a therapist with handicappec
children—a job that didn’t involve any contact with men. She
,went to and from her job wearing a cloaklike abaya and nigab, o
face veil. “I never questioned it,” she said. “The truth is, I stil
1prefer to dress this way when I can. It’s just that it isn’t possible
for a soldier.” Now she wears desert-camouflage fatigues with
tjacket cut long and loose to hide the curves of her body. Unde:

lher soldier’s cap, a tightly wrapped scarf covers her hair.

Hadra became a soldier for the same reason most people do: “
love my country,” she says. “I don’t want to see it destroyed.” Ir
1990, Hadra watched in horror as Iraq invaded neighboring
Kuwait. Kuwait’s flimsy forces, mostly staffed by foreigr
recruits, quickly collapsed. Kuwaiti refugees fled to the Emirate:

N e e e

“with tales of rape and destruction.

)

The United Arab Emirates is a mirror image of Kuwait: rich
1tiny, and tempting to tyrants. In the palace of the Emirates
tpresident, Sheik Zayed, strategists racked their brains to figure
_wayto boost their own small army of 50,000 men. The Emirates
“after all, had less than half a million citizens to draw on. It wa:
Zayed’s wife, Sheika Fatima, who argued that the tiny state coulc
no longer afford to waste half its population. Her radica

solution: recruit women.

ot LanY cT (§7]

;s Sheika Fatima wasn’t Zayed’s first wife, or his only one. Th



rsheik, a tribal leader in the days before the Emirates united tc
rform a modern state, had married often, like the prophet, t¢
cement treaties and further political alliances. Usually the wive:
,would stay with him for a few years before being divorced anc
jsent back to their families with honor and a sizable fortune. Bu
_Fatima had won his heart, and also his respect, and became thx«
;ofﬁcial first lady of the Emirates. She had married the sheik as :
1c:hild bride with little education beyond basic study of the Koran
_She had used the resources of the palace to pursue her education
;studying English and classical Arabic. In 1973 she started th
rAbu Dhabi Society for the Awakening of Women, aiming tc

eradicate illiteracy and train women in trades.

; Still, by the 1990s, Emirates women were only gingerly
1arriving in the work force. Just a handful had started taking job:
Jthat put them in contact with men. One of them was a friend o
Zthe sheika’s, a trailblazer named Hessa al-Khaledi, the Emirates
Sfirst woman civil engineer. With Zayed’s approval, the sheik:

delegated Hessa to solve the problems of recruiting the Emirates

first women soldiers and reconciling the religious establishmen
'to their existence.

Hessa took a year’s leave from her job at the Public Work:
Department and went straight to her Islamic history books. A

’

5
1and defend the Muslim community. Jihad is obligatory on al

1

issue was the matter of jihad, or holy struggle to spread the faitl

jMuslims but can take many forms. In the Western mind, jihac

has become synonymous with acts of terrorism carried out by
extremist Islamic groups. But teaching the faith, or spreading thx
“word through an exemplary life, are also forms of jihad.



>  Women’s role in jihad was an issue even at the time of the
prophet. In the first years of the faith, when the Muslin
scommunity had to fight to establish itself in the face of hostility
lfrom existing religious groups, some women clamored tc
tcontribute. Victorious soldiers were blessed by God and enrichec
awith a share of the spoils of the defeated enemy. A hadith record:
1this exchange between the prophet and one of his followers: “
.am the delegate of women to you. This jihad was madzs
,obligatory on men. If they win, they are given worldly rewards
sand if they are killed they are alive with their Lord, well providec
»for. But we Muslim women, we serve them; what do we get fo:
that?”

7 Muhammad replied: “Convey to the women you meet tha
sobedience to their husband, and the acknowledgment of thei:
ffavors, is equivalent to that jihad.”

)

The Emirates’ Muslim authorities quoted that hadith in thei:
larguments against recruiting women soldiers. But Hessa al
"Khaledi countered with historical evidence showing that womer
‘did fight alongside Muhammad, and were honored for it.

Nusaybah bint Kaab is perhaps the most celebrated of the
many women warriors, since she helped save Muhammad’s life
in the battle of Uhud. When the Muslim army was dispersed ir
an enemy charge, she was among the ten fighters who managec
to hold their ground, shielding the prophet’s body with thei
own. She received thirteen wounds during her valiant stand; one
a near-fatal sword cut to the side of her neck, took more than :

(v ~ L L (o [72]

year to heal. Lying close to death the day after the battle, she



sheard Muhammad calling for volunteers to pursue the enemy
1and tried to rise to answer the call, but fainted from loss of blood
/In a later battle she lost a hand. Muhammad clearly honorec
)Nusaybah’s contribution. He often visited her house and tool
ldinner there.

> Some of the Muslims’ most formidable opponents also wert

Iwomen. The notorious Hind bint Utbah, wife of the leader o
“Mecca, was a fearsome presence at the battle of Uhud, screaming
'warlike poetry to exhort her side’s fighters and humiliate the
1enemy. One of her anti-Muhammad chants has survived, ir

r .
rough translation, as:

We reject the reprobate!
t His God we repudiate!

r His religion we loathe and hate!

Omar, Muhammad’s misogynist lieutenant, came back witt
rthis crude, and revealing, response:

May God curse Hind

! Distinguished among Hinds,
She with the large clitoris,

And may he curse her husband with her!
> Hind was unintimidated. When the Meccans defeated the
>Muslims, inflicting heavy losses, Hind searched among the
1Muslim dead for the man who had killed her father in an earlie
Ipattle. When she found the corpse, she cut out the man’s liver
Isliced off his nose and ears and strung them into bracelets whict
»she wore, as she stood on a rock yelling verses of victory while
iMuhammad’s wives and the other Muslim women scrambled t«
>retrieve the bodies from the field before more could be



7desecrated.

Stories of Muslim women’s battlefield courage abound
1Muhammad’s aunt, Safiyah, was the first Muslim woman to kil
‘an enemy in battle; Asma bint Yazid killed nine men of th
opposing forces at the battle of Yarmouk. Khawla bint al-Azwa:
arode to battle with her antle pulled close around her face. As shz
fcharged the enemy, observers asked each other if they knew thz

yname of the brave man riding beside the prophet.

-

After Muhammad’s death, women continued to take part ir
1c:ampaigns. When the Muslims attacked a Persian seaport, a banc
of women, led by Azdah bint al-Harith, turned their mantles intc
banners and, marching in phalanx toward the enemy, wer¢
mistaken for fresh reinforcements.

Armed with these examples, Hessa gradually wore dowr
opposition to the new women’s military academy. “I would as!
them, if it wasn’t forbidden then, why forbid it now?” Even th¢
conservatives couldn’t argue against the example of the prophet
But one question kept coming up: Who would train the women'
The Emirates’ only qualified instructors were men, and that wa:

-unthinkable. A male officer couldn’t supervise unveiled women’:
sphysical fitness training, or barge into a women’s barracks tc
renforce discipline; he couldn’t touch a woman to adjust he:
- stance with arifle.

1 The answer was obvious to anyone who had watched the U.S
*military descend on nearby Saudi Arabia. There, U. S. Army
‘'women were flying troop transports, maintaining missile
“batteries, trucking munitions to the front lines. The Emirate:



asked the U. S. Army if it could spare a few of its senior women t¢
run a basic training course. Fort Bragg chose ten specialist:
iwhose average length of service was fourteen years. Thei
_.commander, Major Janis Karpinski, was already serving in Saud
;Arabia.

> Before they began work, Hessa arranged for each of the U.S
asoldiers to spend two days living with an Emirates family so they
would at least glimpse the cultural background from which the
jrecruits were coming. As she arrived at the huge house of ar
jEmirates army officer, Tracy Borum, a military police captair
)from Nashville, Tennessee, felt nervous. “I worried they’d see me
.as a Western woman invading their home and challenging thei:
-Ways,” she said. Instead, she found herself an honored guest. She
feasted on camel meat (“sweet and sort of greasy”), tried on
burka (“a weird feeling—like I was trying to hide from
‘somebody”) and watched the women perfume themselves by
aplacing burning incense braziers under their long robes (“I wa:

‘sure they’d set themselves on fire”).
P

5 Meanwhile, Hessa was screening applications from ove:
;1,200 women who had answered advertisements seeking
,volunteers. She chose 74 women, ranging in age from seventeer
cto thirty-one, and in education from completion of sixth grade tc

achievement college degrees. “At first I tried to screen ou

women with small children,” she said, “but that was impossible.’
“In the Emirates, women still marry quite young and start thei
/families as soon as they can, so almost all the women in the righ
3age group had young children. But because most of them lived ir

Sextended families there were plenty of mothers and aunts ir



»most households willing to provide child care. Hessa found tha
smany of the applicants came from families with a brother o
rfather already in the military. The chosen group included abou
iseven sets of sisters. At first, as the United States trainers dividec
the recruits into three platoons, they considered splitting the
sisters, but decided against it when they saw that the womer
;seemed to work better with a sister’s support. None of the
_women had been physically active; most had never spent a nigh
;away from home. Tracy Borum remembers their extreme
1shyness. Raised from childhood with the Koranic injunction tc
J“lower their gaze and be modest,” the women now founc
;themselves hollered at to square their shoulders and stare thei:
,officers in the eye. “At first I had to go around lifting their chin:
;to get them to look at me,” Tracy recalls.

1 The Americans had to adjust some aspects of their training
7“The drill sergeants, yelling at them to get in formation or get ir
sthe barracks, were just about scaring these poor women tc
death,” recalls Janis Karpinski. “American recruits expect that—
rthey’ve seen all the movies.” The drill sergeants learned tha
Javishly praising recruits who got it right worked better thar
:abusing those who got it wrong. The women had been raised tc
,please, Tracy Borum discovered, “so we tried to become the
tpeople they wanted to please.” Other modifications includec
»=arranging the drill schedule to include prayer times anc
rescheduling heavy physical training for nighttime during the
month of Ramadan, after the women had broken their day-lon;
fast. Janis Karpinski and a few of the instructors fasted all day
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along with their troops. “I wanted to show solidarity with them



tbut I also wanted to know exactly what their physical conditior
rwas. If one of them said she couldn’t make it through a four-mile

»»n

trun, I'd say, ‘You can, because we can, and we were fasting too.

1 Except for Ramadan, the day started with the prayer call a

“about five-thirty each morning. After prayers, recruits in blacl
'sweatsuits lined up for physical training. “We do the PT befor
“any of the male administrators show up,” said Tracy. That way
tthe recruits could work out with their hair uncovered, althoug}
athey usually kept their scarves tied around their waists, just ir

case.

Only fifteen women dropped out of the course. Some couldn”

vy B ==V

cope with the presence of a few male administrators in the
military school. Others missed their families, or their maids
Those who stayed thrived. At first the American trainers hac
‘revised their fitness targets downward, to accommodate womer
'who’d never had to walk to the grocery store, much less complet
’a forced march. But within weeks the targets had been raisec
“again, as the women easily mastered a hundred push-ups a day
‘One recruit shed forty-four pounds during the five-montl

1training.
)
As the course wound toward its end in May 1991, “we saw

ithis metamorphosis take place,” says Janis Karpinski. “In the las
1thirty days, I never saw these women but their shoulders wert
,squared, their heads tall.” When Hadra Dawish took leave to visi
;her family, they were shocked at the changes in her. “They tolc
;me I'd changed too many things, from the way I walk to the way

I act with them,” she said. “Some they liked. Some, no.” Hadr:

?



1found her women friends hardest to convince. Sitting in thei:
agilded salons, with foreign maids passing trays of sweet pastries
they shuddered at Hadra’s tales of digging foxholes and standing
tguard all night in desert camps. “They kept saying to me, ‘Yot
(have to come out, you've made a terrible choice.” But I knew I’c
_made the right decision.”

,  Meanwhile, some senior officers in the Emirates’ army founc
1it hard to credit the fine results the women recruits were
1achieving. Lieutenant Colonel Mohamed Nasser, the commande:
of the academy, had admitted from the beginning that he fel
tlukewarm about the whole idea of women warriors. “If we had :
_bigger population, I'd rather see women stay at home,” he said
‘But slowly he had to revise his view of their capabilities. At firs
ihe refused to believe the omen’s shooting scores. “When 1 se¢
1results of thirty-eight out of forty, I have to be surprised,” he
,said. The women, after all, had grown up in an atmosphere ir
iwhich girls never even played at aiming a toy gun. The
.lieutenant colonel wondered if the high scores reflected a defec
l.in the newly built shooting range at the women’s academy. T«
find out, he commandeered the men’s academy shooting rang
and ordered the women to redo the test. There he watched ir
’growing astonishment as bullet after bullet slammed home

tright smack in the center of the target.

-

t
1the dovish side of every argument. Despite glaring evidence t¢

]the contrary (Golda Meir, Margaret Thatcher) I believed that :
world with more women in positions of power would be a more

Before I went to the Middle East, I'd always found myself or

1
peaceful place. So it seemed odd, and a little sad, that of all th¢



rrights a woman might aspire to, the one that Hadra and he:

,friends had won was the right to kill and be killed. And yet it wa:

simpossible not to celebrate the strength the Emirates womer

1thad discovered in themselves, the skills they’d mastered and thz

lconfidence that seemed to shine from every face I encounterec
on the base.

1 I had grappled with this paradox once before, in Eritrea
~huddling in a trench burrowed out of an African mountaintop. £
rfew meters away, Ethiopian soldiers stared through binoculars
twaiting for someone on our side to make a move. Of the hundrec
101 so soldiers on the Eritrean side of that front line, about fifteer
.were women, including the commanding officer.

Y Those Eritrean women guerrillas had witnessed the wors

“that war could offer. One had seen a friend take a Kalashnikox
“round full in the face, blasting away half her jaw. Another helc
the hand of a comrade as her mine-shattered leg was amputatec

“without anesthetic. The women talked of these things with a sac
t

)

pragmatism. Most had been born since the fighting with Ethiopiz
started in 1962 and had known nothing but a country at war.

2

, As in the Emirates, Eritrean women had joined the guerrilla:
‘because they felt they had to; there simply weren’t enough mer
"to challenge the might of black Africa’s biggest army. I

anything, their society had been even more resistant to the
'notion of women warriors than that of the Emirates. In the
’1960s in Eritrean villages, women’s position was so lowly that
wife presumed to speak to her husband only if it was absolutely

: .
“necessary. From the Koran’s pronouncement that menstruatior

2



ris “an illness,” during which women must refrain from sex anc
sprayer, Eritrean villagers had developed a tradition of forcing
1menstruating women to leave their homes for a week eacl
amonth and seclude themselves, day and night, in a pit reservec
1for the “unclean.”

When war broke out with Ethiopia, a few women insisted or
,fighting. “At the beginning, they were needed, so there wasn”
\the luxury of refusing them,” said Chuchu Tesfamariam, whe
,became a fighter herself at the age of seventeen. The valor of the
Ifighters won new respect for women in general and broke dowr
1many taboos. The Eritreans, desperately poor, had few factories

But, as a gesture to the comfort of the women fighters, they hac

tinvested some of their scarce resources in a plant to product
]sanitary napkins.
1 Living conditions at the front line were desperately harsh
1The troops, slight and undernourished from years of drought
Ireduced rations, lived on a porridge of lentils scooped up ir
1spongy bread. Their World War I-style trench system burrowec
for miles across high mountain ridges. Supplies had to be haulec
Sby hand up the near-vertical rock face, work that the womer
1shared equally with the men. Everyone slept on the ground.

f The guerrillas came from a wide range of backgrounds. Some
alike the university-educated idealists who returned from exile t¢
2enlist, found it natural that women and men should figh
1itogether. Others, simple villagers, had difficulty adjusting to the
7idea.

! Ismail Idriss, a twenty-three-year-old goatherd and a devou



1Muslim, had never spoken to a woman from outside his family
swhen he suddenly found himself taking orders from one
1“Women fighters I knew about from the beginning; even when
lwas wandering with my goats I'd seen them,” Ismail explained
sunning himself on a rocky ledge during a rare break in th
1’fighting. “But I never believed a woman could give orders to
(man.” Ismail’s company commander was a stocky, taciturr
,woman of his own age named Hewit Moges, a thirteen-yea:
,veteran of front-line fighting who came from a Christiar
;background. “Now I have seen it in practice I have had to start tc
accept it,” he said, in a voice that still sounded hesitant about the
iidea. “When it’s a hard climb she runs up the mountain, when it’:
.a battle she’s in front of the troops, and when someone i
‘wounded she’s the one who carries him from the field.” He
spread his palms and raised his shoulders in a wide shrug. “Wha

‘can I say against it when I have seen such things?”

, A few nights later the war took a rare break for a wedding
1Fighters always married in large groups; a single couple couldn”™
1afford the traditional feast of goat meat. A young dancer dressec
1in a costume made of grain sacks marked “Gift of the Federa
Republic of Germany” leaped and twirled across the sand
followed by 120 brides and grooms, all clad alike in the sams¢
'shabby khakis they’d worn into battle shortly before. The
)couples paired up and held hands, waiting for their divisior
tcommander to read out their names and declare them husbanc
“and wife. Each couple received a wedding certificate, produced it
the fighters’ underground printshop, carrying a quote from the

t1977 Marriage Law stating that the union was “the free will o



7the two partners based on love.”

I sat on the sand listening to the long list of names. Nura Hus
Iseini was marrying Haile Gabremichael. Abdullah Doud wa:
’wedding Ababa Mariam. Muslims and Christians were marrying
“each other by the dozen. “It’s possible that these people coms
Yfrom parents who were taught that you starve before you share
food from the plate of someone of a different faith,” said Chuchu
‘sitting on sand beside me. But in the trenches of this long wa:
these young men and women had shared much more: fear, anc
dvictories, and belief in a cause. In the dark I could just make ou
“Chuchu’s profile. A sad half smile played across her face. “No

Severything that comes from war is bad,” she whispered.
3
And unfortunately, not everything that comes with peace i

Egood. In 1994 I returned to Eritrea, which by then had been ar
independent country for almost a year. The capital, Asmara, hac
fallen to the guerrillas without a struggle. Unscathed by the

‘fighting that had reduced so much of the country to rubble, it:

'talianate buildings glowed in a gentle wintry light, their terra

1c:otta walls splashed with sudden tumbles of scarle

1bougainvillea. The streets were clean and safe to walk, even latt

’at night. During the war, even schoolteachers had carried AK

*47s. N ow, no one was armed, even at the airport or entrances tc

3government buildings. One of the world’s most militarizec
1

1

1
_been instantly corrupted by it. The movement’s leaders still worz

populations had put away its guns.

For once, a guerrilla movement had come to power and no

;the cheap plastic sandals they’d fought in, and none of them



including the president, drew a salary. Like the other fighters
_they donated their labor to the rebuilding effort.

s But, for the women fighters, peace had brought somx
sunexpected disappointments. The new government offerec
awomen political participation and new legal rights, such as th
aright to own and inherit land. It also banned genital mutilatior
,in hospitals, and sponsored a radio series in which both th
rMuslim mufti and the Christian bishop stated clearly that suct
Ipractices weren’t religious obligations.

t Still, the traditions of the wider society outweighed the

tculture that had developed at the front. Suddenly, fighters hac

come back home to families who had spent the war unde;
soccupation by Ethiopian forces. Often, the guerrillas’ progressive
1mores were at odds with the deeply conservative values of thei:
1parents. “Most of them respect us—they understand we lived :
adifferent way,” said Rosa Kiflemariam, a thirty-three-year-olc
swho spent eight years at the front. “But others say to us, Tha
-was then—this is now, and now you have to live our way.”

t I 1989, Rosa had married a fellow guerrilla in one of the

“frontline wedding ceremonies. The couple, serving at differen
“fronts, had spent only one month together before peace came
’Now she and her husband were trying to get to know each othe:
1in the midst of enormous family pressure. Rosa’s mother-in-law
didn’t approve of her son’s wife going out to work and wantec
ther to give up her job as a financial officer in the Eritrear
2Women’s Union. “Every time she sees me she starts saying, ‘Why

,don’t you have children? Why don’t you stay at home?"”



, In the villages, particularly, families found it difficult tc
accept the tough young women who were used to absolute
_equality, or even positions of command in military units. Ir
ithose cases, families urged divorce, offering their sons young
_tractable village girls as alternative wives prepared to wait or
;them hand and foot. Such tensions were exacerbated if the
_husband and wife were from different religious backgrounds.

1  For a young, unmarried woman fighter, the future wa:
problematic. On the one hand, she was a heroine, but that didn”
_hecessarily make her marriageable in villages that still valuec
imodesty and certain virginity.

r To Rosa and many other women, a new struggle had jus
2begun. “We have to fight now to make them understand tha
reveryone has the right to live freely. It’s another war, I think.”
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In the villages, particularly, families found it difficult to
accept the tough young women who were used to absolute
equality, or even positions of command in military units. In
those cases, families urged divorce, offering their sons young,
tractable village girls as alternative wives prepared to wait on
them hand and foot. Such tensions were exacerbated if the
husband and wife were from different religious backgrounds.

For a young, unmarried woman fighter, the future was
problematic. On the one hand, she was a heroine, but that didn’t
necessarily make her marriageable in villages that still valued
modesty and certain virginity.

To Rosa and many other women, a new struggle had just
begun. “We have to fight now to make them understand that
everyone has the right to live freely. It’s another war, I think.”



Chapter 7
A QUEEN

“I found a woman to reign over them, who is provided with everything requisit
for a prince, and hath a magnificent throne.”

THE KORAN
THE CHAPTER OF THE ANT

The ancient trade routes of Arabia are potholed highway:

now. The groaning strings of camels that Muhammad led fo
Khadija from coastal port to inland fortress are gone as well
Instead, trucks thud and grind from Agaba to Mecca through ¢
miasma of diesel and dust. What passes for an oasis these days i:
a gray concrete truck stop, innocent of a palm tree or even :
blade of grass.

In the spring of 1989,1 went to cover a riot in one of thess
places—a dismal shanty town named Maan in the middle of the
Jordanian desert. The Jordanian prime minister had raised the
price of gas, and Maan’s truck drivers had poured into the street:
to protest. The riots spread from there all over the country
troubling the stability of King Hussein, the Middle East’s longest
reigning monarch. It was a story I'd written a half dozen times: ¢
poor country needs aid, the International Monetary Fund come:
in and demands economic reform, its terms are too tough, the
people revolt.

But this time, as I perched on what was left of a chair in th¢
burned-out ruins of a Maan bank, the story took a sudden lurct
away from what I expected to hear. Sitting opposite me on the
upturned drawer of a filing cabinet, an edgy Bedouin in a grimy



robe played with the fringes of his kaffiyeh. He had been witl
the mob as it rampaged through the town a week earlier. “The
demonstrators want lower prices, yes. They are poor already, anc
the increase will take the food from their children’s mouths. Bu
that wasn’t all they were shouting for.” He looked around, tc
make sure no one was listening. “They were shouting for the

king to divorce the queen.”
5
Like most Middle East correspondents, I knew vaguely tha

£_. . . .
King Hussein had married an American, but I'd thought of her a:
;photogenic fodder for the social pages, not as someone likely tc
emerge as a slogan in a price riot.
3

y “People here have many questions about the queen,” the

Bedouin said, letting go of his kaffiyeh and reaching into the
:pockets of his robe for worry beads. As the beads travelec
;through his grease-stained fingers he listed the questions one by
;one: “Was she a virgin when she married the king? Is she really
"Muslim? If so, why doesn’t she cover her hair? Is it true sh
?supports Christian causes? Her family is from Halab [the Arabic
‘name for the town of Aleppo, in Syria, where her grandfathe
“was born before moving to Lebanon]. Halab has many Jews. How
1do we know she doesn’t have Jewish blood? We have heard tha
fshe is from the CIA, sent to poison the king.”

The Bedouin was troubled by a familiar bundle of Middle
_Eastern bogeys: America in general and the CIA in particular
“Jews, or if not Jews, then Christians; women’s sexuality—bot}
:the fear of a “past” and the dread of present emancipatior
;signaled by the absence of a veil.



1 It was hard to take his ranting seriously. Yet, in Iran anc
2Egypt, rulers’ wives had served as lightning rods for dissent, or a:
1least criticism of them had been a barometer of troubles to come
tThe shah’s empress Farah and Sadat’s wife Jehan both had beer
raggressively modern, high-profile women who had fought fo:
areform. What was Queen Noor doing to earn so muct
opprobrium?

t At fifty-four, her husband, King Hussein, was the Middls
sEast’s great survivor. At thirteen, he’d narrowly missed being
bkilled in the hail of assassin’s bullets that murdered hi:
grandfather. In 1951, at fifteen years old, he’d inherited a wobbly
_throne, survived the loss of the West Bank—half his kingdom—
;to Israel in 1967, put down an armed insurrection by Palestiniar
irefugees in 1970 and, by 1989, had ruled for thirty-eight years
]“He’s been to the funerals of all of those who said he wouldn”
llast a week,” said Dan Shifton, an Israeli analyst of Jordaniar
affairs. Within days of the riots, the survivor in the king dic
_.what was necessary: he sacked the prime minister, Zaid Rifai
[_and promised his restless subjects their first general election ir
,twenty-two years. I wondered if his marriage to Noor, his fourtt
rand longest, would also have to be jettisoned in the interests o:
his survival.

., When riots broke out, the king and queen were ir
:Washington, dining at the White House. Pictures of Noor
;resplendent in a navy-blue chiffon gown, and word that he
1sister had attended the dinner on the arm of the film produce:
George Lucas, only fed the angry talk about her American value:

and extravagance.



1 I had a standing request at the palace for an interview witl
tthe king. Not really expecting a reply, I fired off a new teles
.asking to see the queen as well, to talk about the way she’c
1become a target of the rioters. To my surprise, I got an answe;
rback almost immediately: both Their Majesties had agreed to ses
1me, and a car from the palace would collect me from my hotel.

Along with my chador, I always traveled with what I callec
2my “king suit”—one decent Italian outfit in pin-striped silk tha
swadded up into a corner of a carry-on bag and emergec
srespectable after a quick press in a hotel laundry. I put the sui
son, along with a pair of high heels that I hadn’t worn since mjy
-wedding, and went down to meet a pistol-packing soldier at the
1wheel of a silver-gray Mercedes.

The royal palace sits on a hilltop near the center of olc
tAmman, the town whose Roman name was Philadelphia—the
Icity of brotherly love. The royal court does its business behinc
1tall iron gates designed to protect those inside against brotherly
"hate. I had been inside the palace compound before, but only a:
far as the king’s offices, the Diwan, where Circassian soldiers ir
Thigh fur hats stand guard and obsequious courtiers wait for the
royal summons. I expected that our meeting would take place ir
the king’s book-lined office. But the car swished past the granc
1stairway of the Diwan and deposited me under the thudding
,rotors of a Black Hawk helicopter. The king was already in th¢
rpilot’s seat. “Hop aboard,” he cried, beckoning me into the sea
rbehind him.

> The king pushed the control stick forward and we heaved of



1the ground, hovering low over the palace and Amman’s dens
¢<honeycomb of flat-roofed houses. Within seconds, the city wa:
1gone. We skimmed groves of ancient olive trees and ribs o
rbleached white stone. In Amman, fast-food joints named New
2York New York Pizza and giant supermarkets with bagels in the
deep freeze gave Jordan a familiar, Western facade. But the
jmodern layer was thin as a crust of sand. Beneath was ar
tancient, biblical landscape peopled by tribesmen who lived by
itheir goats, their olives and their blood alliances just as they

talways had.

7 Winston Churchill used to boast that he’d created Jordan on :
aSunday afternoon with the stroke of a pen. At a meeting in Cair¢

in 1921, Churchill and T. E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia
1doodled the amoeba-shaped state of Transjordan onto the map o:
_the Arabian Peninsula to provide a throne for their ally
iAbdullah, who had helped Lawrence fight the Turks in Worlc
,War L Abdullah’s father, Sherif Hussein, the thirty-fifth
sgeneration direct descendant of the prophet Muhammad, hac
1ruled Mecca and the Hijaz region until the al-Sauds swept dowr
_from the Nejd desert in the North and pushed him aside.

1 A Palestinian assassinated Abdullah in 1951. His son, Talal
lwas mentally ill and abdicated two years later. The teenagec
yHussein inherited the throne of a state in which the deser
2Arabians like himself were quickly becoming outnumbered by
tPalestinian refugees, pouring across the border after each wa:
with Israel. Jordan, alone among Arab states, gave citizenship tc
¢the Palestinian refugees from the West Bank. But in the “Blacl
September” of 1970, Hussein felt the Palestinians were trying tc



atake control of his kingdom. He crushed them, with many

scasualties.

£ I stared at the king’s crash helmet, which had “Hussein T

"stenciled on the back. In the West, it was easy enough to see th
31<ing simply as a smooth-talking, Harrow-and Sandhurst
“educated diplomat. But out here he was something much mort
'potent: the avatar of his ancestor the prophet Muhammad
'prayer leader, warlord and father of the tribes. Such a leader ha:
’to be seen by his people—and not just on TV, talking the dry
argot of diplomacy with foreigners. Hussein, busy with foreigr
apolicy, had lost touch with his people. He was on his way tc
»mend the rift.

) The United States never seemed to lose its ability to be
famazed when one of its foreign-leader buddies was overthrown
sPartly, I thought, it was because we only saw these men as they
1appeared in their dealings with the West. We had no sense o
‘them as they seemed to their own people: that gian
1c:onstituency to which even the greatest despots are eventually

laccountable.

As Hussein landed the helicopter on the outskirts of a deser
"town, the chant of the waiting crowd defeated even the thump o
1the rotors. “Bil rub, bil damm... [With our soul and with ow
Yblood... we sacrifice for you, O Hussein!]” Through the swirling
’dust, the faces straining toward the king were twisted, almos
‘pained. Bodies surged forward, held back by cordons of soldier:
>who cracked skulls and thumped shoulders as though they were

‘dealing with the nation’s mortal enemies. The king, usually :
)



7grave, gray figure, beamed as he tossed off his crash helmet anc
threw a red and white kaffiyeh atop his balding head. He plungec
»into the crowd.

> I climbed out of the helicopter in his wake and was instantly
-swept away from him and his tight capsule of bodyguards. The
acrowd, moving like a single, demented entity, had closed rank:
,behind the king and carried him forward. I felt myself being
sdragged in the other direction. I heard the bat squeak of ripping
7silk as the jacket of my king-suit caught on the hilt of a Bedouin’:
1dagger. Tottering on the unfamiliar high heels, I tried to keeg
upright. One of the burly soldiers of the king’s bodyguarc

spotted me. Cursing and swatting a path through the press o
_bodies, he grabbed me in one hand and, continuing to rain blow:
“on everyone around us with the other, propelled me back towarc
the relatively calm eye of the storm that his colleagues werc

;
¢maintaining around the king.

t The surge was carrying us toward an array of tents. As we
7approached, a gurgling moan rose above the chants. Just in fron
of the king, a camel stumbled to its knees and then, like ar
tinﬂatable toy losing its air, slowly collapsed forward, thudding
fwith a tiny splash into a glossy pool of its own blood. Across the
~curve of the animal’s long neck the butcher’s ritual dagger hac
inscribed a parody of a smile. As tradition demanded, the king
strode through the welcoming sacrificial blood and the
bodyguards propelled me after him. Days later, when I unpackec

wv) T U4y

,shoes, I imagined I could still see the rusty tidemark, halfway ug
1the heel.



1 As we reached the shade of a black goat-hair tent, a white
1robed tribesman with shaky hands poured coffee from a long
spouted pot into a tiny handleless cup. Trembling violently, h¢
]raised the cup to his mouth and downed the contents, to prove i
_wasn’t poisoned. Then, still shaking, he poured a second cup fo:
;his king.
3 That whole long, scorching day passed in a blur of tableaus
sfrom The Arabian Nights: a barefoot poet, chanting his verses ir
spraise of the king; an old Bedouin Woman swathed in black veil:
»and marked on the face with blue tattoos, pressing a petition intc
1the king’s palm; the king at lunch, plunging a hand into a platte:
fof steaming lambs’ heads set atop piles of rice; tribesmen, olc
senough to be his father, kissing him reverently upon shoulder:
land nose, but addressing him, in their egalitarian desert way, by
chis kunya Abu Abdullah.

I lost count of how many settlements we visited, flitting
abetween them by helicopter, the king’s grave countenance losing
tmore of its grayness as the day wore on. By late afternoon I wa:
1almost surprised to find the helicopter easing down once more ir
sAmman, and the king’s soft voice asking me to join him at al

2Nadwa, his pink stone palace. “Noor is waiting for us,” he said.

1 Inside the grand doorway he discreetly pointed me toward :

>bathroom, then bounded away, over the Persian carpets, past the
3display cases of antique guns and swords, up the grand staircase

1taking the steps two at a time like a boy.
)
I splashed my face with the hot water that gushed from golc

faucets and attacked my wind-knotted, dust-crusted hair with ¢



-gold-backed brush set out on the gleaming marble bureau. Wher
-I emerged, the queen was drifting down the stairs in a long
2Palestinian-style dress with panels of silk in plum and dull gold
tHer hair, a brighter gold, fell in loose tresses down her back. She
rwas a striking woman, slender and very tall—at least five inche:
taller than her husband. In official portraits she was alway:
Jposed to look shorter than he. I wondered whether he perched or
,aboxor she stood in a hole.

s She smiled and held out her hand for a firm, American-styl
>shake. “I asked His Majesty how you were, and he said, ‘Well, she’
ra bit dusty.1” she said. “But you don’t look dusty to me. Let’s tall
lin the garden. It’s the best room in the house. In 1970 they had tc
sput bulletproof glass in all the upstairs windows. I think it make:
sthe inside claustrophobic.”

She swished through french doors onto a terrace giving way
yto lawns and flower beds. The afternoon light fell in solid golder
sshafts. We wandered over to a group of chairs near a tangle o
sfragrant jasmine. I perched my notebook on my knee. “You neec
1a table,” she said. Spying a piece of cast-iron garden furniture
-across the lawn, she strode over and hefted it herself, waving

away the dismayed-looking servant who rushed to help her. She
1had always been athletic: a cheerleader and a member of the
_hockey team in the first coed class at Princeton in 1969 and ar
“avid skier during a semester spent waitressing at Aspen. Now
"she rode, played tennis and did aerobics two or three times

week.
1

, A waiter brought me fresh orange juice in a gold-rimmaec



1glass. The queen took a sip of an astringent-smelling herbal tea
,trained her green eyes straight on me and, simply and frankly
.unfolded her thoughts on the riots, their meaning and thei
saftermath. “We flew straight home from Washington when i
shappened,” she said. “And, as soon as I got home, one of myj
sfriends sat me down and told me what had been going on—tht
1absolute rubbish in the air about me.” The friend was Leil:
Sharaf, Jordan’s only woman senator and one of the queen’:
_confidantes. “Some of it was so preposterous that you have tc
.;meet it with a sense of humor, otherwise it crushes you. I mean

someone in my position will always be talked about, whatever

))}
)do.

s It was no secret that wealthy Amman wished the king hac
married one of its own daughters instead of an outsider. His firs
,wife had been Dina Abdul Hamid, a university-educatec
1intellectual with Egyptian roots, seven years his senior. Afte:
ceighteen months and the birth of a daughter, there had been ¢
1sudden divorce. Dina, holidaying in Egypt when she receivec
_news of the split, later said that she had been allowed to see he:
'daughter only once during the next six years. The king’s nex
choice was Toni Gardiner, nineteen years old and the daughter o
,a British military officer. The king met her at a dance and ignorec

1all warnings about the possible pitfalls of the match. He renamec

(W Uy

“her Muna al-Hussein—Arabic for “Hussein’s wish.” They had twre
,sons and twin daughters, but when his wishes changed, in 1972
he divorced her to marry a Jordanian of Palestinian roots namec

Alia Toucan.
1
Alia was the first of his wives on whom he bestowed the title



,queen. She was the perfect choice to heal the scars of Blacl
,September and unite the kingdom in the time-honored triba
rway. Her son, Prince Ali, born in 1975, vaulted over Hussein’:
tolder sons by Princess Muna to take second place in the
7succession after Hussein’s brother, the crown prince Hassan. Ali:
2also had a daughter and fostered a baby whose mother was Kkillec
1in an airline crash. Alia suffered her share of malicious gossig
swhile she lived, but her sudden death in a helicopter crash ir
>February 1977 made her certain to be remembered as the king':
,great love and the country’s perfect queen.

I 5o twenty-six-year-old Lisa Halaby had a hard act to follow

when the king married her just sixteen months later. There wa:
llittle in her background to prepare her. She had grown up in
twealthy and influential Washington family. Her mother, the
ldaughter of an immigrant from Sweden, married and late:
rdivorced Najeeb Halaby, the son of a Syrian immigrant. Najeel
awas a success story of the American melting pot who grew uj
1speaking only English and rose to the top in both business anc
rgovernment service. He became chief executive of Pan Am anc
tdirected the Federal Aviation Authority under President:
fKennedy and Johnson. His interest was domestic politics, no
1foreign policy, and his daughter could barely remember :
1discussion of Middle East issues at home. Still, she claimed :
)stubborn attachment to her Arabic heritage. “The fifties were al
,about conformity, and I suppose I rebelled against that,” she said
1“When everybody wanted to be the same, I clung to the thing:
that made me different.” For a while she even tried to persuad:s
_her bemused fellow pupils at the Washington’s Cathedral Schoo



<to call her Lisa Man-of-Halab, since that was the litera
Itranslation of her Arabic surname.

> At Princeton she completed a BA in architecture and urbar

“planning and, in the four years following her graduation, workec
Yher way around the world as a draftswoman on town planning
1schemes in Tehran and architectural projects in Sydney. Ir
’Jordan, she’d taken a job as a designer with the national airline. I
'was at a reception celebrating the delivery of the Jordaniar
>airline’s first jumbo jet that Najeeb Halaby introduced hi:
daughter to King Hussein. The king invited her to lunch at the
spalace and entertained her for five hours, showing her the palac
sand introducing her to his children. For the next six weeks they
1ate dinner together almost every night. Afterward, they’d roa:
2around the hills of Amman on the king’s motorbike, witt
rbodyguards trailing at a discreet distance.

> Lisa, working at the airline and living at the Intercontinenta

-)Hotel, kept the romance secret. Rebecca Salti, an Americar
1married to a Jordanian, had come to know her quite well. She
remembers running into her outside the hotel that summer. “I
was very hot, and the two of us just sat down on the pavemen
'there and chatted about this and that. Looking back on it, I gues:
she seemed a little distracted.” Later that day the royal palace
dofficially announced the engagement of King Hussein to the
1woman who from then on would be known as Noor al-Hussein
“the Light of Hussein. The official announcement stated tha

*Noor had adopted the Islamic religion.

=

1 “When he proposed, I thought long and hard abou



laccepting,” said Noor. “Not because I was unsure of my feeling:

for him. My feelings were so strong for him that I was thinking o:
,him, perhaps, more than myself. I was well aware that I wasn’t ¢
1typical, traditional wife. I didn’t want to be a source o
scontroversy for him.”

1  And now she was. It wasn’t difficult to pinpoint what hac
tgone wrong. At first the people of Jordan had been warm. “
1thadn’t expected the outpouring of affection,” she said, thinking
sback to the early days of her marriage. Others in Jordar
aremembered it too. “She tried to give a speech in Arabic, anc
shalfway through she got a bit flustered and looked as though she
jwas about to cry,” recalled Metri Twall, a young Ammar
rbusinessman. “The whole audience was behind her. People wer:
1calling out, ‘Don’t worry, we love you, you're doing great.” “ The
births of four children in six years also had pleased a populatior

jobsessed with family.

1 Those were the oil-boom years, when bright Jordanians coulc
amake a fortune working in the Gulf. Coming home, they buil
tbou-gainvillea -splashed villas where thick-pile carpets mufflec
tthe footfalls of Filipino servants and the only sound was th
stinkling of decorative fountains.

-

In that era of conspicuous consumption, Noor at first stooc
“out as being rather less ostentatious than the elite among he:
'new subjects. Her wedding, in June 1978, was low-key by roya
tstandards, held in the gardens of the king’s mother’s palace
Engagement and wedding photos show an unregal-looking

tbride, with a scrubbed face and lank hair. But that unstudiec



scoed style soon vanished. With the media’s need for a new Gract
fKelly, international photographers such as Norman Parkinsor
imade their way to Jordan, trailing famous makeup artists
fAnthony Clavet, who specialized in creating distinctive “looks’
for celebrities such as David Bowie and Sophia Loren, gave Noor
1look of sleek, queenly glamor, accented by fine jewelry anc
IFrench couturier clothes. The king and his beautiful wife became
Jfixtures on the royalty and head-of-state circuit. It was possibl
Zto find them at their London address, opposite Kensingtor
1Pa1ace, or in their hilltop retreat near Vienna as well.

2 But times had become harder in Jordan since then. The oi
1boom busted, and the bright young Jordanians who formerly
aswould have been able to make their fortunes in the Gulf wert
astaying at home, underemployed. Hardship bred frustration, anc
1frustration fundamentalism. America’s support for Israel, ever
during the violence of the intifada, had inflamed ever presen
1anti-American sentiments.

t In Amman, after the riots, everyone seemed ready to attacl
1the queen as an extravagant clothes horse. “She has become ow
sImelda Marcos,” sneered a young businessman. Ever
government officials joined in. “People remember the young gir
1Who came here wearing blue jeans. They expect someone dowr
(to earth, not dripping with jewelry and jetting off to Europe,
lsaid one prominent politician.

The city, he said, was abuzz with the latest outrage. While th
yking had been in Kuwait seeking aid to patch up Jordan’s ravagec
leconomy, the queen had gone shopping. “She bought a piece o



sjewelry that cost three quarters of a million dollars,” he said. “/
1Kuwaiti newspaper got ahold of the check and printed it under :
.headline, “While the king begs, the queen spends.’ “1 asked him i
"I could borrow his copy of the article. “Well,” he said, “I didn*
1actually see it myself. My friend saw it.” For the next few days
Ichased this article across Amman. The friend would refer me to :
aneighbor who’d refer me to a shopkeeper who'd swear his sor
awould be able to show me a copy. But he couldn’t. I tried combing
1every Arabic information service and checking with pres:
attaches at foreign embassies. Nothing. Finally I got out the
lKuwaiti telephone directory and called each of the emirate’:
,newspapers, one by one. At every paper the answer was the
_same: no such article had ever run. But in the minds o
i]ordanians it was as real as if they’d held the dog-eared clipping

1in their hands.

t The king had joined us in the garden. Now, he interjectec
gently, in his soft, deep voice. “It’s natural that someone close t¢
Jme should become a target.” The ancient bonds between the
rBedouins and their leader, especially a leader descended from th«
prophet, created strong taboos against direct criticism. Women
jon the other hand, were easy targets. Any time things started tc
,80 wrong in the Middle East, women suffered for it first. /
»<fundamentalist revolution couldn’t instantly fix a nationa
economy, but it could order women into the veil. If Jordanian:
were unhappy, they couldn’t punish their king. But they coulc

;make his wife’s life a misery.
£ King Hussein had always been an accessible ruler whe

understood the Western press and rarely shied away from the



\chance to put his point of view on Middle Eastern affairs. But ir
ithe late 1980s things started to change. By the time I became
fMiddle East correspondent in 1987, he had become harder tc
treach, walled off by an impenetrable defensive line of palace
Iadvisers. They were all men, all middle-aged, all of a type
1intelligent and elitist, yet deferential to the point of groveling
1before the king. The fired prime minister, Zaid Rifai, had been :
sbrave diplomat, astute at analyzing the shifting moods o
sJordan’s dangerous neighbors—Syria, Irag, Israel and Saud
2Arabia. But his domestic politics were a disaster. Hi:
sauthoritarian streak led him to distrust the ordinary people o
2Jordan and disregard popular opinion. Under his direction
fcontrol of the press and TV was total, and a whisper of dissent
sespecially from citizens of Palestinian background, often led to :
jail cell. It was ironic to me that in 1987 and 1988, when Israe
jwas engaged in a virtual civil war with its Palestinians, I could g
,toa refugee camp anywhere on the West Bank or Gaza and talk t¢
_whomever I wanted. But across the river in Jordan a trip to :
;Palestinian camp required a permit and an intimidating escort o
“secret police whose presence stifled any possibility of a franl
;discussion. The riots had been a reaction to Rifai’s repression
&and the king had already eased the rules on free speech.

1 Hussein looked at his wife as if apologizing for what she hac
sborne on his behalf. “It’s sad and difficult for Noor, who has don
1so much here and in the outside world for Jordan.”

Noor acknowledged that some of the criticism had to be
»addressed, and was trying to distinguish between behavior tha
ashe was prepared to change and behavior she wouldn’t sacrifice



1She had more or less decided that her style would change, but no
sher substance. After the riots she switched to clothes that werc
»almost all Jordanian-made, from ballgowns to blue jeans. The bij
2jewels vanished into a vault somewhere, to be replaced by down
:homey pieces such as a charm bracelet decked with ornament:
schosen by her children. Just after our first meeting she invitec
ame to go with her to Jerash to inspect the preparations for tha
fyear’s arts festival. She wore a mid-calf khaki skirt; mine cams
ijust to my knees. In the newspaper the next day I was amused t¢
sfind myself in a picture standing just behind the queen. The
fphotograph had been retouched to give me a modest pair o
,2trousers. Sensitivities were obviously so great that even someons
,in the queen’s entourage had to be covered.

But the queen was not going to submit to demands that shx
wear Islamic headscarves. “I don’t play to one group or another
and I don’t plan to start now,” she said. “I think it’s possible to—
and I think I do—balance a respect for what’s traditional in thi:
society with what’s practical for the role I have to play.”
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That role—her projects—would all continue, although, sht

”N

said wistfully, “some of them will take years to be understood.’
'When she married the king, she had asked him what she shoulc
do. “He said, “Whatever you decide I'm sure will be right,” “ she
1recalled. At the time she had been buoyed by his confidence ir
“her. But her first visits to government officials were les:
encouraging. One minister strongly advised her to confine he:
apublic role to cutting an occasional ceremonial ribbon.

t “Everyone would have understood that,” said Ranya Khadri, «



tJordanian law graduate. “If you just sit home and have kids
athat’s fine with everyone. The minute you try to do something
zdifferent as a woman in this society, you open yourself up tc
-gossip and criticism.”

But Noor couldn’t imagine a life without something
resembling a job. “I'd always worked,” she said. At first she
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involved herself with projects linked to her former career: urbar
*planning, building codes and environmental issues. As he
’children were born, she became increasingly involved witl
“issues of mother and child health and education, then women’:
ftraining and employment, then sports and culture. By 1985 she
“was heading a large foundation from an office in a refurbishec
palace that had belonged to King Abdullah. Her projects tendec
ato focus on women, especially the women of isolated rural areas
,Many Bedouin tribes had stopped wandering with the season:
-and settled down year round in makeshift settlements tha
slacked transport, clean water, health care. Lisa Halaby, the towr
planner, looked at these places and imagined them differently
_Noor, the queen of Jordan, goaded the politicians to make then
,50. The men who ran Jordan weren’t used to taking orders from
jyoung woman.

> And the men whose wives she was helping didn’t always like
1the effect of her help. A rug-weaving project on a wind-swep
shilltop named Jebel Bani Hatnida had been a roaring succes:
rbecause the women could do the work at home on simple
traditional looms made of sticks and stones. The queen hac
1helped with design and organization, then bought the rugs a:
gifts for Jordan’s official visitors. She also visited the women



,squatting beside them in the dust and listening to thei
yproblems. The money for the rugs went straight to the women
»giving them a measure of independence for the first time in thei
lives. One of them used the money from her first rug to pay fo:
Jbus fare to the city to file for a divorce.

> Noor had other interests that didn’t sit well with religiou:
1extremists. There had been threats to disrupt the arts festival a:
rJerash, of which she was the principal patron. The festival hac
1been growing every year, drawing traditional artists such a:
sArabian poets but also increasingly attracting Europear
aperformers, such as foreign ballet companies, whose acts the
lIfundamentalists considered lewd. They also opposed th
1creation of a scholarship boarding school, which the queen hac
.sponsored. The school was to be coeducational—anathema t«
sIslamic hard-liners. The “Christian causes” that had so worriec
tthe Bedouin in Maan entailed working with denominations suct
1as Men-nonites, Anglicans and Roman Catholics who hac
.refugee-relief programs running in Jordan.

! Whenever Noor spoke about becoming a Muslim, she alway:

stressed Islam’s compatibility with the values of the Judeo

Christian tradition in which she’d been raised, and of the need t¢
2“promote an accurate image” of Islam’s humanism and universa
tcharacter. She criticized “extremists” for conveying what she
ssaid was a distorted picture of the faith.

» Her sudden return from Washington in the midst of the riot:
1had left her staring at a diary of empty, unscheduled days. Sh
*had to decide how to fill them: to hide from the criticism or to gc

R



rout and face it. She went out. “It might be easier to retire slightly
,or retract slightly,” she said, gazing at a fading beam of sunligh
rfalling gently on a bed of soft pink roses. “I'd have more timz
rwith the children”—her own were then aged nine, eight, six anc
three. “I could exercise more or even read a book. But I feel I have
;a responsibility to those young people who believe in the sam:e
tideals as me but don’t have the power to carry them out. If I pul
jback, I'm letting them down—especially the women.” Her firs
Spublic appearances had gone well. “I was so relieved to find tha
1the rubbish in the atmosphere hadn’t had any impact, thanl
.God. I'd worried whether the rumors could affect the way peopl:
;related to me. It was a mood that came, and seemed to pass..
ialthough you never let go of the knowledge that people could fee
)that way.”

1 Later, when I got to know her better, she confided that she’c
1considered an alternate answer to her critics: having anothe;
1baby. “I thought, That’s something I can do that would pleas
everyone.’ “ But in the end she decided against it. “I'd love to havt
S.another baby, but I also want to be a good family-planning
_model,” she said. I laughed and said that the king’s elever
)children rather militated against that. She pointed out tha
fertility rates—Jordan has one of the highest in the world—ar«
,calculated on offspring per woman, not man. “By Jordaniar
“standards, four children is still considered a large small family. I
I had five, it’d be a small large family.” That evening in the
Sgarden she hinted that the riots had not been quite the calamity
“for her that I had assumed. I had asked the king whether he fel
the riots were a one-time explosion of emotion, or whethe:



runrest could occur again. “I think it was a one-off,” he said. Th«
tqueen shook her head. “I don’t think you can assume that, Sidi,
ashe said. Sidi, meaning leader, was what the king’s closes
1deputies called him. I wondered if she was the only one of then
2brave enough to contradict him. She went on to say that mucl
awould depend on whether people believed the promised change:
lto be genuine. She spoke warmly of the king’s decision to cal
telections and the freeing of comment in the local press. A few
tdays earlier an outspoken Palestinian journalist who had had he:
<passport confiscated and her career ended by Zaid Rifai’:
sgovernment had been invited to the palace for a meeting o
.reconciliation. “I was so glad,” said Noor. “These are things that
lhave been pushing for and that His Majesty has always wantec
for Jordan. But some of the people around him have tried very
1hard to prevent them from happening.”

r Between the lines, what had happened was clear. The queen’:
vWestern values had been at war with Zaid Rifai’
2authoritarianism. The riots had proved the queen right and Rifa
ywrong. Rifai was gone; the queen wasn’t going anywhere.

! Later that year the king’s democratic initiative bore fruit in ar

Lelection that left Islamic hard-liners dominating the Parliament
Just before the election, a delegation of liberal-mindec
YJordanians had come to the palace to brief him on the
fpersecution of Toujan Faisal, a candidate whose campaign fo:
Egreater women’s rights had made her a target of extremis
‘threats and harassment. The night before the vote, Hussein wen
ton television and warned against religious extremism. The

division of his country along religious lines, he warned, woulc



2never be tolerated while he lived. The extremists seemed to ge
"the message and stopped short of violence against Toujan or he:
tsupporters.

! Until August 1990, Jordan ticked along, the fundamentalis

1peu:liamentarians making a proposal, such as the banning o
>male hairdressers for women, and the rest of the community
1panning the idea and carrying on much as it always had. Fres
"speech was exposing the fundamentalists’ agenda to a healthy
rairing, and most people, it seemed, weren’'t buying it. One
*initiative that cost the Islamic bloc credibility, even with very
freligious Jordanians, was a proposal to ban fathers attending
Ltheir daughters’ school sports days. “Are they saying I'm so dirty
1minded that I can’t even be trusted to watch my daughter play
"basketball?” fumed one intensely religious father who hac
previously been in sympathy with the Islamic bloc.

> Then Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, the United States sen’

?troops to Saudi Arabia, and Jordan erupted in an outpouring o
support for Iraq. I went to a sermon at one of Amman’s larges
mosques and heard the preacher whip the overflow crowd intc
1an anti-American frenzy, warning the U. S. Government tha
“your pigs will only come back to you in coffins, God willing.”

1 It was the queen’s moment. Suddenly, she could serve he:

“adopted country in a way that no Arab-born consort could have
‘When Washington snubbed the king, sending Secretary of State
t]ames Baker and other officials to every other country in the
tregion but Jordan, she got on a plane and went to her olc

“hometown, lobbying senators and congressmen, asking them tc
1



tunderstand the king’s quest for a negotiated settlement. It wa:
rinteresting to compare the press coverage she gleaned on these
trips with the articles that had appeared on her first visit tc
tWashington after her marriage. “I'd Be Delighted to Have Hi:
¢Child” cooed the headline on a 1978 People magazine article, ful
]of her thoughts on sport and shopping. This time she spoke a
.the Brookings Institution and appeared on “Night-line,” nc

longer asked about hairstyles and child rearing, but required tc

w ~

field hard questions about Jordan’s foreign policy. She did it well
with poise and clarity.

~

3 Back home in Amman, she encouraged the king to brie
-reporters hurrying to and from Baghdad through Jordan, the
ronly gateway to Iraq that U.N. sanctions had left open. Sh«
larranged small dinners in a salon at her office for ten or twelve
reporters at a time to meet the king and hear his version o

tevents.

f Isaw a lot of her as I passed back and forth between Saud
tArabia and Baghdad. Sometimes she invited me to the palace fo:
ysupper. It was damage control, done with the lightest touch. Anc
tit worked. It was impossible to sit with the two of them for hour:
on end and not emerge with a better understanding of the king’:
I_,delic:ate balancing act between Iraq and the hard place o
.American disapproval.

> There was a guilty pleasure in these visits. My hotel room ir
2Jordan was littered with packs of dried food, jerry cans for petro
land a pallet of bottled water: the gear I needed for trips to the
>front in Saudi Arabia or to the ruins of Iraq. Hanging in the close



swere my khaki pants, marbled with baked-bean stains from mjy
2]last stint with the United States marines, when we’d crouched or
bthe sand, eating our slops from makeshift plates of torn-uj

scardboard.

: Nadwa palace was the non sequitur in my wartime travels

'When Noor excused herself to “see about dinner,” what usually
>followed was a battery of servants carrying in a choice of twrc
soups, three middle courses and four main dishes—alway:
"including the light, healthy things she liked, such as seaweec

soup, grilled fish or spiced lentils with yogurt. The king rarely ate
fany of what he jokingly disparaged as Noor’s health food. Every
2evening he picked at the same meal: a skewer of grilled lamb on ¢
abed of rice. As soon as etiquette allowed, he pushed his plat
raway and lit a cigarette. Noor, anxious for his health, woulc
ffurrow her brow if he lit more than one. “When people say, ‘D¢

) «

you mind if I smoke?’ I always say, ‘I mind for you,” “ she said. “
ihate to think of people doing that to their bodies.” Her oldest son
ten-year-old Hamzah, was an ally, berating his father in sott

jvoce Arabic.

s The dinners, even the least formal ones around the circula;
scane table in the family room, were always lit with little candle:
fin glass bowls edged with feathery greenery. The conversatior
was both a journalist’s dream and worst nightmare. For once
1here was a source who actually knew what was going on and wa:
jPrepared to talk about it. On the other hand, most of what wa
_said was off the record. Listening to talk like that is dangerou:

-

(when it induces a sense of having the truth, when all one migh

actually have is self-serving spin.



7 Still, the king had known every United States president since
1Truman and been friends with most of them. He could be witty
rand sometimes scathing, about Arab leaders. But he didn”

dominate the conversation. Unlike many husbands, he seemec
‘genuinely interested in what Noor had to say. Even Hamzal
]'wasn’t excluded. Although the boy’s command of English wa:
)perfect, he preferred to speak Arabic, and would force his fathe:
;toactas translator.

1 One day I flew with the queen to the border camps, where ¢
flood of Egyptians, Sri Lankans, Sudanese and Bangladeshis werc
7pouring out of Iraqg, leaving behind their jobs and the fruits o
1years of hard work. It was a pathetic scene: rows and rows o
otents packed with despairing people. Noor would wande;
1through the hospital tent, talking to anyone who spoke Arabic o
>English, pulling a tissue from her pocket to comfort a crying Sr
ILankan woman, feeling the forehead of a child to check for fever
,With the camp administrators, she would pore over the plans fo:
sthe tent camps, figuring better layouts for services such as wate:

and food distribution points. Back in her office in the palact
rgrounds, she would work the phones, calling Richard Branson
;the head of Virgin airlines, to ask for extra planes to ferry the
1people home; asking other wealthy connections to help pay for :

mountain of blankets. Suddenly, her star-studded Rolodex was ¢

)
Snatlonal asset.

s She would arrive home late and collapse, rumpled anc
sexhausted, into the cotton-covered cane sofas of the palace’:
tupstairs family rooms. Across Jordan, a dozen years of her worl
was unraveling. Jordan had made a good living as the transi



apoint for trade with Iraqg, but the U.N. boycott had left ports idl«
vand drivers unemployed. “We’re seeing a rise in the schoo
tdropout rate for girls because their families’ incomes are falling
land girls’ schooling is the first place they economize,” she sighed
1The first signs of malnutrition were showing up at child healtt
scenters. “People are cutting down on the protein in their diet anc
rit’s starting to affect the children’s development.” Often the

palace phone rang as aid workers, her friends, called her at hom:e
,to ask for her help to cut through red tape.

> Sometimes we would watch the war news on CNN, sipping
four seaweed soup from mugs. If Hamzah was still up, he sat by
fus on the couch, hunched over his Gameboy, fighting imaginary
renemies as CNN showed footage of the preparations for a rea
rwar just across the border. Sometimes the king would borrow the
iGameboy, to ease his nerves. There were stacks of videos piled uj
by the TV—Clint Eastwood Westerns for the king; romanti
rdramas for the queen. And there were videos they’d tapec
rthemselves during the crisis, including a Ross Perot appearanc
awith Larry King, in which Perot, then a little-known Texar
,businessman, eviscerated Bush’s Gulf policy.

= ]

Hussein played the Perot tape for me and laughed out loud a
‘the Texan’s account of the mysterious workings of Aral
‘diplomacy. Much of what Perot was saying wasn’t very

flattering. In his folksy drawl, Perot was telling Larry King tha
1the Arabs, left alone, would go inside some tent, rearrange th
ssand and come out with some deal Americans would neve:
cunderstand. It was an odd scene: the king, a master diploma
tfacing the negotiating challenge of his career, laughing his heac



20ff as Perot boiled down his life-and-death dilemmas to a serie:
lof quips.

> A few days later Hussein received word of the first bombing
"of Baghdad in a predawn phone call. Noor, lying in bed besidz¢
him, felt his body go rigid as he held the receiver and listened tc
1the bad news. He got up, put on his fatigues and went to visit hi:
“troops.

" Since that morning the king had visibly relaxed. It was as i

he’d tried everything to avert the war, done his best, and now
>was willing to leave it to fate. I visited the palace two nights afte;
"he’d gone on Jordan TV and made a speech that had enraged the
’Bush White House. Hussein had accused the United States anc
1its allies of trying “to destroy Iraq,” and had praised the bravers
“of the Iragi people in the face of the onslaught. That night at the
>palace the king, watching CNN, learned that the United State:
-was considering cutting Jordan’s $50 million aid package. He
1shrugged and flipped off the remote control. “The noose i
“tightening,” he said. “But I'm not prepared to subject every worc
I say to censorship or criticism from any source.” In fact, he
knew he didn’t have to: the Americans needed the king to keeg
tJordan stable, and despite hard words on Capitol Hill, they kep
yup a clandestine flow of assistance.

/ Downstairs, in the formal sitting room, I'd been keeping mjy

teye on a side table full of silver-framed pictures of world leaders

“Since the start of the Gulf crisis, the pictures had been ir
r

t
1

constant motion. Saddam Hussein had slipped from the fron
row after his invasion of Kuwait. Egypt’s President Hosn



sMubarak had disappeared altogether, while George Bush hac
been pushed behind a lamp. That night George Bush hac
reemerged, positioned cheek by jowl with Saddam, as if to senc

w uy

the message that Jordan was, after all, a neutral party in the
conflict. In front was a picture I'd never seen before: Pope Johr

U

;Paul I, who had just called for an immediate end to the war.

Upstairs, Noor, wearing blue jeans, was on the phone tc
ffriends in the States, offering to fax them copies of the king’
Jspeech, so that they could read his remarks in context. On th¢
~street in Jordan, her efforts were winning praise in the salon:
.and the mosques. Even the fundamentalists thought she wa:
idoing a good job of putting Jordan’s case to a hostile outside
]WOI'ld. It was the first time I'd heard the mosque crowd praist
.any woman for taking an active role.

s Without the Gulf crisis, it was impossible to know whethe:
ashe would have been able to live down gossip and criticism. Bu
sthe war had won her a measure of popularity unimaginable :
lyear earlier. One young taxi driver I rode with had a picture o
sher tucked into his sun visor. She was wearing military fatigues
bas if she were about to literally do battle with America. Did ht
tknow, I asked him, that she was American? “She is Arab,” he
replied fiercely. “She is one of us.”

7 But just a year after the war the rumor mills were grinding
.again with whispers of divorce. This time most Jordanians wert
1hoping it wasn’t true. The king, the rumors claimed, had fallen ir
tlove with a twenty-five-year-old Palestinian-Jordanian journalis
iand had promised to marry her. The young woman had workec



1Ifor CNN during the war and had recently been tapped as the
1king’s press secretary as part of an effort to get some younge:
1staffers into the royal court. “If you put young people in the
apalace, and some of them are women, and one of them i
1beautiful, then you are bound to get these kinds of rumors,” saic
one Amman journalist.

> A cynical Arab businessman had a different view. “All the
sking’s marriages have been state marriages,” he said. “When he¢
aneeded to be close to Nasser, he married an Egyptian. When h¢
sneeded England, he married an English rose. When he needed tc
smend fences with the Palestinians, he chose a woman from :
2West Bank family. The 1980s were the American decade, so th
amarriage for the eighties was with an American.” In the 1990s
the businessman said, the king might sense the need for :
rdifferent alliance.

t But most Jordanians seemed to discount the story. They
areasoned that, even if Hussein were infatuated with a younge:
fwoman, a divorce at his age would seem frivolous. What'’:
,accepted, even expected, for a man in his twenties is unseemly
ofor a man of fifty-seven, even if he is a king. Some put the talk o:
adivorce down to professional rivalry from men who had hac
their eyes on the press secretary’s job. A scandal had traditionally
,been an easy way to dispose of an inconvenient woman.

3
2 Noor was now forty-one years old, had been married to the
1king for fifteen years, and was much better understood anc
trespected in Jordan because of her role during the war. Her son:

1had been seen on TV on religious holidays, reading the Koran ir



2flawless classical Arabic. Some Jordanians had even started tc

rmurmur about the succession, saying that if the king lived long

2enough to raise these boys to adulthood there was no reason why

sone of them shouldn’t be considered for the crown. Fifteen year:

lliving alongside the Middle East’s great survivor had taught Noo:
a thing or two about securing her own position.

2 Still, the rumors proved unusually durable, and when pres:
areports of an impending divorce made the papers in the Unitec
aStates and Britain, the Jordanian embassies took the
»unprecedented step of issuing denials. In Washington a frienc
awho saw Noor at a small reception in her honor found he:
anervous and brittle, her usual composure and charm completely
,deserting her.

' A few weeks later another explanation for her nerve:

emerged. The king had been rushed into hospital in the States tc
7be operated on for cancer. The disease had attacked his urinary
rtract, and while the surgery was said to be successful, hi:
scondition would require regular monitoring.

’ In Jordan the mood was somber and uncertain. When the

fking arrived back after his surgery, the crowd that thronged th
1road to the palace was the biggest in the country’s history. Thei:
/cries of “Aish Hussein [Long Live Hussein]” had a desperat
intensity. It was hard to imagine another country in the Middle
sEast where the outpouring of support for a leader would be a:

1spontaneous or as sincere.

There would be no more gossip. No one now, not even th
lextremists, would risk a whisper of criticism of the king, ever



»indirectly through attacks on the queen. For however long he:
rhusband had left to live, Queen Noor seemed certain to be secure
7on her throne.

> If there had been a marital rift, it wasn’t obvious when the
‘couple came to the United States in 1994. After a checkup at the
Mayo clinic at which the king got a clean bill of health, the coupls
swere spotted in Washington, shopping for Harley-Davidson anc
IBMW motorbikes. Together, they picked out three new bikes t¢
abe shipped back to Jordan, and took away about $2,000 ir
Imatching motorcycle clothes. The spending spree would hel;j
rthem reprise their courtship bike rides around the hills o

JAmman.

The king’s recovery from life-threatening illness also seemec
sto reinforce the risk-taker in him. Perhaps he sensed that timse
ywas short. In 1993, just after Israel and the Palestine Liberatior
7O0rganization signed their sudden and controversial peace
saccords in Washington, Hussein allowed Jordan’s schedulec

elections to go ahead as planned. Foreign diplomats and most o
Jhis own government ministers had warned against it, fearing
;that a political campaign would become a front for agitation by
;Islamic extremists and hard-line Palestinians who didn’t wan
.peace with Israel. Jordan, they said, would be destabilized.

> Instead, the elections went off without a hitch. Behind the
sking’s resolve, I was sure I saw the queen’s quiet influence a
work, and his world view gradually becoming identical witt
_hers. Not long after the elections, in the winter of 1994, :
;satirical revue lampooning the pomposity of Arab leaders openec



rin Amman. Some of Jordan’s neighbors were not amused, anc
atried to have the revue shut down. The king stood up to th
pressure and said the show must go on, including the skit tha
,skewered his own sometimes ponderous rhetorical style.

> Jordan was one of the first countries I'd visited when I movec
oto the Middle East in 1987. In six years I saw it transform itsel
1from a tense police state to the most promising cradle of politica
»freedom in the region. The fundamentalists were still there, bu
150 were the feminists. No group’s rights had been trampled fo:
sthe sake of another’s. The struggle went on, but it went on in the
fopen. And the weapons were words, not bombs or gunshots o:
mass arrests.

1 To me, it was clear that much of the credit for tha
stransformation belonged to a woman.
1
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in Amman. Some of Jordan’s neighbors were not amused, and
tried to have the revue shut down. The king stood up to the
pressure and said the show must go on, including the skit that
skewered his own sometimes ponderous rhetorical style.

Jordan was one of the first countries I'd visited when I moved
to the Middle East in 1987. In six years I saw it transform itself
from a tense police state to the most promising cradle of political
freedom in the region. The fundamentalists were still there, but
so were the feminists. No group’s rights had been trampled for
the sake of another’s. The struggle went on, but it went on in the
open. And the weapons were words, not bombs or gunshots or
mass arrests.

To me, it was clear that much of the credit for that
transformation belonged to a woman.



Chapter 8
THE GETTING OF WISDOM

“Read, in the name of thy Lord, who hath created all things; who hath create«
man of congealed blood. Read, by thy most beneficent Lord, who taught use o
the pen; who teaches man that which he knoweth not.”

THE KORAN
THE CHAPTER OF CONGEALED BLOOD

In saudi Arabia the road north from Riyadh is a flawless strij

of six-lane bitumen slicing through wind-sculpted sand dunes
Every few miles, through the shimmering heat haze, it is possible
to glimpse the ruins of yellow mud lookout towers cut with rifle
slits. They are eroding, like children’s sand castles.

My Saudi friend took a hand off the steering wheel, reachec
into the refrigerated glove compartment of his luxury four
wheel drive and tossed me a frosty can of soda. Then he threw
one to the American in the back seat, a colleague he had enlistec
for the day to play the role of my husband.

My Saudi friend, an urbane, Western-educated professional
wanted me to meet his uncle, an old man who lived out amon;g
the sand dunes near the hometown of Mohamed Abdul Wahhab
the preacher who had taught a form of Islam so severe it bannec
even whistling. The uncle was a true Wahhabi, strict anc
austere. It wasn’t certain he’d agree to speak to me—*“he’s neve:
spoken to a woman outside his family before,” my friend said
but he thought it would be worth a try so that I could understanc
the forces stacked against change for women in Saudi Arabia
The “husband” in the back seat was essential. “My family is usec



to a lot of strange things from me, but showing up alone in mj
car with a foreign woman would be pushing their understanding
a bit too far.”

i The uncle, Mohamed al-Ghazi, lived in a flat-roofed houst
beside a grove of date palms. High orange sand dunes cradled hi:
fragile little farm. When I opened the door of the air-conditionec
jeep, a blast of hot air hit me like a gust from a crematorium. My

>eyeballs felt desiccated, like dried peas. T. E. Lawrence describec

.the heat of these Arabian sands: “The sun came up like a drawr

asword and struck us speechless.” And he wasn’t wearing a blacl

sabaya and opaque stockings at the time. I squinted enviously a
my friend and his uncle embracing each other in their cool whitt
robes and sandals. An irreverent thought occurred to me: if Goc
really liked women, He would have revealed the Koran to ar

;Inuit fur trader rather than an Arabian camel-caravan manager.

1 Calling to his wife, Mohamed al-Ghazi signaled me to follow
her to the women’s quarters. My friend placed a hand on hi:
uncle’s arm and explained that he wanted me to sit with them, ir

;the men’s reception room, to talk about local history. I stood :

fsmall distance away, my abaya billowing in the hot wind, as

irapid-fire dialogue in Arabic ensued. Finally the uncle shruggec
1glumly and, without looking at me, beckoned me inside.

r The men’s majlis, or reception room, stretched the length o
,the house. Mohamed al-Ghazi was an important man in his tiny
jvillage. Five times a day he led the prayers at the local mosque. A:
.prayer leader, or imam, he was the villagers’ spiritual guide, anc
jfor performing that service he received a stipend from the



7government. Before oil wealth had allowed the government tc
rafford such handouts, Mohamed had eked out a living from hi:
dates, rising before dawn each morning to hand-water trees sc
_few and precious that he had given each of them a name. He hac
;been fifteen years old before he even had time to learn to read the
jKoran, so demanding was the toil required to wrest a subsistence
,living from the desert. Now, oil had brought electricity to powe:
1@ water pump, and enough income to employ a foreign laborer
,Every Friday, after community prayers, the imam slaughterec
(sheep and covered the floor of his majlis with platters of lamt
tand rice. The men of the village joined him for lunch and :
,discussion of the issues of the day.
1 1Iasked how, if he never had spoken before to women outside
1his family, he was able to serve as spiritual counselor to the
village women. My friend looked at me strangely. “They put thei:
,problems to him through their husbands, of course,” he said.

“But what if their husband is their problem?”

That possibility hadn’t crossed either man’s mind.

oW e W

The Friday before our visit, Mohamed’s majlis had been abuz:
1With rumors about the women who, demonstrating for the righ
to drive, had dismissed their chauffeurs and taken to the wheel:
of their cars in downtown Riyadh. The old man was appalled by
fthe prospect of women driving. He clapped a bony hand to hi:
"heart and gazed heavenward: “I hope I never see it in my

;lifetime,” he said.

2

“small rural community. He had petitioned the government tc

But once, many years earlier, he had become a radical in hi:



»open a boys’ school in the village. Some of his neighbors wer
sscandalized by the idea of secular education. Imams ir
»neighboring towns sermonized against education, substituting
1the word filth, or mingissa, for the word for school, madrassa. T¢
athem, the only subject worthy of study was the Koran, and thei:
2boys were already learning that at the local mosques. Of wha
ruse were history, geography and foreign languages, they argued
~when such studies brought knowledge of ungodly lands anc
1peoples?

> But Mohamed al-Ghazi knew that the prophet’s lieutenant:

'had spoken foreign languages, and that they had used tha
knowledge to spread Islam. And what was the danger, he argued
2in teaching the geography and history of Islamic lands? In the
acities, the ulema, or religious regulators, had already fought thes:
rbattles, making sure that the curriculum banned subjects such a:
music, which is considered too sensuous by Wahhabis, and art
which could lead to the creation of graven images. Mohamed al
Ghazi’s campaign eventually won the village its school. Two o
the imam’s sons who studied there had gone on to university; the
zthird had joined the military.

His daughters were another matter. To the gnarled old imam
5sending his daughters out of the home—to walk in the streets
even if veiled, to sit among strangers, even if all girls—wa:

vl ~

wicked. His daughters learned what he felt they needed to know

’which was to recite the Koran, in the seclusion of the women’:
quarters of their house.

> Today in Saudi Arabia, fathers like Mohamed al-Ghazi can stil

)



amake such a choice for their daughters. Schooling for girls
1although now widespread, has never been compulsory if thei
sfathers disapprove. Many men believe in the saying tha
yeducating women is like allowing the nose of the camel into the
rtent: eventually the beast will edge in and take up all the roon
tinside.

7 Saudi Arabia didn’t get its first girls’ school until 1956. It
1opening was contrived by Iffat, the wife of King Faisal, and th
only Saudi ruler’s wife ever referred to as queen. Iffat, who hac
sbeen raised in Turkey, wanted to broaden education to includs
tmore science and more Western subjects, but she had to proceec
,cautiously even in opening such a school for her own sons. Th
agirls’ school was an infinitely more delicate matter. When Dar a
sHanan, the House of Affection, opened in Jeddah in 1956, it dic
5so in the guise of an orphanage. Since the Koran repeatedly
,orders Muslims to care for orphan girls, such an institution wa:
-beyond reproach. It had been running a year before Iffat felt able
fto risk explaining the institution’s real intention.

-

In an article in a local paper titled “The Mother Can Be a Schoo
in Herself If You Prepare Her Well,” the objectives of Dar a
,Hanan were described as producing better mothers anc
,homemakers through Islamically guided instruction.

> Iffat, through Faisal, based her case for women’s education or

ra famous set of verses in the Koran that have become known a:
SUmm Salamah’s verses. Umm Salamah, the beautiful widow
whose marriage to the prophet had so upset Aisha, is said to hawve
lasked Muhammad one day why it was that, when God sent hi:



,revelations, the language in them was always addressed to men.

*  According to a hadith, Umm Salamah was in her room by the

tmosque, combing her hair, when she heard the prophet’s voics
*from the minbar, or pulpit. “I hastily did up my hair and ran tc
Yone of the apartments from where I could hear better. I pressec
my ear to the wall, and here is what the prophet said:

S« qol Men who surrender unto God, and women whe

“surrender, and men who believe and women who believe, anc
1men who obey and women who obey, and men who speak the
“truth and women who speak the truth, and men who persevere
1and women who persevere, and men who are humble anc
“women who are humble, and men who give alms and womer
1Who give alms, and men who fast and women who fast, and mer
lwho guard their modesty and women who guard their modesty
’and men who remember God much and women who remembe:

>__God has prepared for them forgiveness and a vast reward.’”

"~ What the verses made clear was that the obligations of the
faith fell without differentiation on men and women. To carry
1out those obligations, Iffat argued, women had to be educatec
‘land informed. By 1960 the ulema had been brought to grudging
1acceptance of this principle, and cautiously agreed to the spreac
of girls’ schools throughout the country. The provisos were tha
1the schools would remain under the control of the ulema anc
sthat no father who objected would be obliged to send hi:

sdaughters to them.

-

But for some Saudis that wasn’t enough. In the town o:
SBurayda, not far from Minsaf, men rioted in protest at the



opening of the first girls’ school in 1963. At around the samx«
_time as the United States was calling out its National Guard tc
;enforce racial desegregation of schools in the American South
;King Faisal had to call out the National Guard to keep the
1Burayda school open by force. For a year, the only pupil in the
school was the headmistress’s daughter.

, Many fathers continued to exercise their option of keeping
1daughters ignorant. By 1980, only 55% of Saudi girls were
,attending primary school, and only 23% were enrolled ir
"secondary education. Only 38% of women were literate

)

1compared with 62% of men.

1 Still, some girls managed to get the best education that money
1could buy. At Dar al Fikr, a private school for girls in Jeddah, th
,German-built campus is about as magnificent a school building
ras it’s possible to imagine. Inside the privacy of a towering whit«

wall, glass doors swish open into a crisply air-conditioned foye:
_of polished stone. The layout is star-shaped, with classroom:
;radiating from large indoor recreation areas. High ceilings anc
jhuge panes of glass give an open, airy feeling to art studios, ¢
,gymnasium, science labs and a computer center humming witl

;Commodore and Macintosh desktops.

t No class has more than twenty pupils. There is a day-care
lcenter, being used when I visited by the teachers’ infants, bu
savailable to the students in a country where early marriage anc
pregnancy are accepted and encouraged. In addition to ar
l:academic curriculum that stressed languages, girls could choos:t
.courses in cookery or dressmaking, karate or ballet, desktog



apublishing or motor mechanics. The motor mechanics course
»puzzled me, since Saudi women weren’t allowed to drive. “If he;
,driver says there’s something the matter with the car, I want he:
ato know if he’s telling the truth,” explained the headmistress
2Basilah al-Homoud.

The pupils had the well-tended look of the very rich. Thejy
swere tall, with lustrous hair swept back in thick braids. Th
~headmistress, a svelte, silk-clad thirty-eight-year-old, had the
1unlined skin of a teenager and the taut body of an aerobic:
,addict. “The gym is the most important room in my house,” she
said. Twenty years earlier, her older sister had wanted to study
dentistry, impossible then for women in Saudi Arabia. Basilah’:
_father had moved the whole family to Syria so her sister coulc

-

study at Damascus University. She came home as the first Saud
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dentist and opened a clinic to treat both men and women. Bu
she soon found that some Saudi men used to strict segregatior
;couldn’t cope with having a strange woman touch them, ever
1with a dentist’s drill. Tired of propositions anc
1misunderstandings, she separated her clinic into men’s anc
,women’s sections and hired male dentists to treat the men.
Basilah, too, preferred professional segregation. Dar al Fik
_had a neighboring school for boys and a male board of directors
;When Basilah had to have a meeting with the board, or with he:
1boys’ school counterpart, she used closed-circuit TV. “I migh
1need a colleague’s support, but I don’t need to be sitting in a roon
,with him,” she said. “If the men could come in here and be witl
us, they would end up dominating and telling us how to rur

)
things. I prefer to run my own show.”



> Basilah also used closed-circuit TV at the university, whert
rshe was studying for her MBA. Women were first admitted tc
runiversity in Saudi Arabia in 1962, and all women’s college:
,remain strictly segregated. Lecture rooms come equipped witl
closed-circuit TVs and telephones, so women students can lister
]to a male professor and question him by phone, without having
_to contaminate themselves by being seen by him. When the firs
;dozen women graduated from university in 1973, they wert
;devastated to find that their names hadn’t been printed on the
_.commencement program. The old tradition, that it dishonor:
;Women to mention them, was depriving them of recognitior
sthey believed they’d earned. The women and their familie:
1protested, SO a separate program was printed and a segregatec
‘igraduation ceremony was held for the students’ female relatives
(Two thousand women attended. Their celebratory ululation:
jraised the roof.

1  But while the opening of women’s universities widenec
laccess to higher learning for women, it also made the
leducational experience much shallower. Before 1962, many
progressive Saudi families had sent their daughters abroad fo:
education. They had returned to the kingdom not only with ¢
~degree but with experience of the outside world, whether in the
r.West or in more progressive Arab countries such as Egypt
¢Lebanon or Syria, where they’d breathed the air of desegregatior
1and even caught a breath of secular culture. Now a whols
1generation of Saudi women have completed their educatior
entirely within the country. While thousands of Saudi mer

1
benefit from higher education abroad at government expense



awomen haven’t been granted such scholarships since 1980. The
)government’s position is that women’s educationa
sopportunities have improved within the kingdom to the poin
1where a woman’s needs can all be met within its borders. The
1definition of her educational needs, as set out in a Ministry o
sHigher Education policy paper, are “to bring her up in a sounc
tIslamic way so that she can fulfill her role in life as a successfu
shousewife, ideal wife and good mother, and to prepare her fo:
2other activities that suit her nature such as teaching, nursing
sand medicine.”

! The result is a cadre of older Saudi women professors who are
Svastly more liberal than the younger women students they now
1are teaching. When some of these women professors took part ir
‘the driving demonstration, it was their women students whc
>turned on them first. One student barged into one professor’:

office and started pulling at the professor’s hair and abusing he:
1for demonstrating. Young women objecting to the drivers led ar
sangry protest from the campus mosque. Among the calls of the
7zealots following the demonstration was for the women’:
runiversity to be permanently closed.

1 Lack of opportunity for education abroad means that Saud

*women are trapped in the confines of an education system tha
sstill lags men’s. Subjects such as geology and petroleumn
lengineering—tickets to influential jobs in Saudi Arabia’s oi
eec:onomy—remain closed to women. Three of Saudi Arabia’
Yseven universities—Imam Mohamed bin Saud Islamic University
lin Riyadh, the University of Petroleum and Minerals and the

’Islamic University in Medina—don’t accept women. Few



awomen'’s colleges have their own libraries, and libraries sharec
lwith men’s schools are either entirely off limits to women o:
topen to them only one day per week. Most of the time womer
acan’t browse for books but have to specify the titles they wan
fand have them brought out to them.

But women and men sit the same degree examinations
1

r

Professors quietly acknowledge the women’s scores routinely
outstrip the men’s. “It’s no surprise,” said one woman professor
>“Look at their lives. The boys have their cars, they can spend the

evenings cruising the streets with their friends, sitting in cafés
abuying black-market alcohol and drinking all night. What do th
7girls have? Four walls and their books. For them, education i:
1everything.”

> When Saudi women did go abroad to be educated in the 1950:

and 1960s, one of the places they often selected was the
American University of Beirut. In 1866 a Vermont missionary
'named Daniel Bliss laid the foundation stone for the men’:
“college that was to become AUB, declaring that the school wa:
>for “all conditions and classes of men without regard to color
nationality, race or religion. A man white, black, or yellow
iChristian, Jew, Mohammedan or heathen, may enter and enjoy
tall the advantages of this institution... and go out believing ir
10ne God, in many gods, or in no God.”

1

S

The AUB opened a Women’s School of Nursing at the
university as early as 1905 and accepted its first woman studen
’to the general campus in 1921. She arrived fully veiled anc

“accompanied by her husband. By the mid-sixties, the last all
7



1male bastion, engineering, had fallen to coeducation.
' For a while, the transplant of American liberalism seemed tc
'work. Leila Sharaf, a Lebanese Druse, witnessed the birth o
tdozens of political and philosophical movements on the campu:
in the 1950s, and fostered the rise of Arab nationalism. “Thert
.were so many clubs,” she says. “The Arab Cultural Club, the Los:
sof Palestine Club, the Baathists.” Women sat with men in the
.coffee shops fringing the campus, arguing passionately into the
anight. Leila Sharaf met her future husband, a Jordanian Muslim
,at one of the clubs and returned with him to Jordan, where she
seventually became minister of information in the Jordaniar

sgovernment and a close adviser to Queen Noor.

But by the middle of the 1960s the return to Islamic
sfundamentalism began to emerge as an ideology in competitior
awith Arab nationalism. The university’s liberalism, and it:
7American name, began to make it a target of extremists.

> The heart of the liberal program at AUB has always been :

>cultural studies course that takes students from the Epic o
"Gilgamesh through Homer and Virgil to Locke, Descartes anc
’Hobbes. In 1966 the imams of some Beirut mosques got hold of :
'required text from the course that quoted the medieval Christiar
1theologian, Thomas Aquinas, saying that the Islamic faith’s swif

expansion didn’t indicate the religion’s inherent truth. Police
sburst onto the campus to arrest the heretical author. “I told then
tMr. Aquinas wasn’t available at the moment,” recalls Tari:
1Khalidi, a medieval historian who helped develop the cultura
-studies program. He found himself hauled off to be interrogatec



instead. It was one of his students, Hanan Ashrawi, who raisec
)the alarm and brought the president of the university and the
fLebanese interior minister to have him set free.

s By the 1980s the attacks were no laughing matter. One day ir
21984 a crowd of Hezbollah activists poured into the campus anc
splanted a green Islamic flag atop one of the buildings. Sheil
sFadlallah, the spiritual leader of Hezbollah, gave a speech abou
athe prophet’s daughter Fatima and her importance as a rol
,model for Muslim women. “It wasn’t that he said anything
aparticularly controversial, but you can speak about the weather
1and everyone knows what is meant,” says Wolfgang Kohler, :
German scholar who happened to be on campus that day. T«
.him, the message was that Hezbollah’s power extended ever
;within the gates of the most important American institution ir
5Lebanon.

That message was conveyed brutally in January 1984, wher
,the university president, Malcolm Kerr, was murdered near hi:
goffice by gunmen with silenced pistols. AUB faculty and staf.
1also became kidnap victims. In 1985, in the wake of the Ker:
1murder, the cultural studies program came under fire again. Thi:
1time the issue was the teaching of sacred texts—one of the
tgospels, an epistle of St. Paul, parts of the Koran—that was led by
,a Christian member of the faculty. “With the growth in the
;number offundies in the arts faculty, more and more student:
ffound it objectionable to be taught the Koran by a Christian,
1Tarif Khalidi recalls. “So we decided to throw out the sacrec
jtexts, much to my regret. How can you understand, say, St
Augustine, if you haven’t read any Old and New Testament?”



1 Mostly, the university resisted sectarian pressures. Men anc
swomen continued to mix freely on the tree-shaded, seasids
campus, and more women still wear blue jeans than veils. Anc
Jthatis a thorn in the side of extremists. In 1991 a powerful bomt
jtore the heart out of the campus, leaving a pile of rubble beneatt
<the gate inscribed with the university’s motto: “That they may
l:have life and have it more abundantly.”

> Tarif Khalidi has no doubts about where he and his colleague:
sstand with fundamentalists, both Christian and Muslim. “I have
,reason to believe they hate our guts. I know myself I set ou
1consciously to sow doubt in their minds.” One area in which he
blikes to sow doubt is the role of women. His mother was one o
1the first Arab women to appear in public without the veil. “Sh
1was always reading the Koran and shaking her head,” he recalls

“The line about ‘men are in charge of women’ used to make he:
1really angry.”

s To go from the liberal, tolerant campus of the AUB to th«
fgates of the Islamic University of Gaza feels like traveling
rbackward in time. In fact, it is the Gaza campus that offers th«
smore accurate vision of the future as Islamic groups gair
2increasing influence.

" The campus of the Gaza university is split down the middle

“with one section for men and one for women. When I visited the
>women’s campus in the spring term of 1993, I wore a scarf and «
"loose-fitting, long-sleeved ankle-length dress, since I knew the
1institution strictly enforced hijab. But my arrival at the women’:

“gate caused a flurry anyway. “We have to find you a jalabiya,’



lexplained Asya Abdul Hadi, a recent graduate, pointing to he:
aown neck-to-toe button-through coat. “Even on the women’:
lcampus, we have men professors.”

) Eventually, someone found a baggy blue serge garment tha

1belonged to a student at least five inches taller than I. Grabbing :
/fistful of fabric so I could walk, I tottered after Asya into the
high-walled campus and past a jumble of low, asbestos-roofec
shuts.

-

What Berkeley was to the antiwar movement of the sixties
tthe Islamic University of Gaza is to the holy-war crowd of the
“nineties. Most of the campus supports Hamas, the Islamic grouj
fthat calls for a war to the death against Israel. The university’:
“militance was so menacing to the Israelis that the army declarec
"the campus a closed military zone from 1987 to 1991 and haulec
‘most of the faculty and a large swatch of the student body tc

prison.

-

We wandered to the students’ common room, where a few
Swomen sat sipping Cokes and chatting. All of them wort
“jalabiyas in dull shades of brown, olive or navy. Asya introducec
'me to some of her friends who worked in the university
administration. I asked if I could meet some of the womer
,professors as well. “We don’t actually have many womer
aprofessors,” said Majida Anan, a thirty-year-old administrator
1“The priority here is for men to teach, because the man is the on
awho needs a career. The woman will be married and her husbanc
swill take care of her. And besides, if the university hires ¢

"woman, she can only teach here, on the women’s campus



rwhereas a man can teach both here and across the street with the
smen. When we achieve our Islamic state there won’t be anjy
mixing at all.”

t Khomeini’'s daughter Zahra taught philosophy to mixec
iclasses at Tehran University. I asked Majida her opinion of that
2“There are no opinions in Islam,” she responded brusquely
1“Islam says that men and women can mix if it is absolutely
necessary. If there is no necessity, then they mustn’t do it.”

, I'd hoped to find something different at Gaza University—
aperhaps the emergence of an Islamic feminism. Palestinians hac
yalways been among the most progressive on women's issues, anc
sI thought the fusion of that spirit with militant Islam migh
1produce something interesting.

1 But in Gaza the militants had latched onto a brand of Islamic

>radicalism that threatened to do worse than set the clock bacl

for Palestinian women. What Majida was proposing had neve;
7been part of Palestinian culture. Instead, her ideas were imports
sthey had “Made in Saudi Arabia” stamped all over them.

1 Hamas devotes two articles of its thirty-six-article charter tc

‘the role of Muslim women. Women, it says, “manufacture mer
'and play a great role in guiding and educating the [new
'seneration. The enemies have understood that role, anc
‘therefore they realize if they can guide and educate [the women
“in a way that would distance them from Islam, they would have
1won that war. Therefore you can see them making consisten
lefforts by way of publicity and movies, cur-riculi [sic] o
’education and culture, using as their intermediaries thei;



acraftsmen who are part of the various Zionist Organization:
rwhich take on all sorts of names and shapes such as: the Free
Masons, Rotary Clubs, gangs of spies and the like.... Therefore
jwe must pay attention to the schools and curriculi upon whict
‘Muslim girls are educated, so as to make them righteou
:.mothers, who are conscious of their duties in the war o
].liberation. They must be fully capable of being aware and o
grasping the ways to manage their households. Economy anc
avoiding waste in household expenditures are prerequisites tc

“our ability to pursue our cause....”
1
When I'd first visited Gaza in 1987, girls, unveiled anc

——

twearing blue jeans, had been in the streets alongside the youths
throwing stones at Israeli soldiers. Mothers had been righ
behind them, ready with wet cloths or cut onions to counter the
-effects of tear gas. Women had gained stature from their role ir
‘such protests. Now, thanks to Hamas, women had been sent bacl
rhome, to manufacture male babies and avoid waste in householc
‘expenditures. “The struggle has changed,” said Asya, a tall
intense woman with large dark eyes and heavy brows
»“Throwing stones, it’s for kids now. The activists who have rea
1weapons don’t stay in their homes; they are always moving fron
]place to place, sleeping here and there. A woman cannot do that.’

1 The struggle had changed, and so had Gaza. Driving from the

]huge military roadblock that divides the Gaza Strip from Israel,
“hadn’t seen a single unveiled woman. “There is no coercion,” saic
tMajida. I gazed down at my dowdy serge sack. “Of course, we car
impose it here, inside the university. But outside we don’t impost

‘it. The relationship is with God and each woman can decide fo:



sherself.”

I sipped my Coke and said nothing. I had been in th¢
’emergency room of a Gaza hospital when a young Palestiniar
lhurse came in, shaking, her uniform covered in wet, browr
Sstains. “It was the boys in the market,” she said. “They told me tc
l:cover my head. I told them I was Christian, but they said it didn”
fmatter. They said, ‘The Virgin Mary covered her head, so why no
1you?’ They threw rotten fruit at me and told me next time i
>would be acid.”

Most of the classes were finished for the day. If I wanted to si

1in on a women'’s religion class, Asya told me, I'd have to comx

’back in the morning. “Why don’t you stay with me tonight?” sh
t

)

said.
I hesitated. “It’s too much trouble for you to put me up,” I said

< “What’s the matter?” she laughed. “Are you afraid to stay ir
1the camps? We are hospitable people here.”

» I was a bit nervous. That week, an Israeli lawyer working or
‘development projects in Gaza had been hacked to death with ar
1ax as he met with his Palestinian clients. My journalist colleague:
Yin Jerusalem had warned against even staying in a Gaza hotel
"“Word gets around that you're there—anything more than on«
anight is definitely unsafe,” one journalist said.

L' 1told Asya that I'd be delighted to stay with her.

) She walked ahead of me to the gatehouse, where I would have

_to hand back my long robe. “By the way,” she said over he:
rshoulder, “what is your religion?”



“I'm Jewish.”

> Asya spun around. Her mouth narrowed to a thin line. He:
1eyes darted across my face, then drifted off to scan the horizon.
1tried to read her expression. Angry? Offended? I couldn’t tell.

> 1d only lied about my religion once, just after I'd arrived ir

tthe Middle East. It left me feeling so ashamed and cowardly that
tresolved never to do it again. Since then my policy had been t¢
tell anyone who asked. Usually the people I told were intriguec
rather than hostile. An interrogation usually followed: What dic
tI think about Zionism? Did anyone in my family give money t«

2Israel? But Asya said nothing.

I put a hand on her arm. “If you’d rather I stay at the hotel, I'l
understand,” I said.

“No,” she said, snapping out of her trance. “You must sleep a
1my home.” Striding ahead of me, she hailed a cab, and wr¢
bumped over the potholes toward the refugee camp of Dier e
,Balah. As the taxi sped out of Gaza City and through orang:
|groves fragrant with spring blossoms, Asya changed the subjec
sfrom religion to books. Her degree was in English literature. She
talked of the novels she had liked best in her studies: Thoma:
;Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles and Jane Austen’s Pride anc
vPrejudice. I smiled. It was hard to think of two Western book:
more in tune with an Islamic world view than Hardy’s tale of :
woman ruined by sexual dishonor or the Bennet sisters and thei:
aparlor-based quests for suitable spouses.

t Asya’s home wasn’t anything like the cramped hovels of the

camps. It stood right at the edge of Dier el Balah, where the



claustrophobic, ill-drained alleys opened to farmland and the
Sweet scent of the sea beyond. The house was solid, generously
jbuilt, and walled off from the street with a high, graffiti-coverec
brick fence. Asya lived with her widowed mother, a stooped
potato-shaped, uneducated woman who seemed more than :
'seneration removed from her tall, intellectual daughter. Twe
Iyounger sisters, a brother and his wife also shared the house
)Asya’s younger brother was in prison, accused of being ar
activist of Hamas. The others were scattered across the map o
1the Palestinian diaspora. One was a Palestine Liberatior
’Organization fighter in Iraq, one a teacher in Saudi Arabia, one :
worker in Greece. Diaspora remittances had built the house.

! The brother she lived with usually worked as a laborer ir

Israel, but for several weeks, because of a series of murders by
tPalestinians,Israel had barred Palestinians from Gaza and the
2West Bank from going to their Israeli jobs. That left Asya, wh
lworked as an assistant to a Palestinian journalist, as the family’:
amain breadwinner. When she walked in the door, her mothe:
tand little sisters hovered around her, bringing tea, a change o
aclothes, a hairbrush, bustling to serve her with a respectfu
sattentiveness I'd usually seen lavished only on men.

1 Asya threw off her hijab, pulled on leggings and fluffed ou

*her shoulder-length hair. When her sister brought her a knittec
Yersey, she pushed it away, asking in Arabic for a prettier one
‘The sister returned with a black polished-cotton smock witt
maroon flowers hand-painted around the hem. “You see,” she
asaid, “I look a lot different now.” She did, of course. She had hig}
acheekbones that were lost behind the scarf, and a lithe, athletix



ofigure. 1 realized I'd disappointed her. She’d expected :
7compliment along the lines of the old black and white movie:
lwhere the secretary lets out her hair and takes off her glasses
,“Why, Miss Asya, you're lovely!” But I had become too used tc
1these kinds of transformations to be surprised by them anymore

? When her sister-in-law brought supper, it was a collection o

"Egyptian staples: foul, tamiyya and molokiyya—mashed beans
fried chickpeas and an okralike green. Egypt had ruled Gaz:
fbetween 1949 and 1967, and the Egyptian influence remainec
1strong. Squatting on cushions, we scooped up the variou
vegetables on flat bread that Asya had baked before leaving fo:
work that morning.

Asya usually slept in the women’s reception room, which shze
’shared with her younger sisters, but tonight she decided wre
"would have a room to ourselves. She dragged two thir
mattresses into a large salon, empty but for a closet against onz
wall. My instinct would have been to spread the mattresses out
to give us each a measure of privacy and personal space. But Asy:
placed both mats in one corner, side by side, almost touching.

. BNV U

1
Asya reached for her radio and twirled the dial. I smiled as |

recognized my own habit of reaching for the radio last thing a
t

1night and first thing in the morning, to catch the news. Througt

the static, she found, in turn, the BBC’s Arabic service, Cairo’:
“Voice of the Arabs, Radio Monte Carlo. She frowned intently a:
Yshe recognized a voice she knew: the spokesman for the Hama:
“activists deported to Lebanon by the Israelis. In heated tones, h¢

‘was denouncing the resumption of peace talks between Israe

~
-



1and the Palestinians. A peace agreement, he said, would open the
shab al fitna, the door to civil war. Asya nodded. “He’s right
:Hamas will never accept such an agreement.” But when Arafa
did sign a peace agreement that fall, no civil war broke ou
.between Hamas and the PLO. While opposing the pact, Hama:
fvowed it wouldn’t shed Palestinian blood. Instead, the Islamist:
stepped up their attacks on Israelis, and waited for the deal t¢
founder.

1

1 As the news ended, Asya rose and turned out the overheac
slight. She left a small night light glowing in the corner. In ths
rsemidark, we chatted in whispers, like teenagers at a pajam:
party.

> Asya had become religious because of the example of he;
ayounger brother—the jailed Hamas activist. She had begun t¢
\wear hijab ten years earlier, at the age of nineteen. “Everyon
awas so surprised,” she said. “It was, ‘Why is Asya wearing that?
,You see, this was a long time before the Islamic movement:
ibecame very strong here, as they are now. Before I put on hijab,
used to be afraid of everything; afraid of ghosts, afraid of being
Ialone in a room. When I put it on, the fears vanished. Now
¢know that this life is just a game, a house for testing people. Onc«
,you submit to that, there is nothing in this life that can frighter
Syou.”

s Asya had just won a British Council scholarship to study
sjournalism in London. “Do you know any journalists who wea
2hijab?” she asked. I said I couldn’t think of any in the mainstrean
Imedia, except in Iran, where there were women TV crews, sport:



areporters, photojournalists.
“Perhaps I will be the first one in London,” she said.

Being twenty-nine and unmarried made Asya unusual ir
Gaza. She had already been through the initial stages of a numbe:
of proposals. “First, his mother and sister come to visit, to get :
,Jook at me out of hijab. If they admire me, they say they’d like tc
bring their son to meet me. But I say, ‘Not so fast.’ First, I mus
know, is he religious? What is his work? If he prays and he has :
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1good job, I send somebody to ask his neighbors about him
“friends bring me detailed reports. In most cases that’s enough:
1say to his mother, ‘Don’t bother to bring him, I'm not interested.

«

*  Because she worked, she also had the opportunity to mee

>men by herself, unfiltered by the rigmarole of matchmaking. Bu
she ruled out anything like a Western-style romance. “The firs
"time a man says to me that he likes me, that will also be the las
Stime,” she said. “I will tell him, ‘Don’t say these words to me. Herz
lis the name of my brother. Go and see him with what you have t¢
>say.’ “ After Asya had interviewed for her job with the Palestiniar
Ijournalist, her brothers conducted their own interview of he:
“prospective employer to make sure that he and his office were
Ysuitable for their sister. They were. Her boss, himself a devou
Muslim, worked out of his home with his wife and kid:
sunderfoot at all times, acting as chaperons.

Asya lay on her back with her hands linked behind her head

continuing her monologue. “Actually, 'm not very interested i

Smen. Only to have babies.”



Was this, then, the logical end to the ideals of segregation? /
profound rejection of the opposite sex? As I lay there, listening tc
Asya, I thought of all the smart young Islamic women I knew

'Hamideh, my translator in Iran; Nahid, the former medica
‘student and one of the four or five most beautiful women I'd eve:
imet; Hadra, the soldier in the Emirates; a Kuwaiti politica
)activist, a Jordanian journalist, a Kurdish teacher—all of then
twere single, long after the normal marriage age for women ir
ltheir societies. And all of them, now that I thought about it, hac
rtalked about the problems of meeting men that they could tall

Ito, who understood them, that they could trust.

)

“Yes, yes,” Asya was saying, as if she had followed my

thoughts. “It would be very nice to have a good relationship witl

ta man that you marry, but that’s not so easy with Eastern men.’

bt wasn’t, she stressed, the Islamic part of their heritage tha
t

t

2

made them difficult. “I would like to marry an Islamic preacher—
a Western Islamic preacher.”

, “Goodluck,”Isaid, and we both giggled.

1 Asya turned on her side to face the wall. I thought she wa:
rready to sleep. I rolled over myself and was almost dozing wher
ashe spoke again, her face still turned away from me. “Every time
twhen someone comes here to research about Islam, it turns ou
sthey’re Jewish. Why do you think that is?”

“I don’t know,” I said. I really didn’t. My interest in Islam hac
,everything to do with being a woman and zero to do with being :
1Jew. But I knew what she meant. Many of the Western reporter:

in the Middle East were Jews. “Perhaps it’s because Jews grow uj



\more interested in Middle Eastern issues,” I said. “Or maybe it
dbecause Jews and Muslims are fighting each other here, and Jew:
sthink understanding Islam might help find ways to solve the
lconflict?” Asya was silent. “Perhaps,” I mused, “some of them ar
rconvinced that Islam is dangerous, and they come here to finc
levidence to support that view.”

! “That’s what I thought,” she said. “Good night.”

1
;] At the university the next morning, we made our way to :

Class in the religion faculty, where women students were due tc
hear a lecture on Islamic regimes. “You’ll find it very lively,” Asy:

said. “Lots of questions and argument.”

/
, But when we arrived, the lecture room was deserted. A veilec

»student told Asya that the women had decided to protest the
¢previous day’s announcement of a resumption in peace talk:
_with Israel, and had gone to a sit-in outside the home of Dr
Haider Abdul Shafi, the head of the Palestinian peace negotiators
The only class under way was a math tutorial.

Asya and I braved the men’s campus in search of the
Suniversity spokesman. The corridors were full of beardec
students, all conscientiously averting their eyes as we swishec
'past them in our jalabiyas. Ahmad Saati, the spokesman, was ¢
tshort, fleshy man who, like most of the faculty, had done hi:
time in an Israeli prison, suspected of being an activist fo:
1Hamas. He apologized for not offering a handshake. “We have :
1saying: Tt’s better to stab yourself in the hand than to touch ¢
swoman’s hand.” “

> “But doesn’t intention matter?” asked Asya. “I thought it wa:



sall right to shake hands if you have a good intention.” Ahmad
shimself a graduate of the Islam Institute of Higher Studies ir
2Egypt, corrected her politely. “Your intention might be okay. Bu
awhat about mine? How can you know the other person’:
lintention?”

When I asked about coeducation, Ahmad almost explodec
with excitement. “Coeducation is prevented in Islam! We know
1the disastrous results of coeducation. We have names, we hav
)numbers.” Zina, or out-of-wedlock sex, had taken place at Birzeit
,a coed Palestinian university on the West Bank, he said. “This i
disastrous, especially for young girls.”
p It could be disastrous, I agreed, since fathers and brothers stil
killed their teenaged girls if they suspected them of having sex
;“We are not for these extrajudicial killings,” he said. “Islam is no
for them. Islam demands proof. Not just a witness: fou
:witnesses. Not just a confession: a credible confession.”

Then why didn’'t learned Islamic scholars, such as th
_university faculty, speak out more vehemently against thess
ikillings, instead of turning a blind eye? Why weren’t the scholar:
1speaking out against clitoridectomy, which had made its way tc
,Gaza while the Strip was under Egyptian rule?

s “It is a sensitive subject. Some people say it makes womer
rcalmer. But of course Islam is against it. Every part of the body
ithat is created has a function. It’s like tonsils: only if it it
ithreatening health should you remove it; if it is not threatening
leave it be. Perhaps the women preachers are preaching agains
5it. Of course, we don’t have such operations here. In Egypt, bu



,hot here.”

! “Among the older women ...” Asya began, but Ahmac

tinterrupted. “Not here. Never among Palestinians.” Asya wa.
>silent. The night before, she had told me that her mother’
clitoris had been removed.

1 “This is an Eastern society,” he continued. “There are manj

’things to do with women in Eastern societies that are not correc
“according to Islam. But it takes time to change them. First we
'must get an Islamic state. All the disasters in the world are fron
Snot adopting Islam. When Islam is adopted, all will be right.”

When Ahmad excused himself for a moment to speak with ¢
1colleague, Asya told me she wanted to visit the lavatory on th

‘women’s campus. “I can go here, but I don’t feel comfortable.”
t

. When Ahmad returned and found me by myself, he recoilec

from the doorway. “Where is Asya? It’s forbidden to me to si
with you alone.” We were hardly alone. The door to the office
“stood wide open, onto a passageway teeming with students.

2

~

“Even with the door open?” I asked.

>  “Yes, yes, I am sorry. You must bring Asya,” he said, backing

away down the corridor as if I had the plague. When Asy:
1returned, we continued oussr discussion, turning to the role o
,women in politics. Ahmad was explaining that, while womer
;can’t lead a Muslim community, they have a duty to commen
: and protest to the leader if they feel he’s astray.

t “It’s exactly the same as the role of women during family
tprayers,” he said. “A woman can’t lead her husband—or any mar



—at prayer, but if he makes a mistake—say he leaves something
1out—she must let him know by clapping her hands.”

s “Can’t shejust say the right words?”

> “No, because her voice is alluring. She mustn’t raise it.”

Asya broke in. “Surely, if it is her family, she can raise he:
;

t

2

,Women must be very careful of their voices. If someone comes t

voice to say ‘Subhan Allah.””

“No, no,” he said. “She can’t raise it at all. She may only clap

my house and asks for me, my wife may say, ‘Yes, wait,’ or ‘He’:
not here.’ Very briefly, very formally. She must not speak in
delicate tone. This is from the Koran. Things begun with a few
“words will continue to other things.”

I left Gaza that night and drove, the next day, out through th«

1stony hills and olive groves of the West Bank, to meet with somze

‘women professors from a very different Palestinian university

: . L]
“Birzeit.

These women were less than a generation removed from Asy:
—women in their late thirties and early forties who could have
sbeen her older sisters. But something had happened in the year:
ithat separated her education from theirs, and the gulf, widening
fbetween them, seemed almost unbridgeable. Yet the womer
1professors at Birzeit, while acknowledging the problem, seemec
tto me to be in deep denial about its extent.‘The trouble is, these
people don’t understand their own culture,” said Islah Gad
]sipping fresh orange juice after a day’s teaching. We sat in th
,sunroom of her house, a huge, Ottoman-style stone building



swith a portico and domed ceilings. Islah’s eyes drifted to the
garden, where carefully tended fruit trees blossomed in the rec
soil. She was watching a small tortoise make its uncertain waj
through the furrows of plowed earth. She had noticed the
creature on the roadway as she drove back from the university

rand had rescued it from being splattered under the wheels of :
car.

Islah had grown up in Egypt and met her husband, :
)prominent Palestinian activist, at university there. She hac
sreturned with him to El Bireh, the West Bank village where hi
ifather was mayor until the Israelis deported him as a PLC
sactivist. “Israelis did a lot to uproot traditional Palestiniar

culture here, but not as much as the Islamic movements ar
_doing,” she said. She ticked off the problems on her long, elegan
:fingers. First, there was the issue Hamas had made of traditiona
‘Palestinian dress—the beautiful long black or maroon caftan:
‘that Palestinian women had always worn, elaborately
embroidered in cross-stitch in the front and at the hem, twinnec
‘with a delicate white scarf wrapped around the hair. “This i
*Islamic dress—but not to them. According to them, the colors ir
>the embroidery are haram. Where in the Koran does it say so? 2
>thousand Palestinian women are earning their bread making
those dresses. But they don’t think of that. They accuse leftists o
ihaving imported ideas. But all of their ideas are imported. At the
“Birzeit book fair this year I counted a hundred books on womer
vand Islam—all from Egypt and Saudi Arabia.”

-

At Birzeit, the Palestinians’ most liberal and secular college

bl
Islamic movements such as Hamas and Jihad had made les:



sheadway than at any other school, but still their influence wa:
1being felt. “They are like mushrooms,” said Lily Feidy, one o
/Islah’s colleagues. “They grow up in certain conditions, and ther
>when the conditions change, they die out. Right now, thei
jresurgence is a sign of pessimism. Because people are desperate
ithey are resorting to the supernatural.”

Lily Feidy, who taught linguistics at Birzeit, had never set foo
1on the campus of the Gaza Islamic University. “I can’t go there
1because I won'’t put on the veil. And anyway, I'm not interestec
sin sitting and arguing with them. What was true fourteer
Yhundred years ago is not true now. I'm sorry, but we’re not living
1in the desert anymore; we're not living in tents.”

Islah Gad, for her part, welcomed the chance to argue he:
case. “It’s easy to break their logic,” she said. “At a debate we hac
on coeducation, the Hamas boys were saying coeducation i
>haram—that we must close the coed schools. I said to them

[ S— T (v

/‘Wait: in all our villages, the schools are coed. The villagers can’
lafford to build two schools. So what will happen in youw
>scenario? All the girls will have to stay away from school. Is tha
'what you want?’ They of course said, ‘No, no—we didn’t thinl
‘about the expense of new schools.” So I said to them, ‘Go, reac

)«

>your own reality. Forget these prefab ideas from Saudi Arabia.

Both Islah and Lily seemed to be unwilling to accept that the
rising Islamic tide could pose a threat to their own cherishec

1
liberal views. To me, their analysis seemed wishful. I heard it ¢

lot from the educated women of their generation—women like
’Jordan’s Leila Sharaf, who had grown up in the heady days of th

>



sArab nationalist movement, when the charismatic figures wert
fall secular leftists who urged women’s emancipation. For thest
1women, Hamas’s view of women was laughable. And since they
rcouldn’t hear the appeal of such views themselves, they wert
,deaf to the appeal they held for their students.

Islamic movements were on the ascendant in almost every
tuniversity in the Middle East. And the faculties in which they
awere most heavily represented were the bastions of the mos
1gifted—the medical schools, the engineering departments. The
1students who were hearing the Islamic call included the student:
ywith the most options, not just the desperate cases: the Sahar:

and the Asyas, with the scholarships to Harvard and London
rThey were the elites of the next decade: the people who woulc
1shape their nations’ futures.

s A decade or two earlier, these same gifted intellectuals woulc
,have been Arab nationalists, but that idea had failed to delive:
tanything but military defeats and crumbling economies. To ar
routsider, it was hard to imagine this new “big idea” doing any
tbetter. But the return to roots and the rejection of outsids
<influence is always an attractive notion; I had felt its pull mysel
las an Australian adolescent, living in the shadow of United State:
influence and watching my country march lockstep into th
.quagmire of Vietnam. For intelligent young Muslims facing
ifutures limited by the failures of so many imported ideologies
1Islam’s lure was its very homegrownness. Sahar had said it fron
,the beginning: “Why not try something of our own?”

> What worried me most was that the Islam taking hold in sc



many of the universities wasn’t their own; not the toleran

stradition of Egypt nor the progressive practices of Palestinians

7but rather the warped interpretation promoted by the wealth o

athe Saudis. I hated to think of a generation squandering its talen
in the service of that repressive creed.

7 When my Saudi friend took me into the sand dunes north o
/Riyadh to meet his uncle, I'd assumed that the older man was ¢
trelic of a passing era, whose values would erode as surely as the
20ld sand-castle fortresses we’d passed along the highway.

> My friend seemed to have traveled such a vast distance in the

Sspan of half a lifetime. Born under a palm tree on his uncle’:
“farm, he’d been carried home to his father’s house by camelback
1Twenty-five years later he crossed the Atlantic by Concorde
Educated at the best colleges in the United States, dividing hi:
1professional life between London, Washington and Riyadh, h¢
rhad an iconoclastic intellect that reveled in exposing cant anc
1upending orthodoxy.

1t seemed clear to me that he was the future: his uncle, witl

“the sad story of the sequestered, school-deprived daughters, wa:
fthe past. It took me awhile to realize that it wasn’t as clear as
*thought.

2

My friend was more comfortable critiquing the oddities o

Uy

"OPEC or lamenting the dominance of the Levantine voice ir
;Arabic literature than he was in discussing his personal life
Once, when I pestered him, he described in a slightly self
deprecating way how he’d returned from his liberated life in the
'West to marry a Saudi bride he “managed to see” just once befor



ttheir wedding. He never took her with him on his business trip:
,and never offered to introduce me to her when I was in Saud
fArabia. He had daughters, who clearly delighted him, althougt
the never spoke of them unless I asked after them.

How, I asked him one night over dinner in London, was he
fplanning to educate them? He looked down into his plate of past:
1and played with his fork. “I will raise them as Saudi women.
awon'’t make the mistake some people make, of bringing them uj

half here and half there, so that they don’t know who they are,
_he said.

s “But what if one of them is a gifted physicist o
.mathematician?” I asked. “What if she needs to go abroad t¢
.study?” I thought he would say, “Well, in that case, of course
sshe’ll study at Harvard, or Princeton, or Cambridge.” But he
2didn’t say that at all.

1 Instead, he sighed. It was a long, deep sigh that reminded m¢

of his uncle when I'd asked him about women driving.

1 “That,” he said, “would be a problem. And I would have tc

Ssolve it when it happened.” It was only then that I realized the

Liistance between uncle and nephew wasn’t nearly as great as I'c
assumed.

f

1

Like most Westerners, I always imagined the future as ar
inevitably brighter place, where a kind of moral geology wil
‘have eroded the cruel edges of past and present wrongs. But ir
“Gaza and Saudi Arabia, what I saw gave me a different view.

2

From there, the future is a place that looks darker every day.

-
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Chapter 9
RISKY BUSINESS

“I suffer not the work of any worker, male or female, to be lost.”

THE KORAN
THE FAMILY OF IMRAN

At the office of the Arab News in Jeddah, a reporter namec

Faiza Ambah had a cartoon tacked to the bulletin board over he:
desk. “Behold the turtle,” said the caption under a whimsica
drawing of the creature. “He makes progress only when he stick:
out his neck.” Every now and then Faiza would uncoil from :
hunched position over her keyboard and tug pensively at the
black chiffon scarf tied around her face.

Faiza was sticking her own neck out. By Saudi standards, he:
articles were daring. In the aftermath of the Kuwait invasion, she
probed the new mood of Saudi women and the delicate questior
of press censorship. But the most daring thing she did was tc
come to work at all. Even cloaked and veiled, she ran a risk every
day she came to the newspaper’s unsegregated office, where mer
worked in cubicles alongside her. “When the editor hired me,
think the idea was that I'd work at home: do my reporting by
phone and file my copy electronically,” she said. “But a reporte:
can’t work like that. You have to see what’s going on in th¢
world.”

At the end of the day, when she’d filed her article, she woulc
adjust her scarf and abaya and head for the carpark. There
because Saudi law banned her from driving, her Yemen



chauffeur waited to take her home. The first time I met Faiza, she
berated me for an article I'd written about the difficulties facec
by Saudi women. She was proud of her achievements and thos:
of her friends, who worked as doctors or ran their owr
companies. She felt I hadn’t paid enough attention to the Saud
women who were working and making a difference in the
]society.

'  What women like Faiza and her friends were doing wa:
Isimply reclaiming the ground lost in the centuries since the
3death of the prophet. Every Saudi knew that Muhammad’s firs
iwife, Khadija, had run an international trading company. Sawda
2his second wife, had been famous for her leatherwork, which she
sold to help support the household. Fatima, the prophet’
(daughter, had labored at spinning until her hands bled
,alternating days at work and at study. When she worked, she
,8ave her slave girl time off to study, insisting that everyone had
jright to learn.

/  Faiza was the most visible of the handful of working Saud
lwomen because her name appeared so often in the newspaper
IThere were a few other Saudi women journalists, but Faiza wa:
/the only one I knew who risked working in her newspaper’:
Foffice. The risk was that the mutawain—religious police from th
2Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention o
Vice—would one day burst into the office and discover he:
jbreaking the rules on segregation. The mutawain are the looss
_cannons of the Saudi justice system; fanatical volunteers wh
jpatrol the streets and shopping malls yelling at people. Womer
with uncovered faces are one target; men dawdling over closing



2their shops at prayer time are another. Some mutawain wieldec
llong canes with which to whip offenders. The government didn”
sencourage the mutawain’s excesses, but it didn’t rein them in
1either. The Saudi ruling family was terrified of a fundamentalis
iupsurge that would sweep it from power in the way the Iranian:
shad disposed of the shah. So it bought off the mutawain witt
fleets of fancy cars to use in its patrols, and with a hands-of
Spolicy toward its activities. As a result, the mutawain wer«
fearless, even abusing an al-Saud princess when they caught he:

-

t
,  Perhaps the most humiliating thing about the mutawain wa:

walking with a maid who wasn’t wearing a face veil.

athat, apart from abusing women in the streets, they didn’t deigr
sto deal with them directly regarding so-called “offenses.” If :
,woman transgressed a rule of dress or segregation, the
smutawain would take the matter up with her husband, father o:
ibrother—the “responsible male” deemed to be in charge of her—
in the manner of a school principal dealing with a recalcitran
;child. Women of all ages are in-fantilized by the Saudi system. £
. woman, no matter how old, has to be able to show a signec
;permission from her husband, son or grandson before she is fres
sto travel, even inside her own country.

> Once, Faiza left her permission behind in Cairo. Her husbanc
fwas traveling out of the country and was unreachable. She wa:
rdue to travel herself, but without her permit, she was trapped ir
2Jeddah. “I was tearing my hair out,” she said. Her father couldn”
>help her because, once a woman marries, only her husband’:
1word counts with the Saudi authorities. In the end, she had t«
ywait for a cousin to travel to Cairo and collect the document



1Such laws can be even more humiliating for older women. /
twidowed grandmother, for example, may have to rely on the
,permission of a grandson if he is her closest male relative.

t Partly because of the risk of such humiliation, few Saud

>women work outside the home. In 1986 women made up only
Yfour percent of the paid work force. Mostly, the small numbe:
freﬂected a lack of jobs open to women. In the Saudi government
“even jobs directly concerned with women’s affairs were held by
‘men. At United Nations International Women’s Year conference
in Mexico City in 1975 and the Decade for Women conference ir
sNairobi in 1985, the Saudi Arabian “women’s delegation” wa:
1entirely composed of men.

1 But even in fields where women could work, some husband:

“were reluctant to let them. Faiza’s husband, a Lebanese, wa:
‘proud of her accomplishments. And some Saudi husbands fel
“the same. But often there was tension between pride in a wife’:
tachievements and apprehension about where her work migh
‘lead her. One businessman bragged of his wife’s graduation fron
1medical school, then told me he hoped she would go on tc
“specialize in surgery, “so her patients will be unconscious wher

she touches them.”

1 The issue of working wives came up frequently in Saud

>newspapers, especially on the religion pages. “What are ths
1

t

conditions relating to a wife going out to work? Is this permittec
under Islam, and if so, under which circumstances?” askec
“Working Wife, Jeddah” in a letter to the Saudi Gazette’s religiou:
deditor. “There are legal and moral rights that becomse



\consequential on marriage,” responded the editor. “Because o
atheir different physiological structures and biological functions
each sex is assigned a role to play in the family.... It is the
;husband who is supposed to provide for the family. If he canno
]gain enough to support the family, or if his income is too low tc
rprovide for a relatively acceptable standard of living, anc
provided the wife is willing, both of them may work for gain
;However:

> 1. The husband has the right to terminate a wife’s working
1whenever he deems it necessary;

> 2. He has the right to object to any job if he feels that it woulc

expose his wife to any harm, seduction or humiliation;

> 3. The wife has the right to discontinue working wheneve:

she pleases.

(g v

Once, flying to Saudi Arabia, I'd sat next to a Saudi who hac
been grappling for a year with the issue of what kind of job migh

[ cr v)

be appropriate for his wife. His own business was trading, and ht
)became increasingly edgy when our plane approached Jeddah. A:
Jwe circled for landing, he mopped his brow with a large whit
handkerchief. He was worried about the underwear in hi:
luggage. “More than two hundred brassieres,” he whispered. “
"bought them in London, from Marks and Spencer. All made ir

;Israel.” Saudi Arabia enforced a boycott on goods from the land 1

1refenred to as “the Zionist entity.” So the night before, in hi:

London hotel, he had sat up late with a thick marker pen, writing
>Saudi-riyal prices over the offending labels to make the countrs
“of origin illegible. “But by the end I was very tired,” he said. “If



fmissed one, and customs sees it, I will be in big trouble.” He
,Swabbed again at his brow. “What can I do? I'm a trader, anc
sthese are the brassieres that Saudi women like to buy.”

t Saudi customs searches were notorious. One American who’c

’gone to work there had had his five-generation family Bibl
1ripped up in front of him, because it flouted the kingdom’s bar
"on non-Muslim religious items. The Saudis took the ban on othe:
religions’ symbols to such an extreme that the plane in which we
swere flying had just been repainted, along with the rest of the
Saudia Airlines fleet, following a fundamentalist’s complain
1that the space between the s and the a in the previous Saudia logc

had formed the shape of a Christian cross,

ro ] thought I had purged my luggage of anything that could b
construed, or misconstrued, as religious. But at the customs desl
in Jeddah the grim young inspector scowled as he plucked twrc

1piec:es of contraband from my bag: a dry reference work titlec

tpolitical Dictionary of the Arab World and a book about early

“explorers in Arabia called Passionate Pilgrims. He objected to the

>first because the word “political” in the title made it potentially

“seditious; the second because the word “passionate” hac

Spornographic potential, while the word “pilgrims” might hawve

Lreferred to religion.
1

t
;arrival hall, grinning broadly. The illicit bras had passec

The trader, Mohamed, had been luckier. I saw him in the

,inspection. To celebrate, he said, I should come to lunch the nex
;day and meet his wife, Adela.
I Mohamed shared a small apartment building with hi:



sextended family: father and mother on the ground floor
1brothers, their wives and children filling the flats above. Even ir
Saudi Arabia’s modern cities, families still followed the triba
jpatterns of the desert. Saudi men, when they married, brough
_their wives into their parents’ home. Rich families managed thi:

-

1in rambling walled compounds with several villas arrangec

raround a garden. Poorer families built slab houses that grew by ¢
Jfloor every time a son took a wife. As a result, Saudi cities seemec
_dotted with unfinished buildings. Tufts of steel reinforcing bar:

stuck out of the flat roofs as if the houses had been given punl

(gu o

)haircuts.

To me, with family scattered on three continents, having
_everyone together in one building seemed enviable. Bu
;Mohamed had begun to find it stifling. When we climbed th¢
)stairs to his flat, doors opened on every floor, as brothers anc
1tiny nieces and nephews peered out to see who Mohamed wa:
,bringing home. To get some privacy, he’d started to build a new
Jhouse, just for himself, Adela and their three children. But h¢
;didn’t know if he’d be able to move into it. “It’s difficult tc
1convince my father that moving away is a good idea,” he sighed
_Mohamed was thirty-five years old, but his father’s word wa:
“still law. Like most Saudis, Mohamed worked from 7 am until once

in the afternoon, then returned to his business for a few hours ir
“the evening. Schools and offices closed during the heat of the
1day, and families gathered to take lunch together. Mohamed anc
tAdelaateata table, Western style, instead of spreading a cloth or
the floor in the traditional Arabian way. They served an array o:
sArabian specialties—steaming bowls of rice, braised lamb ir



;saffron gravy, skewers of grilled chicken—and a Western-style
1plate of french fries. After lunch the family sprawled in front o
Ithe TV, flipping past the heavily religious Saudi stations to picl
tup the wobbly signal from Egypt, with its racier fare of movie:

sand variety shows.

1 Adela had been just sixteen years old and still at school wher

she married Mohamed. She completed a sociology degree while
1having her children. “Most of the women in the course wert
Sdoing the same,” she said. Many Saudi schools provide day-cart
‘centers and nurseries for their students’ children. Exams can be
rescheduled to accommodate the arrival of a baby. Afte
yuniversity, when her two sons and daughter had all startec
tschool, Adela became miserable. “There was just this terrible
2boredom every morning once the kids left,” she said. In the past
1she would simply have had more children. In rural areas, many
sSaudi women still reproduced to their utmost capability. One
/British doctor, on an eighteen-month posting to a Jeddal
shospital, thought his interpreter had failed him during an ante
»natal checkup on a twenty-eight-year-old Bedouin. “I asked he:
.when she’d had her last period, and she said, ‘What’s a period?’ I
sturned out she’d never had one. She’d been married at twelve
abefore her menarche, and had been pregnant or lactating eve:
1since.”

2

But, for the majority of urban Saudis such as Adela anc

f—

Mohamed, the tribal imperative for a huge family no longe:
1applied. So more and more educated women were competing fo:
the few Islamically sanctioned jobs in medicine, education o:

1 :
women’s banks. The banks, run by Saudi women managers anc



astaff, had opened in 1980 because, although the Koran give:
fwomen control of their own wealth, Saudi segregation rules wert
<denying them that control by effectively banning their entry t«
sbanks used by men. Even though daughters inherit only half a:
much as sons, in post-oil Saudi Arabia that often comes to ¢
1’fortune. The new banks were meticulously segregated, down tc
_women auditors to oversee the accounts of the female branche:
;and guards posted at the door to see that men didn’t enter by
;mistake. Usually a guard was married to one of the womer
;employees inside, so that if documents had to be delivered he
;could deal with his wife rather than risking even that sligh
jcontact taking place between unmarried members of the
_Oopposite sex.

,  Medicine, the only career in which segregation isn’t enforced
7is under constant attack by fundamentalists, who object tc
awomen doctors treating male patients. Their campaign has beer
1unsuccessful so far because the government has been able t¢
-show that there aren’t enough Saudi men in medicine yet tc
rhandle the demand.

t  There had been an opening at the Ministry of Health fo:

'which Adela was qualified, but Mohamed had been against i
“because it involved some contact with men. “She would have hac

to keep her headscarf on, never laugh, never smile—if she smile:
lat a man he will think, ‘Ah, she loves me,” ” Mohamed explained
rAs he sat on the sofa flipping the TV channel selector, he pausec
rfor a minute on a Saudi channel where a woman announcer, he;
rhair carefully veiled, was reading the news. “This is new,” h¢
1said. The television had had women presenters before, but rarely



sa Saudi. What if Adela wanted to be a news reader? I asked. “Sh
awould never agree to be seen in public like that, and I wouldn”
ypermit it,” Mohamed said firmly. Soon Adela would start work ir
sthe only job she could find that both she and Mohamed deemec
asuitable: a clerical position in a girls’ school. The job wasn’t up tc
>her qualifications, “but the hours are good, and it is better thar
ssleeping all day,” she said. Without a job, any job, Adela had little
sto fill her empty hours besides TV, videos and women’s te:
1parties. There were no theaters or cinemas in Saudi Arabia, anc
ashe couldn’t go shopping alone without risking stares anc
tharassment.

> As the afternoon turned to evening, Mohamed suggested :
drive along Jeddah’s seaside. Before Adela stepped outside, she
,tied her hair back in a large black scarf, wrapped a small piece o
»black cloth around her face like a baddie in a Western, leaving
1just her eyes exposed, then slipped an abaya on top o
yeverything, covering her colorful floor-length dress. The two o
us sat in the back seat of the car with the children, witl
Mohamed and his uncle up front. All along the Red Sea shore
rc:lumps of white-robed men sat just a little apart from clusters o
gwomen, their black cloaks billowing in the hot sea breeze as they
1arranged their evening picnics.

s We parked and strolled along the waterfront, the white
.pavement throwing out the day’s stored heat. As the sun easec
linto the sea, the city behind us exploded in a cacophony of call:
rto evening prayer. Mohamed reached into the trunk of his car fo:
aprayer mats. He and his uncle lined up, raised their palms to God
7and bowed toward the nearby city of Mecca. Adela didn’t joir



2them, explaining that Saudi women usually didn’t pray in public
tAs we waited, she groped for a tissue, lifting her black veil tc
\wipe the sweat-drenched face beneath. Nevertheless, Adel:
1seemed to be enjoying this modest outing. It was one of the few
>things she and Mohamed still could do together. A few month:
1earlier they’d been able to take the children to an amusemen
apark, or skating at a rink where dense white plastic substitutec
ifor ice. But both places had come under pressure from the
Ireligious establishment and now offered only segregated men’:
land women’s hours that made family visits impossible.

Some Saudi businessmen were fed up with segregation’:
1effects on their companies. Hussein Abudawood, whose factorie:
aproduced Clorox bleach in Saudi Arabia, had wanted to do som:e
fWestern-style market research to see how Saudi households dic
stheir laundry. “Obviously, I couldn’t send male marke
fresearchers to talk to women. But I couldn’t send Saudi women
feither, because they might run into the men of the household
1And how do I find enough Arabic-speaking women here whe
,aren’t Saudi?” He’'d eventually scraped together a few Egyptiar
fand Lebanese interviewers, who’d had a terrible time explaining
7themselves in a land where strangers just don’t come to the door

“Most places have a guard at the gate with instructions not tc
admit anyone who doesn’t have an appointment,” he said.

1 Hussein found the whole system riddled with contradictions
s“If a Saudi woman wants a new bra and panties she has t¢
rdiscuss it over the counter in a shop staffed by a bunch of guy:
,from India. Yet if she’s a businesswoman who needs to file :
1document at a government ministry, she can’t set foot in there—



.she has to send a man.” Hussein had been part of a grouj
yofbusinessmen asked to comment on a draft of a Ministry o
1Development economic plan. He had taken issue with a line ir
sthe draft that stated that the government would promots
swomen working according to Islamic rules. “I got up and said
t‘Here’s half a line about women in a thirty-six-page developmen
1plan and you have to put ‘according to Islamic rules.’ What abou
athe rest of the thirty-six pages? You mean the rest of it isn”
saccording to Islamic rules? Are you just trying to satisfy the
extremists?’ “

s The extremists were almost impossible to satisfy. Ever
ssegregated workplaces were at risk. Saudi Cable Company, the
akingdom’s biggest industrial concern, had floated a proposal tc
1build a factory where every job, from production line to senio:
tmanagement, would be filled by women. In a country with ar
,acute labor shortage, I thought such a plan would be hailed for it:
.initiative. But when I went to see the official in charge of the
»project, he begged me not to write about it. “We have already hac
1too much attention,.” he said. He worried that the project woulc
sbe scuttled if the fundamentalists started a campaign decrying i
.for luring women from their homes. However, he did introduce
»me to his wife, Basilah, who ran the magnificent Dar al Fikr girls
school.

After showing me the school, Basilah invited me to her hom:
»for afternoon tea. The pale stone villa, with its floodlit pool
sPersian carpets and elegant furnishings, made it clear that he:
1job wasn’t a case of “financial necessity,” such as the Saud
-Gazette’s religious editor would have approved. “I didn’t worl



>when I first got married,” she said. “I would spend most of the
fday in bed, then when Fawaz would get home tired from a harc
1day’s work I'd be so bored I'd insist he take me out to the
ashopping mall. After a while we both decided the situation wa:
,crazy, that I should be doing something with my life that woulc
tmake some kind of contribution.”

t
t

Basilah had invited a woman friend who helped her mothe:
run a successful construction company to join us for tea. Wher
“her father died, she and her mother had expected his mals

relations to run the business and provide for her and he:
1children. But they were lazy and incompetent, and it seemed tha
severything her father had worked for was going to be destroyed
)“Finally my mother took over,” the woman explained. “She wen'
rto the Ministry of Construction with the papers that needec
10fficial approval. No woman had been in there before. Tht
sofficials ordered her out. She refused to go. She sat there, and sa
athere, until they were forced to deal with her. She turned out tc
1be a very good manager, and she saved the business.”
1
t

As maids glided in and out with glasses of tea and a dazzling
array of French cakes and pastries, conversation turned to how
3my husband felt about all the traveling I had to do for my job.
"told Basilah that neither of us liked being apart so much but that

as a journalist himself, he understood the job’s demands. Then
abragging a little, I told her how he’d rearranged his own career t¢
,accommodate mine. “When my newspaper offered me the
rMiddle East post,” I said, “he gave up his own job so I could accep
iit.” I had expected Basilah to be surprised; Tony and I were usec
<to the automatic assumption in the Middle East that he was th



2one whose job had brought us there. But the look on Basilah’:
1face was beyond surprise. She looked utterly dismayed, as if I'c
3just admitted that my husband had committed mass murder
sShe fussed with her tea glass, cleared her throat and changed th
1subject.

It was hard to get information on women who worked in job:
routside the relatively safe spheres of girls’ education, women’:
1banking and medicine. When I asked the Ministry of Informatior
ofor help, I was stonewalled. So I tried various other contacts
r“Don’t even touch this subject unless what you plan to write is ¢
thundred percent positive,” warned a Lebanese businessman ir
.Jeddah. When I indicated that was unlikely, he refused t¢
tarrange any introductions. I'd heard of women in Jeddah anc
IRiyadh who were the bosses of businesses as diverse a:
aphotography studios, clothing manufacture and compute:
ttraining schools. I thought the Chamber of Commerce might b
»able to give me some leads. “No problem,” said a helpful official

“I'll set you up some appointments.”

3 The next day he told me to be at the administrative office a
7Jeddah airport at 2 rm. I thought he’d found a woman executive
Ifor me to talk to there. But when I arrived I found I'd beer
,scheduled for a mind-numbing “official tour” that had absolutely
,nothing to do with women. I was there for hours, being showr
»videos, walked through computer rooms and deluged witt
2official statistics—a 625% increase in passenger traffic betweer
t1975 and 1988, an 870% rise in cargo traffic, a terminal the siz
lof eighty football fields just for pilgrims making the Hajj, roofec

swith Teflon-coated fiberglass to deflect the heat. There was nc



spolite way to cut the tour short. Developing countries alway:
lcomplain that reporters don’t write about their achievements
.that we focus on colorful tribal traditions and neglec
atechnological progress. Still, I was irritated with the Chamber o
Commerce for wasting my time and the time of the airpor
S.ofﬁcials.

s As it happened, there was a part of the shining moderr
1airport that had relevance to my story on the status of women ir
.Saudi Arabia. But it wasn’t part of the tour. I didn’t see it until
1awas leaving the country, two weeks later. While I was waiting ir
1the departure lounge I had to use the women’s toilet. I walkec
»past the polished glass and gleaming chrome of the public area:
land pushed on the blond wood door marked by a stylizec
sdrawing of a veiled head.

“  Inside, I gagged. The floor was awash with excrement

“Blocked toilet bowls brimmed with sewage. The place looked as i
’it hadn’t been cleaned in weeks. Nobody had noticed, becaust
nobody who mattered ever went in there.

' Saudi Arabia is the extreme. Why dwell on the extreme, wher

“it would be just as easy to write about a Muslim country such a:
'Turkey, led by a woman, where one in six judges is a woman, anc

’one in every thirty private companies has a woman manager?

I think it important to look in detail at Saudi Arabia’s grin
reality because this is the kind of sterile, segregated world tha
_Hamas in Israel, most mujahedin factions in Afghanistan, many

— =

1radicals in Egypt and the Islamic Salvation Front in Algeria are

)calling for, right now, for their countries and for the entir¢



sIslamic world. None of these groups is saying, “Let’s recreat:
;Turkey, and separate church and state.” Instead, what they wan
tis Saudi-style, theocratically enforced repression of women
fcloaked in wvapid clichés about a woman’s place being the
tparadise of her home.

In the vast majority of Muslim countries, barriers to women’:
1employment have fallen so far in the last fifty years that it seem:
1it would be impossible to reerect them, even if hard-line
Ifundamentalist governments one day came to power. But unde:
1the surface there is often ambivalence about women at work tha
1Imakes their position vulnerable.

~

> In Egypt women are everywhere in the work force: in thx

fields, as they always have been, sowing and planting; anc
sitting on city sidewalks, selling their produce. But they are alsc
.in positions that would have been unthinkable in the first half o:
fthe century, when only the poorest and most wretched familie:
asubjected their women to the “indignity” of work outside the
home. Egyptian women are doctors, filmmakers, politicians
jeconomists, academics, engineers. Mostly they are public
;servants, cogs in the country’s bloated bureaucracy. Now, it i
1almost unthinkable that a young Egyptian woman won’t go tc
work, at least until she marries. Often she will find the man sh

will marry among her coworkers.
1

t
]government, promising a job to any Egyptian who got a colleg

It was President Nasser who made way for women in the

,degree. Now, many an educated, lower-middle-class womar
_finds work as a muwazzaf, a government employee, typing, filing



20or otherwise pushing paper six days a week, from about eight ir
tthe morning to two in the afternoon. The size of the bureaucracy
,means that most workers are underemployed, and most, mer
2and women, pass the workday gossiping and sipping endles:
cups of sugary tea. While the pay is pitiful—less than $40 :
smonth—the money gives the women at least a small degree o
cdiscretion in spending and the prestige that comes from
_contributing to the family budget.

r Most of the young, unmarried women I knew enjoyed the
tfreedom of a salary and the challenge of even an undemanding
workplace. But my married friends often saw things differently
_Often, the job itself was a respite, wedged with great difficulty
ibetween hours of backbreaking household labor.

> An afternoon I spent with a recently married woman wen
flike this. After commuting for about an hour and a half on a bu
sso packed that three or four passengers hung out the door witt
23just one foot each on the step, she elbowed her way off at a stoy
,about half a mile from her apartment and stood in line fo:
>twenty minutes at a government food store, to get the lower
spriced food available there. She hauled the groceries home to
ycold-water kitchen with no fridge, and immediately made tea fo:
sher husband, who’d arrived home from work and plopped on the

sofa to chat with his father and a young nephew. Next sh¢
_climbed the stairs to the pigeon coops she kept on the roof of the
;apartment building, fed yesterday’s leftover bread to the birds
;then chose the two plumpest and wrung their necks on the spot.

3 She plucked the birds, gutted and cooked them, boiled crackec



1wheat and noodles for the stuffing, served the meal to the men
rwho seemed a bit grumpy to be kept waiting so late to eat; madxs
1and served more tea, scoured the cooking pans and plates, swep
sthe ubiquitous Cairo dust from the floors and furniture
1scrubbed everyone’s clothes by hand and left them in a bucket t¢
fhang out on the roof before she left for work the next morning
1set some lentils to soak for the next day’s meal, finally sat down
with some sewing on her lap, at about 9 rm, only to jump up ter
_minutes later to make another round of tea for some neighbor:
;who’d popped in. There were only two unusual things about the
“woman’s situation; she didn’t have other women in the house—:
}sister-in-law or mother-in-law—to help her with the chores, anc
she didn’t yet have children to add to her responsibilities.

¢ While women now share the economic burden of thei
S’families, very few Egyptian men are prepared to share the
1housework. To women run ragged by the routine of rushing
,home from work to have a large meal ready for a demandin;
family, the fundamentalists’ message of women’s place being ir

_the home sometimes has some appeal.

1 Husbands, too, hear that message. Mostly raised by womer
rwho didn’t work outside the home, they are used to a householc
swhere their shirts are ironed, the floors swept, the fooc
2elaborately prepared and always ready. Now, a young man migh
ameet his bride as a coworker in his office. Before their marriage
,he enjoyed the chance to admire her beauty, share a joke anc
gossip with her. But once she is his wife, he resents the fact tha
jother men in the office have the pleasure of her company. If she
is not already veiled, he may begin pressuring her to wear hijab.



,  When home life with a working wife turns out to be les:
asalubrious than with the nonworking women of his youth, h¢
tdoesn’t think of lending a hand with the chores, for he has neve;
,seen a man do such a thing. Instead, he curses the governmen
»for a ruined economy that makes his wife’s salary a necessity
;And when he hears an imam or sheik preaching of a woman’.
,place, and promising better times under an Islamic regime, h¢
1eyes the pile of rumpled laundry, the dusty floor and the simpl«
slunch his exhausted wife has slapped together, and wonder:
awhether such a cause might not be worth supporting.

1

X To see what happens if he takes the next step and joins the

revolutionaries, it is necessary to look at Iran.

Even when a revolution succeeds, it doesn’t always achiewv
‘everything its extremists have envisioned. It is one thing to holc
“tenaciously, as Saudi Arabia does, to traditions that have existec
>unchanged for centuries. It is another thing altogether tc
3reimpose such traditions after change has already reshaped :
lculture.

Since the 1920s, Iran’s Pahlavi rulers had tried to Westerniz:
ltheir nation, sometimes by force, scrapping thousands of year:

1of traditional separation of men and women. By the time the
1

t

Iranian revolutionaries threw out the shah in 1979, there wer«
male hairstylists for women, male tailors fitting women’:
’gowns, male teachers in girls’ classrooms.

¢ The extremists set out to end all that, telling male

_gynecologists that they should find another area of medicine
attempting to install curtains to divide university lecture hall:



sinto male and female sections, and banning male barbers fron
stouching female heads.

Apart from the barbers, very little of it worked. What the
Lextremists hadn’t realized was that, when it came to se:
‘segregation, Khomeini wasn’t entirely with them. Khomeini
Salways a literalist, read the words of the Koran and the haditt
"and didn’t extrapolate from them. When he read that the
“prophet’s wives were to remain in their houses, he took that tc
>mean the prophet’s wives, and only the prophet’s wives. Othe:
Muslim women had roles to play outside their houses, and h¢
rencouraged them. From the beginning he encouraged women t¢
come into the streets to demonstrate and praised their role a:

_revolutionaries, fighting in the streets side by side with the men.

1 To him, the rules were clear: unrelated men and womer
Imustn’t be alone together; they mustn’t touch each other, excep
»in medical situations; and women must wear hijab. Obviously
1since hairdressers touched their clients and saw them out o
hijab, there would be no more male staff in salons serving
_women. The same went for gym instructors whose student:
;worked out in athletic gear, and reporters who covered women’:
_activities where hijab wasn’t worn.

-

But that didn’t mean that such activities should cease. Wha
shappened instead was a sudden flowering of job opportunitie:

({%]

for women. The prohibition on men and women being alone
.created a demand for women driving instructors. In the media
“the need for women to cover certain women’s sports and othe:
;segregated events opened jobs for producers, directors, reporter:



1and sound recordists.

Since the hadith made it clear that the prophet had approvec
2of women tending men’s war wounds, there was to be nc
¢segregation when it came to medicine. But since the new Islamic
,atmosphere made many women prefer to be seen by womer
1doctors, there was an upsurge in demand for more women’:
aplaces in medical school. Nurse-midwives saw their status rise
>While schools were quickly segregated to protect the
rimpressionable young, the idea of curtaining off university
aclassrooms was abandoned in most places. Since the universitie!
>were to be thoroughly Islamic, with admission requiring :
sreference from the would-be student’s local mosque, there wa:

no need to physically separate these devout youngsters, whe
1automatically separated themselves. In lectures, men sat on one
tside of the room, women on the other. Only the placement of the
professor’s podium posed problems. In some lecture rooms
%builders bolted it to the floor on the men’s side of the room, or
the obsolete premise that professors were all male. That left the
growmg number of women professors standing on the women’:
S81de for the sake of the new proprieties, but having nowhere tc

rest their notes.

¢ At the university in the southern city of Awaz, I met a young
Sstudent who had benefited from the postrevolutionary changes
_She was studying medicine, living in a dormitory far from he;
extremely religious rural family. Her parents, she said, woulc
never have permitted her to go to university under the shah, o
Sto live away from home, or to work in a hospital. But now they

saw the universities and the hospitals as part of the Islamic



system, and therefore safe places for their daughter. Away from
1home, she had the freedom to meet men, albeit in very controllec
)circumstances, and had recently found the one she wanted tc
.marry. Her parents, to her astonishment, had accepted he:
;choice, making her the first woman in her family’s history tc

Jmarry for love.

In the theocratic Iranian government women have risen t¢
athe ranks of deputy ministers, and at each election Rafsanjan
7has called on voters to return more women to the Parliament. Ir
sbusiness, I met a woman running a valve factory and anothe:
itheading a trucking company. Nasi Ravandoost, who ran th
sfactory, said she had no problems getting on with her busines:
»inside Iran. “My problems are all created outside,” she said
2Traveling to buy parts was often complicated by embargoes anc
avisa obstacles. The woman who ran the trucking concern saic
,that success was a matter of common sense and tact, just as 1’
1was in business anywhere. “Obviously, I don’t go into th
aTransport Ministry wearing this,” she said, fingering the flora
ssilk outfit she’d worn to an evening party in North Tehran.

> By now, women have so solidified their place ir

postrevolution-ary society that some of them are outspokenly
scriticizing it. At the offices of the satirical magazine Golagha
.some of the sharpest political cartoons are penned by a woman
rBut even more tellingly, in the fall 1991 issue of the Iraniar
1Journal for International Affairs, Iran’s showpiece foreign policy
rpublication, an assistant professor of anthropology namec
/Fatemeh Givechian wrote a paper that criticized the lingering
:remnants of the policy of sex segregation.



1 “No doubt,” she wrote, the policy led to “more awareness o
lone’s own gender, but not necessarily any increase in one’:
»knowledge of the opposite gender. Sex segregation to this exten
ris not natural.... There will emerge a dual society of male anc
»female stranger to one another and unaware of each other’:
anxieties.”
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“No doubt,” she wrote, the policy led to “more awareness of
one’s own gender, but not necessarily any increase in one’s
knowledge of the opposite gender. Sex segregation to this extent
is not natural.... There will emerge a dual society of male and
female stranger to one another and unaware of each other’s

anxieties.”



Chapter 10
POLITICS, WITH AND WITHOUTA VOTE

“Say, O God, possessor of all sovereignty, you give sovereignty to whom you wisl
and take sovereignty from whom you wish.”

THE KORAN
CHAPTER OF THE FAMILY OF IMRAN

A year after the Gulf War, in the mountains and valleys o

Iragi Kurdistan, the lines of women seemed to stretch forever
Spring sunbeams glinted on sparkling dresses of silver and gold
They had worn their best, because this was a day of celebration
For the first time in their lives, the women of Kurdistan wert
lining up to vote for their own representatives.

A year earlier, during the Kurdish uprising that followed tht
end of the war, I had seen similar sparkling, bright-colorec
dresses torn and discarded in a dusty pile by a door to a prefal
hut on the grounds of an Iraqgi prison. A stained mattress lay
inside the hut.

Kurdish women had been brought to this place, strippec
naked and raped. For some, the rape had been part of the regime
of torture they experienced as political prisoners. Others hac
been raped as a means of torturing their imprisoned fathers
brothers or husbands. The idea was to break the spirit of the mer
by destroying their honor through the violation of the bodies o
their women. The procedure was so routine that the bureaucrat:
of the prison had made up an index card for one of the
employees, a Mr. Aziz Saleh Ahmad. Neatly and methodically, ir
the bottom left-hand corner, it listed his profession, Fighter in th



Popular Army, and his “Activity,” Violation of Women’s Honor
Aziz Saleh Ahmad was, in other words, employed as a rapist a
the prison. Saddam Hussein had called his campaign against the
Kurds the Anfal, after a chapter of the Koran which speaks of th
spoils of holy war. It was hard to imagine a more perverse
appropriation of religion.

¢ For most of their lives, this had been the meaning of politic:
for the women of Kurdistan: a dangerous and possibly deadly
‘activity that led to places like the stained mattress, or the airless
‘feces-smeared cells tunneled through the earth beneath it. T¢
;me, it seemed like a miracle that the meaning had changed, ir
“one short year, to something so different as lines of smiling
women, lining up to vote. Even more surprising were the name:

>of the women on the ballot.

1
The road to political power is full of obstacles for women ir

)most Muslim societies. In countries such as Kuwait, women havt
]yet to win the right to vote, much less govern. And even whert
the system is supposedly open to women, claiming a place in i
loften means standing up to abuse and the threat of physica
>violence. In Jordan’s 1993 election, one woman candidate had tc
ifight for the right to even speak at a rally, because Muslin
rextremists objected to the sound of a female voice at a mixec
lgathering.

. In 1994, women led three Muslim countries. Yet often thei:
:place at the top has little effect on the lives of women at the
‘bottom. As Tansu Ciller turned her attention to remaking
iTurkey’s economy, young Turkish women caught socializing

-



.with men in rural areas were being forced to undergo “Virginity
tchecks” at local police stations. As Bangladesh’s Begum Khaled:
2Zia became the first Muslim woman head of state to address th
2U. N. General Assembly in 1993, extremists were using deatl
athreats to attempt to silence a Bangladeshi woman writer whe

criticized aspects of Islam. In her first term in office, Pakistan’:
SBenazir Bhutto let stand rape laws that punished the victim as «
]“fornicator” and let the rapist go free. On her return to power ir
1993, it seemed that she might do better, promising to set up all

?

,women police stations and appoint women judges.

1 Part of the difficulty for women leaders in Muslim countrie:
yis that their own position is often so tenuous and the risk of ¢
sbacklash always a threat. In Turkey, signs of resentment o
Ciller’s sex surfaced at a conference in August 1993 for forme:
1Prime Minister Mesyut Yilmaz when delegates began chanting
_“Mesyut koltuga, Tansu mutfaga [Mesyut back to power anc
;Tansu back to the kitchen].”

t Muslim women politicians tend to be a special breed. Or
lelection day in Kurdistan in May 1992, one woman candidate
>Hero Ahmed, didn’t wear a sparkling dress. She wore the same
1earth-toned baggy pants and sashed shirt she’d worn since 1979
lwhen she went to the mountains to join the Pesh Merga, the
Kurdish guerrillas whose name means We Who Face Death
rDuring her twelve years in the mountains Hero, a psychologist
_learned to use an assault rifle and an antiaircraft gun. But mostly
_she shot film. Her most famous clip shows clouds of gas rising
over the village of Yak Sammer in 1988—one of the few pieces o

film known to exist of an Iragi poison gas attack.
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7 On election day, women stood in line all day to vote for her
1Some, illiterate, had never held a pen before. At the end of the
acount, seven women, including Hero, had been elected to the
1hundred-and-five-seat Parliament.

> What happened next followed a pattern that has repeatec

*itself in almost every Islamic state where women have won :
1political voice. Almost always, women politicians try to reforn
Ythe inequitable personal status laws that govern marriage
“divorce, child custody and property. In Kurdistan, the womer
parliamentarians began to campaign for reform of laws based or
ssharia that deprived them of equal rights with men. Among thei:
1demands: outlawing polygamy, except in the case of a woman’:
fmental illness, and changing inheritance laws so that daughter:
rreceive an equal share of a parent’s estate, instead of half the
yshare allotted to sons.

1 Hero thought the Parliament would probably pass the anti

polygamy law. In the Koran, polygamy is presented as an optior
1for men, not as a requirement. In seventh-century Arabiar
,society, there had been no restriction on how many wives a mar
acould take. The Koran, in stipulating four as a maximum, wa:
,setting limits, not giving license. A close reading of the tex
asuggests that monogamy is preferred. “If you shall not be able tc
.deal justly, [take] only one” the Koran says, then later states: “Yot
,are never able to be fair and just between women even if that i:
7your ardent desire.”

> The issue of polygamy is analogous to that of slavery, whict
fWas gradually banned in Islamic countries. Saudi Arabia wa:



.among the last to legislate against it in 1962, when the
agovernment bought the freedom of all the slaves in the kingdon
2at three times the going rate. As with polygamy, the wording o:
the Koran permits, but discourages, slavery. Muhammad’
jsunnah included the freeing of many of his war-captive slaves
,Because freeing slaves is extolled as the act of a good Muslim
jmost Muslims now accept that conditions have changed enougt
since the seventh century to allow them to legislate against
;practice that the prophet probably would have chosen to bar
1outright, if his own times had allowed. Polygamy is already or
the decline throughout the Islamic world, and many Muslin

Sscholars see no religious obstacle to a legal ban on the practice.

s For the Kurdish Parliament, the difficulties would come wit}
rdemands for change in things that the Koran doesn’t present a:

optional, such as the division of an estate to give sons double th
_share of daughters.

1 The Koran sets out the formula for inheritance as ar
1instruction which all believers must follow. In seventh-century
1Arabia the Koran’s formula was a giant leap forward for women
swho up until then had usually been considered as chattels to be
tinherited, rather than as heirs and property owners in their owr
oright. Most European women had to wait another twelwe
1centuries to catch up to the rights the Koran granted Muslin
swomen. In England it wasn’t until 1870 that the Marriec
Women’s Property Acts finally abolished the rule that put all «

,woman’s wealth under her husband’s control on marriage.

s Today, Muslim authorities defend the unequal division o



sinheritance by pointing out that the Koran requires men t¢
1support their wives and children, whereas women are allowed t¢
fkeep their wealth entirely for their own use. In practice, o
scourse, it rarely works that way. Hero headed the Kurdist
.chapter of Save the Children, an organization whose research ha:
,proved repeatedly that money in women’s hands benefit:
1families much more than money flowing to men.

' I went to visit Hero in January 1993, as Parliament got ready

lto debate the women’s platform. Her office was a small room in ¢

1large house that had once belonged to one of Saddam Hussein’:

Ytop officials. Hero had stripped the room of furniture and tried tc
recreate the mood of a traditional Kurdish mountain dwelling

1Kurdish kilims and cushions covered the floor. Climbing plant:

swound their way up the walls and over the rafters. Near the

aceiling, a squirrel darted in and out of a small knitted pouch tha
dangled from a beam.

1 To Hero, legislation was only a beginning. “I don’t believt
7some habits and ways of thinking can be changed by making :
,new set of rules,” she said. “It needs time, publicity, education
2first to make people understand it, then, gradually, to get thenr
1to accept it.”

o ]

At that time, members of a committee formed by the womer
parliamentarians were traveling Kurdistan, trying to raist
support for the law reforms. They visited women in towns anc
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remote villages, carrying a petition in favor of reform. In Augus
1992, the petition carried 3,000 names. A year later, 30,000 hac
fsigned.



> In principle, the support of ten parliamentarians is all that it
)required for a proposed law reform to be put to a vote by
flegislators. By September 1993, thirty-five MPs had signed the
1proposals. But still the reforms languished. Timid MPs said it wa:
snecessary to wait for what they called the “right” time to presen
sthem.

It wasn’t clear when that “right” time might be. And by th¢
7summer of 1994, it seemed it might not come at all. By then, the
1Kurdish parliament had collapsed amid bitter fighting betweer
sthe two main Kurdish parties. It seemed unlikely that any
ymeaningful change would come from there.

Even if it had, legislative reform of sharia-based law ha
>rarely been a lasting success. Tunisia in 1956 replaced it:
“Koranic law with a unified code for Muslims, Christians and Jew:
tthat banned polygamy and repudiation, and gave women equa

pay and equal rights in divorce. But the law was so far ahead o
apublic attitudes that it never succeeded in creating deep change
1To walk the streets in Tunis today is to be transported to a plane
;where women barely exist. Apart from a few foreign tourists
1women aren’t seen in public places.

In Iran the shah’s laws banning polygamy and child marriage
1were overturned after the revolution. In Egypt, the birthplace o
asthe modern Arab feminist movement, legal reform had a mixec
lhistory. In 1919 veiled women marched through the streets o
tCairo to protest British colonial rule. In 1956, with British rule
lbanished, Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser grantec

women the vote. But until 1979 restrictive personal status law:



sprohibited a woman leaving her husband’s house without hi:
/permission or a court order.

=
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In his novel, Palace Walk, Egypt’s Nobel Prize-winning
Snovelist Naguib Mahfouz writes movingly of Amina, who leave:
"her house just once in twenty-five years of marriage to visit
nearby mosque. When her husband learns she has defied hin
cand gone out, he orders her from the house: “His command fel
2on her head like a fatal blow. She was dumbfounded and did no
wutter a word. She could not move... she had entertained many
7kinds of fears: that he might pour out his anger on her anc
deafen her with his shouts and curses. She had not even rulec
;out physical violence, but the idea of being evicted had neve:
stroubled her. She had lived with him for twenty-five years anc
Scould not imagine that anything could separate them or plucl
lher from this house of which she had become an inseparable

fpart.”

Perhaps even worse than the threat of banishment, though
twas the law of Bait el Taa, or House of Obedience. This law
,empowered a husband to compel an estranged or runaway wifk
to return home and have sex with him, no matter how great he:
_hatred or aversion. If necessary, the police could be called to drag
:fa woman back to her husband’s house. Other laws mean
1Egyptian women could be divorced without even knowing it
fPolygamous husbands weren’t legally required to tell their wive:
_.about one another. Some found out only on the death of the
ihusband, when a “new” family showed up to claim a share of the
jestate.



s Gradually, Egyptian women worked their way into politics. It
1962, Hakmet Abu Zeid became the first woman in the cabinet
in the post of social affairs minister. But it wasn’t until 1978

vVl UM

backed by the president’s wife, Jehan Sadat, that her successor
1Aisha Rateb, began a sustained campaign for reform of the
1personal status laws. They were mild reforms, calling for :
lhusband to inform a wife of divorce, or of his intention to take
ranother wife. If he married another, the first wife had the righ
Jto divorce him within twelve months. The reforms also gawve
1divorced women custody of children at least until age ten fos
1boys and twelve for girls, extendable, by court order, to fifteer
-and marriage. There was to be fairer alimony; the right of a wift
1with children to retain the family home; and the right of appea

[oacourt against a husband’s enforcement of Bait el Taa.

> But despite their mildness, the reforms immediately

provoked cries of “Islam’s Laws not Jehan’s Laws.” Radical sheik:
branded Jehan Sadat and Aisha Rateb atheists and enemies of the
;family. Rioting broke out at Al Azhar, the ancient Islamis
_university. “One, two, three, four!” screamed the male students
;“We want one, two, three, four wives!” In fact, the laws hadn”
;challenged the right to polygamy or unilateral divorce. Thej
thadn’t even mentioned clito-ridectomy.

In 1979, Anwar Sadat enacted the laws by presidential decree
sduring a parliamentary recess. He also set up new quotas aimec
2at raising the number of women in government. But opponent:
acontinued the battle in court. In 1985 they succeeded in having

“Jehan’s Laws” struck down. Now the fight has widened, witt
fundamentalists seeking to overthrow Egypt’s government ir



1favor of what they say is a pure Islamic system. And that systenr
,is at odds with all forms of government that currently exist
,including Western democracy.

» Initsideal form, the Islamic state isn’t a nation in any moderr
“sense of the word. It has no borders. It would be a political anc
'religious union of all Muslims, modeled on the community
"Muhammad set up in Medina. There would be no politica
tparties, just a single, unified Islamic ummah, or community. A
*its head would be a caliph, literally, successor, who would follow
‘in the footsteps of the prophet Muhammad as the Muslims
Yeading political and religious authority.

-~

1 The caliph must be a man, for part of his duty is leading
community prayers, and a woman isn’t allowed to lead men a
prayer lest the sound of her voice arouse carnal rather thar
/spiritual thoughts. The caliph should be chosen by the
>distinguished members of the community and ideally would be
“someone who serves reluctantly rather than one who put:
“himself forward for election.

t. Under the caliph are legislative and judicial branches o
Vgovernment: a majlis as shura, which resembles a parliament ir
some ways, although its role is more advisory than legislative; «
council of experts who serve as the caliph’s close advisers; anc
’the qgadis, or judges, who according to most sources also must be
men, since women are considered too emotional to sit ir

*judgment.

The laws of the Islamic state would be derived first from the
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Koran. But since only about six hundred of its six thousanc



wverses are concerned with law, and only about eighty of thess
,deal directly with crime, punishments, contracts and family law
other sources also have to be consulted. The hadith fills many
,8aps. A third source of legislation, on matters not touched on ir
jeither Koran or hadith, are practices decided upon by the
]unanimous agreement of the Islamic community, fo
lMuhammad is believed to have stated that “my community wil

¢hot agree upon an error.”

7 While Muslims may vote for their representatives in an idea
'Islamic state, the system can’t be a democracy in the sense o
tolerating competing ideologies, for no earthly ideology—even i
,supported by the will of the majority—can ever be allowed tc
Eoverrule the divine laws of the Koran. When the Algeriar
,government called off elections that looked likely to bring ar
_Islamic government to power in 1992, it did so on the basis tha
;the Islamicists, once democratically elected, would ther
;dismantle Algerian democratic institutions. Members of the
main Islamic party, the Islamic Salvation Front, even joked tha

their slogan was: “One man, one vote. Once.”
f

1
,matter of debate. While they can’t be caliph or gadi, the history

How women would participate in an ideal Islamic state is ¢

1of the community at Medina shows women taking part in kejy
_decisions and being present at discussions of policy. Womer
;often argued with Muhammad and the caliphs who followec
him, and sometimes their opinions proved decisive.

Yet at the Islamic University of Gaza women students get
jdecidedly dimmer view of their likely role in a future Islami



astate. “Politics needs a certain mental ability,” explained Ahmac
,Saati, the university’s spokesman. “Very few women have thi:
7kind of mind.” I found his answer odd, seeing that the mos
1prominent Palestinian political figure at that moment wa:
2Hanan Ashrawi, the Palestinian spokeswoman at peace talks ir
rWashington.

1 “Ask Ashrawi’s husband. Ask her children,” Ahmad Saat

responded. “If she is a good wife, and a good mother, and a gooc

l1sister—if she is perfectly fulfilling all those roles, and then ha:
fsome ability to participate beyond that, fine, she is welcome ir
fpolitics. But if her husband and children are suffering from he:
)absence or her preoccupation with politics, then this is no
1Islam.” It was widely known that Hanan’s husband cared fo:
1their two daughters in her absence, was comfortable in the
tkitchen and proud of his wife’s work. Ahmad Saati neithe:
1understood nor approved of any of this. “How,” he askec
acontemptuously, “can I build homes for others when my owr
thome is falling down?”

In Iran, which has tried to model many of its politica
1institutions on those of the original Islamic community
rwomen’s political participation has been encouraged since the
7demonstrations that brought the revolution. There are women ir
1the Parliament, and some women have risen to as high rank a:
ldeputy ministers.

After its revolution, Iran nodded once in the direction o:
1democracy by holding a referendum asking the question: Islami
2Republic, yes or no? An overwhelming “yes” opened the way for ¢



1ban on political parties and a prohibition on anyone standing fo:
soffice who didn’t support the goals of the Islamic revolution. Ir
tlran everyone over the age of sixteen has the vote. Since voting it
sconsidered a religious duty, turnout is high. But the choice o
1candidates is strictly limited to those acceptable to the theocracy

Marziyeh Dabbagh, one of four women elected to Iran’s firs
ipostrevolutionary Parliament, is typical of politicians likely tc
lsucceed in the Iranian system. With a hunched asymmetry
scaused by severe beatings, she looks much older than her fifty
1three years. Her wrists bear a bracelet of scars from cigarette
rburns, inflicted in the jails of the shah’s secret police. Before the
trevolution Marziyeh used her father’s book business as a fron
rfor arms smuggling and bomb making. When the police trackec
sher down and tried to torture information from her, they forcec
relectrodes into her vagina, causing an infection so severe, sh
1says, that “the Savak chief wouldn’t come into my cell for the
1smell.” In a final effort to extract a confession, the police torturec
her twelve-year-old daughter. But even that failed. “When

1heard my daughter screaming,” she said, “I recited the Koran.”

,  Marziyeh would probably have died in the Savak prison if :
awoman relative hadn’t agreed to take her place while Marziyel
1crept out disguised in the woman’s chador. When she recoverec
sher health, she went back to smuggling arms and training
commandos from bases in Lebanon. During Khomeini’s Pari:
cexile, she became chief of his household security. She told mu«
.she’d never quite forgiven the press for making her mis:
;Khomeini’s historic flight home in 1979. The day before, :
French reporter had tried to get a scoop by climbing into the



rayatollah’s house over a back wall. “I tackled him, and sprainec
1my ankle,” she confided. When she did get home, she found he:
smilitary skills in heavy demand. For six months she commandec
fa Revolutionary Guards corps in her hometown of Hamdan. The
.men, she said, had no problems taking orders from a woman: “
tknew how to shoot, and they didn’t.”

> After her election to Parliament, she became one o
7Khomeini’s two envoys to Mikhail Gorbachev when Iran restorec
-relations with the Soviet Union. When Gorbachev extended hi:
shand in greeting, she remembers a moment of alarm. Muslin
awomen aren’t allowed to touch unrelated men, but she didn”
twant to insult the Soviet leader at such a sensitive diplomatic
Imoment. She solved the problem by sticking out her hanc
lwrapped in her chador.

v

In Parliament, Marziyeh generally voted with the hard-liner:
“on matters of foreign policy and economic reform. But she
1always supported initiatives for women, such as easing access t«
Ipensions, improving benefits for single mothers and ending

discrimination in the distribution of foreign-study scholarships.
1

It seemed ironic that women like Marziyeh could get electec

1. . . . .
in hard-line Iran, while women in much more moderate Islamis

[

countries often got nowhere. In Jordan women got the vote ir
21973. Unfortunately, since Parliament was suspended in 1967
>they didn’t get a chance to exercise it until King Hussein finally
“called elections in 1989. Toujan Faisal, a forty-one-year-old T\
Spresenter, thought she had a good chance of winning a seat. £
1yealr earlier, Toujan had been made moderator of a new cha

-
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1show called “Women’s Issues,” which dealt each week with :
rparticular topic of special concern to women. It had quickly
1become the most controversial TV show in Jordan’s history. On¢
aprogram that deplored the high incidence of wife beating drew
Thundreds of letters from angry men, who insisted that beating

their wives was a God-given right.

f For Muslim feminists, few issues are more sensitive. “Gooc
lwomen are the obedient,” says the Koran. “As for those fron
swhom ye fear rebellion, admonish them and banish them to bed:
1apart, and scourge them.” Muslim feminists argue that “scourge’
tis only one of the possible translations for the word used in the
:Koran, dharaba. They say the word can also be translated a:
1“strike with a feather.” In the context of the Koran, whicl
elsewhere urges gentle treatment of women, they argue, it it
S.illogical to accept that the word is being used in its severes
_definition. The passage, they say, is meant to be read as a serie:
;of steps: first, admonish them; if that fails, withdraw sex; as
Jast resort, hit them lightly. No Muslim emulating Muhammac
“would ever go as far as the third step. While the prophet i:
known to have deprived his wives of sex as a punishment, there
1is no evidence that he ever raised a hand against them. Onx«
“hadith records Muhammad telling his followers: “Some of you:
}wives came to me complaining that their husbands have beer
’beating them. I swear by Allah those are not the best amon;
’you.” Toujan delved deep into the hadith to make her case for ar
’end to domestic violence. But a literal reading of the Korar
&clearly sanctions beatings, and the men who attacked her wert

tquick to brand her a heretic.



1 When the television station canceled her program afte:
/nearly a year of threats, Toujan decided to run for election. Par
20f her platform was reform of family law to give women morz
rrights. Fundamentalists answered her candidacy by bringing
scharges against her in religious court, accusing her of apostasy
While the Koran prescribes death to apostates, Jordan doesn”
1sanction such executions. Still, if convicted, Toujan facec
,dissolution of her marriage and loss of custody of her children
;Unsatisfied by that, her accusers also called for the lifting o
»2penalties on any Muslim who chose to assassinate her. At he:
_court appearances, Toujan had to be protected by the police fron
;hordes of yelling zealots.

1 “I started getting calls in the middle of the night, women a:
swell as men screaming at me,” she said. “They promised I woulc
tdie.” Toujan was forced to campaign surrounded by voluntee:
sbodyguards. Her husband, a gynecologist, had to close his clini
ibecause of the intense harassment. In the election, Toujar
1finished third out of six candidates. Her seat was one of only twr
swhere electoral officers found evidence of serious irregularities
apossibly fraud. No woman candidate won a seat in Parliament
aThe Islamicists ended up as the dominant faction, with twenty
rseats going to the Islamic Brotherhood and another dozen t¢
1independent Muslim hard-liners.

> Immediately the Islamic bloc began campaigning fo:
1segregated schools, a ban on alcohol and an end to interes
1payrnents. In Parliament they introduced debates over issues a:
“trivial as outlawing male hairdressers for women. When som
were appointed ministers, the ministries they controlled becam:x



rdifficult places for women workers. Some were pressured tc
tcover their hair; others, especially married women, were urged tc
aresign to open jobs for unemployed men.

> Soon Toujan had a steady stream of women turning up at the
“door of her small flat. “Most of them came to say how sorry they
twere that they hadn’t taken the election more seriously,” she
1said. Jordan’s moderates, the wealthy and well educated, hac
"been cynical about the election and hadn’t believed that Jordan’:
f1<ing actually intended to give the Parliament real power. They'c
‘used election day as a holiday, heading for the beach at Agaba o:
Yon a shopping trip to Damascus, and hadn’t bothered to vote. “Al

of them say they’ll vote next time,” said Toujan. “I just hope tha
sby then it isn’t too late.”

1
r

When Jordanians went back to the polls in November 1993
more than sixty percent of the electorate voted, up from forty
-one percent in 1989. The extra votes were enough to throw ou
Yalmost half the fundamentalists and put Toujan into Parliamen
>as Jordan’s first elected woman representative.

The outcome rested in part on a nudge from King Hussein
;who ordered subtle changes in voting rules to lessen the
)fundamentalists’ advantage in urban areas, where thei:

following was strongest. In a speech just before lifting a ban or
mass rallies, Hussein warned those who “climb the pulpits... tc
‘fear God in what they say.” The king’s deftness lay in containing
tfundamentalist influence without excluding it from the politica
>process and driving it underground, as had happened in Algeria.

-~

. But even without the electoral changes, Toujan’s support hac

-



)>swelled. Many Jordanians admired her courage throughout ¢
campaign in which extremists once again declared it a religiou:
duty “to shed her blood.” A competing candidate in Amman rar
_on a platform promising “to wrest women’s constitutiona
;rights” away from them.

2 “Idid it by being myself, and it worked,” said Toujan, ecstatit
labout her victory. Other women candidates didn’t fare so well
sNadia Bouchnag, a fifty-year-old with a record of three decade:
lof social service, was stoned after leaving debates in whict
rfundamentalists asked that a male answer questions directed tc
lher, on the grounds that a woman’s voice is too alluring to b
theard in mixed company. Nadia greeted her loss philosophically

“There will come a time when people will get used to having
women in Parliament,” she said.

?

- Toujan certainly aimed to make it so, and not by treading
tsoftly. Her first goal as a legislator was a modest but telling
treform of one of the many laws that belittle women. She sough
to change an old travel regulation that required wives to seel
their husbands’ permission before leaving the country. She alsc
:wanted to alter women’s passports that list them as ‘wife of,
;‘WidOW of,” or ‘divorcee of a husband or ex-husband, rather thar
,giving them the dignity of their own names.

> It is still too early to know what Toujan will be able tc
saccomplish in Parliament. But the extremists know she ha:
lalready achieved something vastly significant just by being
there, in place of one of those who tried every means to destroy
1her.



1 In some Islamic countries, even the idea of women politician:
sremains a distant dream. In Kuwait it was women, during the
1seven-month Iragi occupation, who faced Iragi bullets
ldemonstrating for the return of the emir. Women kept the smal

resistance movement alive, smuggling weapons and food, hiding
foreigners and fighters. But when the emir came back, he showec
“his appreciation by declining to let them vote in the 199:
;parliamentary election.

1 Before the invasion a medical student named Areej al-Khateet
»did her political organizing from the car phone in her golc
sMercedes sports car. The Iraqis stole the car, complete with its “
.Love Democracy” bumper stickers. While Areej’s socialis
sparents didn’t care about Kuwait’s traditional view of women
Areej herself trod a careful path, tempering her own feminis
views with a keen sense of how far she could go and still b
listened to by a wide range of her fellow university students. Tc
conform to Kuwaiti traditions of separating the sexes, she
organized separate rooms for women at political gatherings
with audio hookups so they could listen to the debate.
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Across the border in Saudi Arabia, even the notion of a debate
1is anathema. Saudi Arabia has virtually no political culture. “W
don’t need democracy, we have our own ‘desert democracy,” '
)explained Nabila al-Bassam, a Saudi woman who ran her owr
Sc:lothing and gift store in Dhahran. What she was referring tc
,was an ancient desert tradition known as the majlis, weekly
;gatherings hosted by members of the ruling family, where any o
their subjects were free to present petitions or air grievances. Ir
fact, the majlis was an intensely feudal scene, with respectfu



ssubjects waiting humbly for a few seconds’ opportunity tc
swhisper in their prince’s ear.

’ Nabila told me of a friend who had recently petitioned King
lFahd’s wife to allow the legal import of hair-salon equipment
>Technically, hairdressing salons were banned in Saudi Arabia
1where the religious establishment frowned on anything tha
>drew women from their houses. In fact, thriving salons ownec
by prominent Saudis and staffed by Filipina or Syriar
»beauticians did a roaring trade. “My friend is tired of having tc
lrun her business in secret,” Nabila said. But so far she hac
Ireceived no response to her petition. “Petitions do work,” saic
tNabila. “But in this society you have to do things on a friendly
,basis, like a family. You can ask for things, but you can’t jus
treach out and take things as if it’s your right.” A rejectec
apetitioner had no choice but to accept the al-Sauds’ decision
YWith no free press and no way to mobilize public opinion, the al

2Sauds ruled as they liked.

> If there was one thing that Saudi women were prepared tc

criticize about their lot, it was the ban that prevented them fron
adriving. During the Gulf War the sight of pony-tailed Americar
aser-vicewomen driving trucks and Humvees on Saudi Arabiar
“roads invigorated a long-simmering debate on the issue. The
1Americans weren’t the only women drivers the war had brought
)Many Kuwaiti women, fleeing the Iraqgi invasion, had arrived ir

7Saudi Arabia unveiled, at the wheel of the family Mercedes.

t By October 1990, articles about Saudi women seeking the

iright to drive had begun appearing in the heavily censored press



>Women quoted in these articles said they’d been alarmed t¢
realize that they wouldn’t have been able to transport thei:
,children to safety as the Kuwaiti women had done. Some raisec
“economic issues, calculating that twenty percent of averag
‘Saudi family income was spent on drivers, who had to be fed anc
Ehoused as well as paid a salary. Saudi Arabia had 300,000 full
1time private chauffeurs—a staggering number, but still far shor
1of providing a driver for every Saudi woman who needec
,mobility. Women without their own drivers could get arounc
1only at the whim of husbands and sons. Some proponents o
1allowing women to drive played the Islam card, pointing ou
]how undesirable it was for a woman to be forced to have ¢
(Strange man as part of her household, and to drive around alonc
iwith him.

On a Tuesday afternoon in early November, forty-sever
-women, driven by their chauffeurs, converged on the parking lo
of the Al Tamimi supermarket in downtown Riyadh. There, they
)dismissed their drivers. About a quarter then slid into the
1drivers’ seats of their cars, the rest taking their places a:
Jpassengers. They drove off in convoy down the busy
Jthoroughfare. A few blocks later, the cane-wielding mutawain o:
,the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention o
Vice stopped the cars at intersections, ordering the women out o
;the drivers’ seats. Soon, regular police arrived, and the womer
asked them to see that they weren’t taken off to the mutawair
headquarters. There was a scuffle between the mutawain, whc
“yelled that the women had committed a religious crime, and the

"traffic police, who said the matter was their affair. In the end, th«



»police drove the women’s cars to police headquarters with :
rmutawa in the passenger seat and the women in the back.

1 The women who had taken part in the demonstration were al

“*from what Saudis call “good families”—wealthy, prominen
1c:lans with close ties to the ruling al-Saud dynasty. All the womer
“who actually drove were mature professionals who hac

Yinternational drivers’ licenses they’d acquired overseas. Many o:
1

1
f

them were from the faculty of the women’s branch of Riyadh”
university, such as Fatin al-Zamil, a professor of medicine
Others were women of achievement such as Aisha al-Mana, whe
'had a doctorate in sociology from the University of Colorado anc
‘headed a consortium of women-owned businesses from fashior
“to computer-training centers. Even though some of these womer

didn’t normally veil their faces, for the demonstration all wort
1the covering that leaves only eyes exposed.

L Before the demonstration, the women had sent a petition t«

’the governor of Riyadh, Prince Salman bin Abdul Aziz, who wa:
3thought to be a fairly progressive member of the ruling family
>The petition begged King Fahd to open his “paternal heart” tc
’what they termed their “humane demand” to drive. They arguec
Ethat women of the prophet’s era had ridden camels, the mair

ftheir petition, was there in Islam, “such is the greatness of th

mode of transportation of their day. The evidence, they wrote ir

lteacher of humanity and the master of men in leaving lesson:
that are as clear as the sunlight to dispel the darkness o
)ignorance.”

2

While the women were held at the police station, Prince

-



1Salman summoned a group of prominent religious and lega

experts to discuss what they had done. The legal scholar:
lconcluded that no civil violations had occurred, since the womer
tall had international drivers’ licenses recognized by Saudi law
,The religious representatives found that no moral issues were a
istake, since the women were veiled and the Koran says nothinj
¢that could be construed as forbidding an act such as driving. The

;women were released.

In Jeddah and Dhahran, women gathered to plan paralle
bdemonstrations, encouraged by what they saw as tacit suppor
1from the ruling family. But then came the backlash.

' Word of the demonstration spread quickly, despite a tota

Yvlackout of coverage in the Saudi media. When the women whc
“had taken part arrived for work the next day at the university
they expected to be greeted as heroines by their all-womer
ystudents. Instead, some found their office doors daubed witl
sgraffiti, criticizing them as un-Islamic. Others found their classe:
.boycotted by large numbers of conservative students. Soor
)denunciations spewed from the mosques. Leaflets flooded th
1streets. Under a heading “Names of the Promoters of Vice anc
1Lasciviousness,” the demonstration participants were listed
1along with their phone numbers, and a designation of eithe:
2“American secularist,” or “communist” after each name. “Thest
sAre the Roots of Calamity,” the leaflets shrieked. “Uproot them
fUproot them! Uproot them! Purify the Land of Monotheism.’
Predictably, the women’s phones began ringing off the hook witt
.abusive calls. If their husbands answered, they were told tc
“divorce their whorish wives, or berated for being unable t«



lcontrol them.

> The royal family immediately caved in to the extremists

'pressures. Prince Salman’s committee’s findings were quickls
‘buried. Instead, the government suspended the women fron
Ltheir jobs and confiscated their passports. The security police
>also arrested a prominent, well-connected Saudi man accused o:
“leaking word of the protest to a British film crew. He was given

grueling interrogation, including a beating, and thrown in jail fo:
lseveral weeks.

t The ruling family could have stood by the women on Islamix

grounds. What the extremists were doing was entirely contrary
1to the Koran, which excoriates anyone who impugns a woman’:
»reputation and sentences them to eighty lashes.

» But a week after the demonstration Prince Naif bin Abdu
Aziz, the interior minister, joined the slanderers. At a meeting ir
'Mecca he denounced the demonstration as “a stupid act” and saic
>some of the women involved were raised outside Saudi Arabi:
'and “not brought up in an Islamic home.” He then read out a new
“fatwa, or ruling with the force of law, from Saudi Arabia’:
1leading sheik, Abdul Aziz bin Baz, stating that women driving
’contradicted “Islamic traditions followed by Saudi citizens.” I
I“driving hadn’t been illegal before, it was now. Naif’s remarks go
“front-page coverage, the first mention of the driving

l : : :
“*demonstration that had appeared in the Saudi press.

n

Although I had been in touch with some of the women driver:
)before the demonstration, none of them would take my call:
,afterward. They all had been warned that any contact witl



foreign media would lead to rearrest. All were sure that thei:
sphones were tapped and their homes watched. I did get a sac
]letter, signed simply “A proud Saudi woman” detailing the
J“witch hunt” under way. “Fanatics,” she wrote, “are forcing
_students to sign petitions denouncing the women.” They werc
E“using this incident to demonstrate their strength and fomen
1antiliberal, antigovernment and anti-American feelings.’
rAnother woman sent me a simple message: “I did it because

want my granddaughters to be able to say I was there.”

I also talked to a relative of one of the women who’d taker
;part. “I encouraged her,” he said sadly. “I thought the time wa:
;right. Now the cause has been set back ten years—buried unde:

twenty tons of concrete. It’s so easy for people like me”—:
diplomat’s son raised abroad and educated in America—“to b

[ —

totally off base about this country and what it is ready to accept.’
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foreign media would lead to rearrest. All were sure that their
phones were tapped and their homes watched. I did get a sad
letter, signed simply “A proud Saudi woman” detailing the
“witch hunt” under way. “Fanatics,” she wrote, “are forcing
students to sign petitions denouncing the women.” They were
“using this incident to demonstrate their strength and foment
antiliberal, antigovernment and anti-American feelings.”
Another woman sent me a simple message: “I did it because I
want my granddaughters to be able to say I was there.”

I also talked to a relative of one of the women who’d taken
part. “I encouraged her,” he said sadly. “I thought the time was
right. Now the cause has been set back ten years—buried under
twenty tons of concrete. It’s so easy for people like me”—a
diplomat’s son raised abroad and educated in America—“to be
totally off base about this country and what it is ready to accept.”



Chapter 11
MUSLIM WOMEN’S GAMES

“O true believers, forbid not the good things which God has allowed you, bu
transgress not, for God loveth not the transgressors.”

THE KORAN
THE CHAPTER OF THE TABLE

A5 the torchbearer at the opening ceremony of the firs

Islamic Women’s Games entered the arena, ten thousanc
spectators burst into a deafening cheer. Her stride long anc
rhythmic, the athlete loped around the track as the torch flame:
licked the air above her hooded head.

High in the stands, among the crowd, her father almost burs
with pride. The torchbearer, eighteen-year-old Padidel
Bolourizadeh, had been an Iranian track star since she was seven
But this was the first time her father had ever seen her run.

He was able to watch because Padideh was wearing th
world’s first track suit-hijab. The suit’s white hood concealec
every wisp of hair, and a black, ankle-length tunic slid under
long jersey and flapped around the ankles of her sweatpants.

At the center of the arena, all-women sports teams from ter
Muslim countries lined up behind their national flags. Every now
and then, among the contingents from Syria and Turkmenistan
it was possible to notice a surreptitious hand fiddling with ar
unfamiliar headscarf.

The next day, when the contests began in earnest, the athlete:
stripped down to their more familiar Lycra shorts and skimpy



singlets. At the basketball stadium, as the captain of the Iraniar
team sprinted down the court past the Azerbaijanis to slamdunl
the ball, ecstatic women spectators packing the stands raised
[Joar that would have drowned out a Metrodome crowd at :
Twins’ World Series game. Outside the stadium door, armec
policemen paced the sidewalk, to make sure no men entered
Inside, high on the stadium wall, a larger-than-life-sized portrai
tof Khomeini gazed down on the sweaty, shorts-clad womer
lathletes. In art, if not in life, his craggy countenance gave just the

lmerest hint of a smile.

5
I had heard about the first Islamic Women’s Games in early

February 1993, when Mary Glen Haig, a British representative o
tthe International Olympic Committee, phoned me at home ir
1London to get advice about what a Western woman should pacl
-for a trip to Tehran. The International Olympic Committee, sh

said, had been invited to observe the games and she—a forme:
-Olympic fencing champion—was to be the observer.

1 A few days later, having wangled an invitation of my own,
lwent looking for her among the contestants and spectators at the
track and field stadium, to see what she was making of the
,events so far. Someone pointed me to an official table, where :
;black-hooded woman sat alongside a sporty, svelte figure witt
bobbed blond hair, a denim jacket over a Liberty-print shirt, bluc
Jeans and Asics athletic shoes. I'd explained on the phone that i
wasn’t necessary to wear hijab at all-women gatherings, but
Swas surprised that she’d dressed so casually. I wandered ove:
and introduced myself. The blonde smiled and held out her hand
]“Faezeh Hashemi,” she said. “Vice-president of the Iraniar



10lympic Committee. This,” she said, indicating the woman in th
<black hood, “is our British guest from the Internationa
1Committee.”

1

Faezeh Hashemi was President Hashemi Rafsanjani’s thirty
1

year-old daughter and the brains behind the first Islamic
“Women’s Games. Women’s sports had practically disappearec
Lafter the Islamic revolution, when the mullahs put an abrupt enc
Yto the mixed training and competition that had taken plact
“under the shah. The idea of girls, in revealing athletic gear
training alongside boys had turned many religious Iranian:

7against sports, especially for women.

t “There is no fun in Islam.” Khomeini had told his flock in :

'radio sermon in 1979. During his lifetime the city of Tehrar
‘reflected his opinion. A combination of an economically ruinou:
“war with Iraq and the eagle eyes of Islamic zealots turned the city
‘into a gray place of sandbagged buildings and circumspec
citizens. All the old prerevo-lutionary night spots were gone
IEven the Hiltons and the Kentucky Fried Chicken joints wert
achanged utterly. Terrible hybrids had been born, such as th
aformer Intercontinental Hotel on the former Los Angele:
1Boulevard, which had become the Flower of Martyrdom Hotel or
1Hijab Street, where mold bloomed in the bathrooms and a sigr
2saying “Down With U.S.A.” loomed in the lobby.

b And yet even Khomeini hadn’t been entirely oblivious to the
Lheed for bodily fitness. His own daily routine included a walk—

‘round and round the courtyard of his house.

, The wealthy, landowning Rafsanjani clan had taken a muct



amore freewheeling approach to exercise, even having a little
lunmul-lah-like fun. In the privacy of their own family
compound, Raf-sanjani’s two daughters and three sons swam
_bicycled, played table tennis and volley ball. Before the duties o
.the presidency took up all his time, Rafsanjani himself ofter
ijoined his kids in the pool or at table tennis.

1 After the 1979 revolution most of Iran’s sports facilities hac
asimply been handed over to men. The government set up ar
Jimportant-sounding “Directorate of Women’s Sports Affairs” ir
51980, but it remained nothing but a name until 1985, when ar
odd alliance of Iranian women began a patient campaign to ge
,women’s sports back on the agenda. Some of the activists wert
Jran’s former women athletes—a few of them Olympic-clas:
Sc:ompetitors—who had been forced out of sportswear and intc
Vhijab. Athletes who hadn’t gone into exile eventually adopted ar
t“if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em,” philosophy, and reached out tc
women’s groups within the religious establishment for help. I
;was Faezeh Hashemi, who could speak the language of the
;radical mullahs, who proved their best ally. Faezeh had many
;assets, including her father’s backing. As a master’s degrec
,student in management at the University of Tehran, she knew ¢

1lot about manipulating organizations.

Like most religious women who wanted to get something
_done, she built the foundations of her case on the prophet’
:hadith. Muhammad is on the record as recommending tha
Muslims have “strong bodies.” He also said: “You shall excel in al
respects if you are the believers.” Faezeh argued that sport:
'should be part of the search for excellence, and that these



arecommendations applied equally to women and men. Women
7as the lynchpins of the Islamic family, needed the physical anc
,mental benefits that sports could provide. Fine, the
fconservatives responded; let them follow a program of exercise
1in the privacy of their homes. Faezeh responded that women anc
girls shouldn’t be robbed of the social benefits of teamwork anc
1competition.

1 The prophet is said to have praised three sports in particular
1swimming, archery and horseback riding. Since the hadith
1“Teach your children swimming and archery,” used the Arabix
tword awalaad, which may be translated either as “sons” o
2“children,” and not the more specific awalaad wa binaat—son:
sand daughters—some strict parents argued that only sons wert
>meant to take part in such pursuits. But archery’s moderr
1equivalent, pistol or rifle shooting, was a useful skill in ¢
»revolutionary country recently at war and was one of the few
tsports that could be done in a chador. So shooting ranges wert
samong the first sports facilities to welcome women, at first a:
rmembers of civil defense militias, and later just as womer
2looking for a hobby that would get them out of the house.

' Faezeh argued that Iran’s Islamic government coulc

differentiate itself from the old shah regime by demonstrating
rthat it was interested in “sports for all women,” rather than the
selite squad of topflight athletes the shah had encouraged to show
toff amid the “corruption” of mixed international competitions
lHer arguments led to the handing back of sports facilities fo:
scertain “women’s hours” each week, and more emphasis or
asports in girls’ schools. Eventually Tehran’s woodsy “Runners



,Park” banned men three days a week, between eight and four, sc
lwomen could jog without hijab.

-

Then Faezeh began to tackle the much more difficult questior
of international competition. Many Islamic countries kept thei:
women out of international arenas: sometimes because o

it e (D

considerations of modesty, sometimes because of lack of money
and sometimes both. With tight sports budgets, countries sucl
:as Pakistan that had many Olympic-class women competitor:
,sent none of them to the Barcelona Olympics. “The men
cbasically, are better than we, and the government selects thost
rwho are in with a chance,” said Firhana Ayaz, a sports write:
swith the Pakistan Observer. But she also saw a growing Islami
sinfluence behind such decisions. In Pakistan most womer
1athletes played in modest costumes of loose, long T-shirts ove:
1llong pants, but that was no longer seen as adequate in somx
rcircles. “Mullahs have been making an issue of field hockey
olately, because you have to run and bend. And during the
sOlympics, none of the women’s events were televised, because o
1pressure from the mullahs.”

When Hassiba Boulmerka, the Algerian runner, won a golc
Imedal for her country at the Barcelona Olympics, she made ¢
smoving speech about her victory, saying she was glad to show
2that a Muslim woman could achieve such things. But not all o
rthe Islamic world cheered her triumph. In Algeria the mair
.Muslim political party, the Islamic Salvation Front, denouncec
rher from the mosques for running “half naked” in shorts and :
west, and forced her to leave the country to avoid harassmen
'while she trained.



>  While some Iranians joined in branding Hassiba “a phonjy
Muslim,” Faezeh Hashemi saw the danger in such denunciation:
1from Islamists who weren’t offering any positive alternatives
rMuslims, she said, should be happy if any Muslim sportswomar
fexcelled. All Muslim countries had different traditions, she said
.and it was up to Iran to demonstrate the superiority of a truly
;Islamic system. She argued that the “oppressors,” meaning
;Western countries, used Muslim women’s absence from the
sports field as an example of women'’s inferior position in Islamic
countrles “If Islamic countries can’t come up with their owr
rpr1nc1p1es for women’s competition,” she said in one widely
.reported speech, “then the way dictated by Western oppressing
_countries will be imposed on us.” Iran sent men’s teams tc

1

rinternational contests. Why not, she said, let those women whe
_excelled in any of the five sports that could be done in hijab g¢

)
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> In September 1990 she won her point, and when the Iraniar
fteam joined the march at the opening of the Asian Games ir
Beijing, six chador-clad women—the Iranian shooting team—Iec
1the way. One of them, an eighteen-year-old student namec
,Elham Hashemi, managed to break the Iranian men’s record.

7 By the Atlanta Olympics in 1996, Faezeh hoped to be able t«
fsend a squad of hijab-wearing equestrians as well. I doubtec
1she’d win that one. It’s quite possible to show-jump wearing :
Ineck-hiding wimple under a riding helmet and a tunic covering
1ithe legs down to the tops of riding boots, but what if a rider fel
toff her horse and was photographed with limbs sprawled and
heaven forfend, scarf askew? Conservatives were already



7arguing against women archers being allowed to compete ir
sfront of men, because the motion of pulling back the bowstring
.was too revealing, even in a chador.

1 : .
For most of Iran’s women athletes—runners, swimmers, higt

jumpers—competing in hijab wasn’t even a remote possibility. I
’was for them that Faezeh had come up with the notion of ar
>alternative Olympics, the Islamic Women’s Games, where
*women athletes from Muslim countries would gather in hijab fo:
“an opening ceremony that both men and women could attend
‘Afterward, the athletes would toss off their coverings anc

’compete against each other with only women watching.

The paradox of her scheme was that the strict Muslinr
countries whose women could have benefited from the games

U A VL]

,women-only environment had no women athletes to send. Ir

Saudi Arabia and most of the Gulf States, there were no women’:
sporting organizations of any kind. Women’s competition, ever
1stlrictly segregated, didn’t exist. Wealthy women who wanted t«
1keep fit maintained well-equipped gyms in their homes anc

ihired personal trainers. The rest led completely sedentary lives.
The countries that jumped at Iran’s invitation were the

former Soviet Muslim republics, whose women athletes had beer

>trained in the Soviet sports juggernaut. None of them had eve:

f

veiled; few had cracked the binding on a Koran. But, with the
icollapse of the Soviet system, nominally Muslim republics sucl

¥ .o o
>as Azerbaijan were strapped for cash for luxuries such as sports

1“Our entire budget for this year is enough to send one athlete t¢

"one competition—so long as it's in Europe,” sighed Alyes
7



1Mouslim, the Azerbaijani team manager. For him, an all
sexpenses-paid trip for a hundred and twenty women athletes—

even if they had to veil and sit on a bus for the twenty-six-hou
,bus ride from Baku—was an offer too good to refuse.

t Asalways with Iran, politics played a part. Iran was preparec
1to pay for big teams from the former Soviet republics because i
awas anxious to extend its influence there. But it balked at footing
rthe bill for countries such as Sudan, that were already firmly ir
.its orbit. So the cash-strapped Sudanese didn’t send women t«
1the games. Nor did countries such as Egypt, which had sou
relations with the Iranian government. Others sent tiny teams a:
X good-will gesture. “We are here to say ‘yes’ to the Iraniar
,System,” said a diminutive table-tennis player from the five
,woman Maldives squad. “But from a sports point of view, it
Spointless for us,” she said, shivering as a light snow fell outside
1Tehran’s underheated table-tennis center. “We’re from the
,equator. It's impossible to get warmed up in this place.”

1 Inthe end, the former Soviet republics had the biggest teams

in every sense. Altogether, four republics sent 332 athletes, mos
_of them tall, big-boned blondes who towered over the 51 womer
;from the small squads sent by Malaysia, Syria, Pakistan, Maldive
rand Bangladesh.

> Some of the women were national champions; one or twre
wwere Olympians. But for all but the shooting team in the 122
.member Iranian squad, this chance at international competitior
>was a first. Under their chadors, their faces shone as they
rmarched into the 12,000-seat Azadi stadium.



- During the games men were banished from the stands at al
-but the shooting range. At the swimming complex, schoolgirl:
cfilled the spectators’ benches, peering down at the unfamilia;
sight of Iranian lane judges uniformed in fetching purple
1miniskirts and acid-green T-shirts.

t At the track stadium Padideh, the torchbearer, had shaken of
sher hijab in favor of black Lycra shorts and had literally risen t¢
1the occasion by adding nine centimeters to her personal best ir
>the high jump. Her jump, at 1.67 meters, wasn’t good enough t¢
rbeat the Kyrgyzistan champion, but it broke the Iranian record
sset before the revolution. That afternoon, back at the athletes
1hotel, Padideh was ebullient. At heats for the 400-meter race, she
-had made the final four and was beginning to allow herself tc
shope that the next day might bring her a medal.

Although Padideh’s mother had been a sportswoman during
“the days of the shah, Padideh had grown up knowing nothing
but segregated sports. “This is nice for us,” she said, waving
,hand at the foyer full of women athletes. “Our way of thinking
tour culture is this way,” said Padideh. “It would be hard for us
1now, to compete in front of men.”

Official translators milled among the athletes, facilitating
conversations. Each of them wore the usual Iranian attire—blacl
>hood and long tunic—but with a vivid, color-coded athletes
-warmup jacket pulled incongruously on top. Indigo and acic
1green meant the translator spoke English; pink and chromix
syellow, Russian; lime and sky blue, Arabic. As conversation:
bounced from Farsi to Urdu to English, the hotel lobby filled witl



la pleasant, feminine buzz. It reminded me of sports day at my all
sgirl high school.

r - :
But in one corner a group of men sat self-consciously

"murmuring together in Russian, without the aid of the young
women translators. Alyev Mouslim, the Azerbaijani team’:
fadministrator, sighed as he leaned against the wall, waiting fo:
>the elevator marked “Special for Men.” He was finding it hard tc
1manage athletes who disappeared early in the morning or
>women-only buses, bound for arenas he wasn’t allowed to enter
,“Actually,” he said, “I don’t have it so bad; I don’t have to coach.’
'The Kyrgyzistan volleyball coach had had to wait outside during
2his team’s matches for one of the women to grab a scarf anc
ocome out to tell him what was happening so he could mak
decisions on tactics. Alyev shrugged. “If we can play ches:
without seeing the board, why not this, too?”

Uy uy

I wondered if he was bored, being unable to go to the matches
1“Not at all,” he said. “I have my hands full with all the problem:
,my team is having acclimating to these regulations.” Some of the
,women had fallen foul of the Iranians because their big flora

scarves kept slipping off. “It seems like the biggest fault here is i
,anybody sees your hair. But if God doesn’t like this, why did hx
Zgive you eyes?” Others resented the rule against women going
sout alone to tour the city between their events. The Iraniar
1ofﬁcials were taking a hyper-protective attitude toward theis
_women guests, insisting that they travel only on official buses

;and only with an official translator along. As someone who hac

1wandered the streets of Tehran at all hours unmolested,

thought the rule silly, and likely to give the wrong impression



-For a woman alone, Tehran was one of the safest cities in the
world.

,  Murshida Mustakim thought the rule was pretty stupid, too
yShe had stunned one of the gun-toting male Revolutionary
sGuards who had tried to block her exit from the hotel. “I told hin
rI was a retired superintendent of the Malaysian police force, anc
>that I'd spent an entire career giving orders to boys like him,” shz
1said. “Then I told him to get out of my way.” Murshida, :
.towering woman with the shoulders of a longshoreman, hac
"come to Tehran as coach of the shooting team, who were al

spolicewomen on the Malaysian force.

1 For her, trips to countries such as Iran and Saudi Arabia

“which she’d visited as a pilgrim to Mecca, were like visits to the
>past. In her lifetime Malaysia had moved away from a doctrinaire

approach to Islam. “When I was growing up, there was a lot o
.difficulty about girls being uncovered for sports,” she said. While
sMalaysians’ figure-hugging sarongs wouldn’t have passec
amuster as hijab in Tehran, conservative Malays believed tha
ltheir ankle length provided an essential degree of Muslinr
fmodesty. Murshida had been a hurdle racer. “I used to unwrag
amy sarong just before the starter’s pistol, run the race in shorts
sand then quickly retie the sarong at the finish line.” These days
1she said, most Malaysian Muslims were relaxed about their faitl
rand accepted women’s right to dress as they pleased anc
,participate in society alongside men. But even her distan
lcountry hadn’t been entirely immune to the Islamic revival, anc
Imany young women had started wearing long veils that coverec
.the head and upper body. In one state, Kelantan, local voters hac



arecently ushered in a fundamentalist mini-state, complete witl
“morals patrols” to catch unmarried couples dating.

I sat beside Murshida on the bus to one of the Iranians’ officia
soutings: a trip to the tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini. Most of th
1excursions had followed a similar theme: a visit to the Museun
lof Reversion and Admonition, a.k.a. the former shah’s palace; :
astour of an exhibition entitled “The Dignity and Prestige o:
iWomen in the Islamic System.” Before the buses set off for the
llong drive to Khomeini’s gold-domed shrine on the southerr
ledge of the city, chador-wearing Iranian officials boarded

carrying boxes of Kleenex. At first I had the bizarre thought tha
they were arming us against the onrush of emotion we would nc
:doubt feel at the sight of Khomeini’s grave. But then I realizec
;that what they were worried about was the lipstick that some o
;the non-Iranian athletes were wearing. Murshida politely took :
_proffered tissue and swiped at her glossy red lips. “Well,” she
isaid, “there’d be one good thing about staying here: I could save :
tfortune on makeup.”

1 Not necessarily. At the final day of track events, makeup-les:
»athletes and officials filed off the buses and past the guards a
,the stadium door. Inside, they shook off their hijab and raced fo:
,the women’s changing room to powder noses and apply mascara
1Everyone wanted to look her best for the videotaped record o
1the games that a camerawoman was making for later screening
tat women'’s gatherings all over Iran.

1 Padideh, the Iranian runner, sat by herself, nervousls

1fingering worry beads as she waited for her shot at a medal in the



1400 meters final. The night before, I'd commiserated with ¢
Pakistani runner who had blown her heat and missed a chance a
lthe final of her best event. It was a disaster for her, but by the
_next day she was already looking forward to another chance a
;the Asian Games, or the Pan-Pacifies, or one of half a dozer
1international contests she would attend in the following year o:
gtwo.

> For Padideh, everything rested on this one brief race. It woulc
1be four years before she had another chance at internationa
,competition. As she crouched at the starting line, her leggy
tfoallike figure looked frail alongside the muscular athletes fron
»Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzistan and Azerbaijan. At the crack of the
Istarter’s pistol, she sped away, her long, loping stride keeping
fpace with that of her meatier competitors.

1 But it was a brief illusion of parity. A third of the way througt

“the race, she had already fallen behind, and the strain of he:
Yinitial effort showed in her face. For Padideh, training had to fi
in between university classes, in the brief women’s hour:
sallowed at her nearby stadium. She had never worked out witt
tweights or been trained by a professional coach. She fell acros:
rthe finish line more than three seconds behind the winner anc
.almost two seconds shy of the third-place runner. Collapsing or
fthe ground, she grasped at her chest and gulped for air betweer
3sobs of pain and disappointment.

It was impossible to say whether Padideh could have been :
schampion in a different time and place, in a system that carec
2less for modesty and more for methodical training. But her timc



1in the 400 meters, though nowhere near good enough to beat th
tcompetition, had shaved a remarkable eight seconds from he:
aprevious personal best.

L At the farewell dinner after the games’ closing ceremony

'Padideh had regained her composure and spoke proudly of the
“bronze medal she’d helped win for the Iranian relay team. “O:
course, I would have liked a medal of my own,” she said, “anc
Inow I'll never get one.” I reminded her that Pakistan anc
1Azerbaijan had both talked of hosting an Islamic Women'
,Games in four years’ time. Perhaps she would win her meda
1then.

> She shook her head and gave a swift, sad smile. “No,” she said
*looking away. “Someone else maybe. For me, I think, it’s just toc
late.”
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in the 400 meters, though nowhere near good enough to beat the
competition, had shaved a remarkable eight seconds from her
previous personal best.

At the farewell dinner after the games’ closing ceremony,
Padideh had regained her composure and spoke proudly of the
bronze medal she’d helped win for the Iranian relay team. “Of
course, I would have liked a medal of my own,” she said, “and
now I'll never get one.” I reminded her that Pakistan and
Azerbaijan had both talked of hosting an Islamic Women’s
Games in four years’ time. Perhaps she would win her medal
then.

She shook her head and gave a swift, sad smile. “No,” she said,
looking away. “Someone else maybe. For me, I think, it’s just too
late.”



Chapter 12
A DIFFERENT DRUMMER

“O true believers, turn unto God with a sincere repentance: peradventure you
God will do away from you your evil deeds, and will admit you into gardens
through which rivers flow.”

THE KORAN
THE CHAPTER OF BANNING

Soheir el-Babli, the doyen of the Cairo stage, seemed to hawve

it all. One of the biggest box-office draws in a city that has alway:
loved its performers, her starring role as “Attiya, the Terroris
Woman,” had been packing them in for a year at the 700-sea
Misr Art Theater.

Then, suddenly, as the play was about to begin its seconc
season in July 1993, she quit. She was, she said, renouncing show
business for good and adopting the Islamic veil.

Soheir’s retirement was part of a wave of resignations by
women artists that had begun with Cairo’s belly dancers back ir
the late 1980s. Soon, dozens of singers and actresses also wert
hanging up their spangles, wiping off their makeup, donning
hijab and haranguing their former audiences about the evils o
the artists’ world. By the spring of 1992 the unthinkable hac
happened: the musicals with dancing that had enlivened the
nightly celebrations of Ramadan were banned as un-Islamic
depriving hundreds of artists of work.

But when Soheir resigned, the artists’ world fought back. The
play’s producer-director had already reworked the script for the
second season to include references to the recent wave o



terrorist bombings by Islamic extremists. To replace Soheir, he
chose his own twenty-two-year-old daughter, a student a
American University in Cairo, whose only theatrical experience
had been student productions.

At the play’s reopening night, a who’s who of the Egyptiar
artistic world turned out to show their support. It was the
beginning of a backlash: for the first time, artists had stood ug
2together in criticism of religiously motivated retirements anc
sfundamentalist pressure on entertainment. A joke began making
tthe rounds of Cairo: Who are the second-best-paid women ir
tEgypt? The belly dancers, of course, because the Saudi tourist:
throw hundred-dollar bills beneath their feet when they dance
Who are the best paid? The dancers who've retired for Allah, o
course, because the Saudi sheiks throw thousand-dollar bills intc

1

their bank accounts when they stop dancing.

, The sudden veil-takings all tended to follow the same pattern
A famous woman performer would appear on the popula:
:telev151on program of Sheik Mohamed Sharawi, Egypt’
;equivalent of a televangelist. There she would denounce he:
;former career as un-Islamic, take a veil from the aged sheik anc
1put it on, with his blessing.

> Cynical Egyptians believed the Saudis funded a specia
 expense account for Sharawi to buy up women artists. “If it isn”
for the money, why do it on television? Why not do it in private
_with Allah for their witness?” asked Nawal Saadawi, Egypt”
;most outspoken feminist.

-

f The newly veiled women certainly seemed to have plenty o



acash. One of the first to veil, Shams al-Barudi, had spent :
tfortune buying the copyright to films in which she had appearec
ascantily dressed, including one particularly daring bathtub scent
in which she’d appeared almost nude. She was determined, sh
,said, that the films should never be shown again. She declined t
_.comment on the source of the money she was using to buy th«
;rights to her old films, but gossip in the Cairo movie busines:

jsaid it had been provided by a prominent clergyman.

3 Nawal Saadawi cynically pointed out that many of the
1women were past their prime as actresses or dancers anyway
s“They know they’re soon going to have to retire, so why not g
.out in a blaze of publicity? You've heard the joke on the streets
fpeople are saying that these dancers were happy to make thei;
»fortune from sin in their youth. Now, in their old age, they wan

to share the pleasure of paradise with the poor.”

But Nawal’s own predicament provided another explanatior
rfor the rush to get behind the veil. As a psychiatrist and senio:
sgovernment health official in the 1960s, she had seen the
rphysical and emotional effects of genital mutilation on Egyptiar
lwomen. Her first book, Women and Sex, published in 1970, hac

been a condemnation of the distorted Islamic teaching she fel
jwas responsible for ruining women'’s lives. Despite losing her jolt
tand spending three months in prison, she continued to write
“about taboo subjects in more than thirty books. She described th:e
;childhood trauma of her own clito-ridectomy and how it had lef
her incapable of orgasm, wrote about the demand fo:
prewedding hymen replacement in the surgical wards of Cairo

fand exposed an epidemic of incest in Egyptian families.



1 In newspapers and public meetings she attacked powerfu
1sheiks. On one of his television programs, Sheik Sharaw
sexcoriated those who chose to lull themselves to sleep witl
2Western classical music instead of the melodic drone of a Korar
reading. A few days later extremist youths in Upper Egypt were
sarrested for storming a concert and breaking musica
sinstruments. Nawal wrote a newspaper article asking why the
government arrested the youths, and not Sharawi, whose idea:
.had inflamed them.

In the summer of 1992, Islamic Jihad put Nawal Saadawi or
bits death list, along with the writer Farag Foda. When Farag wa:
:shot dead outside his office, the Egyptian government that hac
roften persecuted Nawal suddenly provided her with a round-the
tclock military guard. Mindful that Sadat’s assassin had been par

of an extremist Islamic cell within the Egyptian army, Nawa
1found the presence outside her door of army conscripts rathe:
rless than reassuring. “I'm more afraid of them than I am o
.anyone else,” she confided. In 1993 she went into exile, taking :
;post as a visiting professor at Duke University in America.

1 If authors were already targets, Nawal reasoned, it was only :
tmatter of time before less political artists would come unde:
rdirect attack. The dancers who renounced their profession ofter
atalked about the anxiety and fear that had been replaced by caln
aonce they resigned from the stage. One famous dancer, Halah al
tSafi, talked of a dream she’d had of walking by a mosque anc
rfeeling dread because she wasn’t wearing the proper clothing
,Suddenly, she said, a man in her dream took off his cloak anc
covered her. Nawal pointed out that it wasn’t necessary to be ¢



lpsychiatrist to interpret the fear in Halah’s dream as :
isubconscious response to the pressure from religious extremists.

! In 1993, Nawal’s prediction was proved correct. When Farid:

'Seif el Nasr decided to return to show business after having

a . .
“announced her retirement, an unknown assailant attempted tc

1murder her with a volley of gunshots.

2

; Atmy office, Sahar gloated over each new story of an artist’:
return to the veil. One morning she looked up from one of the
local papers to read me an item about a famous dancer who hac
'wanted to make the Hajj. The religious authorities had refused t«
Sgive the woman the necessary papers unless she quit dancing
1Sahar approved of their decision. “Why should she be able to go
“spending money she earned sinning, and stand on the Plain o

;Arafat as though she’s a good Muslim?” Sahar said.

r
gbeing denigrated and threatened. I'd watched my first Egyptiar

But I was sorry to see Egypt’s beautiful traditional dance

1dancer through a jet-lagged haze just after we arrived in Cairo
when a friend invited us to dinner at the Nile Hilton’s nightclub
Egyptians keep late hours, and I struggled through dinner tc
*keep my face from falling into my plate of stuffed pigeon. Bu:

‘once the dancing started I forgot all about fatigue.
1
Souhair Zaki swirled onto the stage along a pathway of sound

TThe slow rise and fall of the flute undulated in waves throug!
jher body. For the first time, the atonal Arabic music made sense
.to me. I could see it, weaving through space in elaborats
iarabesques. And I could see something else: the beauty of

,woman’s body that was neither young nor thin. Souhair Zaki wa:



ithe most celebrated dancer in Cairo, but she hadn’t seen thirty ir
.a while. Flesh clung heavily to her hips. Her abdomen bulged like
,aripe pear. I had never seen traditional oriental dance before, bu
,I recognized every movement. What she was doing with he;
:body was what a woman’s body did—the natural movements o:

sex and childbirth. The dance drew the eye to the hips anc

abdomen; the very center of the female body’s womanliness.
5
As a girl I'd learned the profoundly unnatural movements o

iWestern ballet, whose aim was to make the body seem a:
)insubstantial as air. With its stress on elongation and fluttering
.extremities, ballet denied womanliness, requiring adult dancer:
:.to retain the shape of prepubescent girls. By the time I wa
Efourteen the studio where I did my classes was a miserable place
full of students who knew they’d never be ballerinas. Thei:
bodies had betrayed them by becoming too tall, too round, toc
3Womanly. I decided that, before I left Egypt, I'd try to learn thi:
Yother more ancient dance, whose every movement celebrated :

"woman’s body as it actually was.

, Religious pressure had already forced Cairo’s dancers to weas

tone-piec:e costumes that didn’t expose their bare midriffs

Anything too revealing warranted a visit from a special squac
known as the “politeness police.” Occasional items in the
‘newspapers documented raids on nightclubs where dancers’ act:
'were too erotic or their costumes too revealing. One dancer ir
“particular, Sahar Hamdi, was always being hauled to jail. Going
3through the newspapers, Sahar would read me these items abou
'her namesake, shaking her veiled head in disapproval. Saha:

>Hamdi was the darling of the rich Saudi tourists. Some night:



1she would dance on a stage covered by banknotes and have he:
adance-weary feet bathed by the Saudis’ champagne. But by 199°
tshe too had supposedly seen the light and was talking o
rretirement for the sake of religion.

f

, Fundamentalists, impatient with the pace of artists

resignations, wanted the government to ban belly dance at once
and for good. But belly dancing was a big draw for the rich Arab:
ffrom the Persian Gulf who poured into Cairo every summer. T¢
saccommodate both sides, the government came up with one o
sits famous half measures: it stopped issuing permits to new
sperformers other than classical folk artists but didn’t ban the
sdance outright. When I decided to write a story about the
,controversy, Sahar looked at the floor and said nothing. “Do yot
rwant me to find someone else to translate?” I asked. She nodded
>She didn’t want to visit Cairo nightclubs or talk to dancers. Sh
shad told me once that Souhair Zaki had danced at her parents
awedding. Now, Sahar felt that the way Souhair displayed he:
body was sinful.

r  But even Sahar wasn’t all that comfortable with demands or
.the government to ban this and ban that. She felt religion was ¢
lpersonal matter that shouldn’t be turned into politica
acompulsion. The Islamic revolution she wanted would comu
sthrough the gradual persuasion of people, not through force
1That attitude had prevailed in Egypt and seemed to have servec
ythe country well. It was easy to buy alcohol in Cairo, but none o
tmy Egyptian friends drank. Where Saudis had to be herded tc
rprayers by religious police, Egyptians poured voluntarily intc
stheir mosques. Many had the dark, permanent bruise of the



rdevout on their foreheads, acquired by a lifetime of touching th

3head to the ground in prayer.

t If belly dance were banned, it would set a disturbing

precedent and lead to increased clamor for further Islami
'restrictions. To see how serious the new rules were, I went tc
,visit Mahmoud Ramadan, an official with the Department o
sArtistic Inspection. Mahmoud had been the chief inspector o
)dancers, issuing permits to performers whose costumes anc
fchoreography weren’t too risque. “I had a wonderful job in thos
sdays,” he sighed. He had seen performances by all of Egypt’:
2]leading artists. To him, the real stars had shone in the 1950s
swhen every Egyptian movie included a belly-dance sequence
1The dancers had been idolized and paid up to three thousanc
.pounds a night to perform onstage and at fancy weddings.

-

Now, Mahmoud was watching those women grow old, witl
"no newcomers rising to replace them. “The next generation isn”
Cas good, and after them, well ...” His voice trailed off as he
gestured at the empty desk in front of him.

! The restrictions also threatened the band of women artisan:

‘who sewed the dancers’ elaborate costumes. The most famou:
1costumier in Egypt inhabited a tiny cubicle in the midst of the
“vast Khan el Khalili bazaar. Inside, a glittering profusion of glas:
“beads and glossy fabrics spilled out of boxes stacked to thx
1ceiling. Customers could leaf through a book of photograph:
showing possible designs—skirts embroidered with sunbursts ir
blazes of orange and gold or peacocks in indigo and aqua. Ar
)aged seamstress took the orders and the clients’ measurements

2



2“No Egyptians anymore,” she lamented. That day her customer:
had been a Finn and a German. As I fingered beads and tried or
belts, another woman entered. She spoke to the seamstress ir
heavily accented Arabic, full of guttural “ch” sounds. “Excust
me,” I said in English. “Are you Israeli?”

() Uy

)
f “Yes,” she said. “I came on the bus from Jerusalem today.
fBefore the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel, she had to senc
1European friends to buy her costumes for her. “They never fittec
aproperly,” she said. “Peace has been very good for my act.” Not sc
sgood was the attention she was receiving back in Israel from
,fundamentalist Jews. Like their Muslim counterparts, they
.wanted belly dance banned. They were threatening to withdraw
1the kashrut certificate—the proof that food was prepared ir

accordance with Jewish law—from the hotels in which she
1performed. The daughter of Orthodox Jews herself, she had little
¢patience with the rabbis. “This dance is part of our heritage,” she
,said. “Moses’s mother probably knew how to do it. We can'’t le
“these old men tell us we have to give it up.”

5 Back home I unwrapped my purchase: a cheap practice outfi

of skirt, belt and bra. As I looked at the costume, Sahar wanderec
nout of the office and into the sitting room. I waited for the
;disapproving frown. Instead, she rubbed the transparent fabrix
,of the skirt through her fingertips.

v

“How much did it cost?” she asked. I told her.

-

“Can you draw me a map of how to get to the store?”

-

~ “Why?” I asked, worried that she might be planning to hawv«
her fundamentalist friends picket the place, or worse.



s “Iwant to buy a costume like this,” she said. “I'm a wonderfu
1dancer. I'll dance for my husband after we’re married.”

! My own quest to become a wonderful dancer wasn’t going s

“well. Egyptian girls acquired the ability to dance as naturally a:

the ability to walk, watching their mothers, sisters and aunts. A
"my friend Sayed’s house, the three-year-old could already dc
1fluid hip drops and scissor steps. Sayed’s sisters tried their bes
lwith me, but it was hard for them to teach something that they
>had never actually learned.

1 “you need a maalimah,” they said. The awalim were the

’learned women of Egyptian arts, who danced, sang, playec
’instruments and passed on the traditions to their apprentices
1Finding a maalimah would have been easy enough a few decade:
“ago. For centuries, clans of entertainers from the Nile village:
"handed the purest form of Egypt’s ancient dance from
“generation to generation. When these families settled in Cairo
tthey clustered in an artists’ quarter. Their remnants are stil
there, along Mohamed Ali Street, in little shops pungent with the
tglue and wood shavings of lute carvers and the stinky, drying
Ifishskins of drum makers. From the open doorways, the wail o
oflutes or the thump-tap-tap of drums signaled a craftsmar

“testing his wares.

But the dancers had gone. “They became tired of the polic
bothering them,” an elderly craftsman explained. “The police
treated them like prostitutes, always busting into thei
apartments to see if there were men there.” Right now, he said
"no one was encouraging a daughter to seek a career in dance



1“The pressure is too much. But it will pass. They’ll be back one
day.” The old man looked almost ancient enough to have beer
)around when it all happened before. When Gustave Flauber
Svisited Cairo in 1850, he found that all the famous dancers hac
tbeen banned from the city because the governor thought thejy
)encouraged prostitution. He had to travel up the Nile to find the¢
tperformers. His diaries record dancers so erotic that the
Vaccompanying musicians had to cover their eyes with a fold o

their turbans so they wouldn’t become too aroused to play.

. With a hand that seemed too palsied for his trade, the old mar
iscribbled an address in Arabic on the edge of a torn piece o

newsprint. “Go to this place,” he said, handing it to me. “Tell he:
;that the lute stringer sent you.”

s The taxi drove for almost an hour through Cairo’s dens:s
1jjumble of apartment buildings. Just before the city endec
,abruptly in desert, the driver stopped to ask directions. A:
lalways in Egypt, the two men he asked each pointed a differen
away. Eventually we found the place: a neat house surrounded by
yoleander. Music drifted faintly over the low brick wall. The doo:
fwas open, and I wandered in. Inside, half a dozen women anc
1girls were dancing, balancing canes on their heads as their hip:
shook vigorously. The women signaled that I could join in. I triec
.as best I could to follow their movements, but their speed anc
:suppleness were way beyond me. An hour later I gave up
;exhausted. Flopping in a corner, I watched as the other:
continued. One woman, clearly the most graceful and skilled, lec
"the dance. But if she were teaching, it was only by example. She
‘said nothing to the others to correct their stance or movement.



> Finally one of the other women stopped, sweating, and wen
10ut to get some water. I followed, asking who the teacher was
tThe woman sipped her water slowly. We were, she said, in the
lhome of one of Cairo’s best-loved performers. But for her owr
jreasons she never appeared in public anymore. If I wanted tc
2learn, she said, I would find them there in the afternoons, every

2Tuesday and Thursday.

£ had found my maalimah. From then on I went to the houst

whenever I could. Gradually I learned how to isolate each muscle

1group so that the cane stayed on my head. I learned to listen t¢
fthe music and to follow it with my body. Watching the othe:
rwomen, I learned to move without the crass, bump-and-grinc
exaggerations that Westerners instinctively associate witl
_oriental dance. In its pure form, less is more, and the mos
ipowerful movements are often the tiniest and most controllec
Stwitches.

t I began to wish there was some way to counter the
7/fundamentalists’ campaign against this artful dance. Finally
rdecided that, as a small act of solidarity with the dancers whe
lrefused to be pushed behind the veil by fundamentalists, I woulc
stake to the stage, somewhere in Cairo, for an unlicensec
lperformance. I confided my plans to my friend Ian, the
1Australian ambassador. He buried his head in his hands in mocl
,despair. “I can see it now: I'll be hauled out of bed at 2 am. one
smorning to answer a ‘distressed Australian’ call, and it’ll be yot
1—busted for belly dancing.”

-~

The more immediate problem was finding a venue modes



tenough to match my talents. I went back to Mohamed Ali Stree
.for advice. I'd become friendly with a young drum maker there
swho played in the band of a famous dancer named Lucy. Hz
1immediately ruled out the fancy hotels and the clubs along the
»Pyramids Road. “They range from first class to fifth class,” Khalic
rmused. “What you need is something really tenth class.”

He suggested the New Arizona Nightclub, admission ninety
acents. With Tony in tow, I cased the joint. There were women a:
awell as men in the audience, the performers’ standards weren”
»very high, and the management seemed laissez-faire enougt
rabout risking an unlicensed dancer, so long as my act appeared tc
1be the impulse of the moment. If the politeness police showec
1up, I was to pretend I'd been propelled to my feet by the
tirresistible power of the music.

1 AsTsat waiting for my cue a few nights later, I doubted I'd be

able to sustain a defense of unpremeditated belly dancing. Unde:
amy coat I was wearing a black and gold costume with enougt
Ibeading to buy a small Pacific atoll.

> Iwas to go on in the middle of the bill, after the third dancer

1Ashgan. Like most of the performers, she was a middle-agec
woman with a figure well beyond Rubenesque. Her dancing wa:
“indifferent, but the audience didn’t seem to mind. Judging from
‘their turbans, mostly askew at this late hour, the bulk of the
“clients were Saydis, Egyptian country folk, in town for a big
lnight out. Dotted among them, I could see one or two tables o
Gulf Arabs in their distinctive red-checkered headcloths. The
tplace seemed way too down market for wealthy Gulfies: eithe:



tthey’d drunk so much earlier in the night that they could nc
,longer tell the difference, or the oil-price slump was more seriou
othan I thought.

-

Finally Ashgan took her bow, then led me onto the stage.
}ooked down on a sea of turbans and felt a wave of panic. Bu
with an insistent boom-tap-tap from the drummer, the music
stook off, and I went with it, losing myself in its circles anc
sswitchbacks. Oriental dance is improvisational, and demands ar
tintuitive understanding between musicians and dancer. As the
1drumming gained speed and intensity, I had to match the
rhythm with a buildup to a frantic, isolated hip shimmy tha
1sent the thousands of gold beads in my belt shivering. Later th
apace slowed until I was almost stationary: just a few muscle:
twitching to the long-drawn-out notes of the rebaba.

> It seemed as though I'd been onstage for a thousand and onx¢
rnights. Finally I heard the shift in the music that allows the
1dancer to bring the dance to an end with a graceful salaam.
made my bow and turned to leave the stage. A Saudi leapt up
~waving an Egyptian ten-pound note, demanding an encore. T
imy astonishment, the rest of the audience banged the tables fo:
;more. Ashgan, in her most graceful arabesque of the night
1reac:hed for the ten pounds with one hand and grasped my wris'
_with the other, propelling me back under the spotlight. We dic
;the encore together. Halfway through, she leaned over anc
;peered down the front of my costume, then turned to the
,audience. “Mafish!” she cried in Arabic. “Nothing there!” We lef

;the stage together to thunderous applause.



> Later the manager, Samy Sallam, gave my performance ¢
smore hard-nosed review. “Your dancing,” he said, “it i
technically quite good. But you don’t have enough feeling. Yot
fmust learn the emotion as well as the steps.” He gave me hi:
¢business card and remarked, rather ambiguously, that I shoulc
.give him” a call. I knew I wouldn’t. I'd made my little protes
iabout a woman’s right to dance.

1 I walked out of the steamy club into the wintry night air
sAlthough it was after 3 am, the streets and cafés were still full o
apeople, laughing together, enjoying themselves. In Egypt 1
tseemed unlikely that a dour, fun-denying fundamentalism coulc
sever really take hold for very long. The Egyptians seemed toc
smuch like the Italians: they’d listen politely to the Pope, bu
they’d still manage to put a porn star into Parliament.

> Most Egyptians were too intensely pious to accept the
2extremists’ wanton gunning down of tourists or writers o:
Ipeople who happened to be standing in the wrong place wher
,they launched an attack in the streets of Assuit and Cairo
)Despite lives of hardship and frustration with a sluggish
rcorruption-riddled government, it was hard to imagine
,Egyptians turning their backs on the tolerance and good humo:
tthat made their crowded cities and muddy villages so pleasan
land livable.

1 The old lute stringer in Mohamed Ali Street was right. T

“might take awhile, but the dancers would be back.
t



N

- N

I I S I B o W B |

al

e~

a)



Concrusion: Beware Or Tae Docma

“Say: O unbelievers! I will not worship that which ye worship; nor will y
worship that which I worship.... Ye have your religion, and I have my religion.”

THE KORAN
THE CHAPTER OF THE UNBELIEVERS

I have learned to live by the rhythm of other people’s prayers. In Cairo, I woke a

sunrise to the voices of muezzins and timed my lunch break by the midday call t
prayer. There are no muezzins where I live now, on a lane of old London houses buil
two hundred years ago by refugees from France. The refugees, all Catholics, also built
small church by their cottages and so, these days, it is the Angelus bell that wakes m
in the morning nad sends me to the kitchen at noon in search of food.

One day in the summer of 1992 there was a guest for lunch. A detective arrivec
first, to search my closets and poke his head into the attic. A filament of dust clung t
his hair as he gave the all clear over a walkie-talkie. The cars roared into the lane, fast
“Leave the door open now,” the detective said. The guest couldn’t risk lingering on th
doorstep. He entered, suddenly, at the center of a flying wedge of bodyguards. A flopp:
brown fedora fell low across his face. Sunglasses hid the distinctive droop of his eyelid
and the improbable circumflex of his brows. After four years in hiding, Salmai
Rushdie’s skin had the fishlike translucence of a man who never sees the sun. Hi
posture had eased into the self-effacing slouch of an adolescent who desperately
doesn’t want to be noticed.

I was living in Cairo when the storm broke over The Satanic Verses. Just afte
Khomeini condemned Salman Rushdie to death, I took my copy of the novel to Naguil
Mahfouz, Egypt’s Nobel laureate, whose own novels had been censored on religiou
grounds. I hoped he might write a defense of Rushdie: a plea for tolerance, for th:
freedom of ideas. Mahfouz took the book from my hands and pushed it to the far sid
of his desk, where he wouldn’t have to look at it. He was tired, he said: worn out fron
his own battles with fundamentalism. He did not think he would enter thi
engagement.

Perhaps he was wise. On the day Salman Rushdie came to lunch at my house, w
talked together for an article I was writing on the chilling effect the fatwa was havin;
on all writers dealing with Islam. I had felt the chill myself, sitting on a sunny terrac
in southern Lebanon with a leading cleric of Hezbollah. By then, I was used to th
averted gaze of devout Muslim men, and it seemed normal to me to be conversing witl
someone whose eyes were focused on a floor tile an inch in front of my shoe. He wa
considering whether to let me meet his wife. He found it troubling that my book woult
mention the prophet Muhammad’s wives and daughters. “You will have to be ver
careful,” he said. Suddenly, he raised his turbaned head and shot me a single
penetrating glare. “Be sure you do not make any mistakes.”

Rushdie and I didn’t know, as we sat talking of these things, that the Egyptia



writer Farag Foda lay dying, that same day, of gunshot wounds inflicted by Islami
Jihad in reprisal for his eloquent and often scathing critiques of religious extremism.

In the progressive Shiite magazine Dialogue, Ali Allawi writes of the difficulties o
€potential European converts to Islam in seeing the faith standing separate from “th
prejudices and social baggage of Islamic lands.” Once Westerners “are able to dissociat
Islam from this background noise,” he writes, “they are able to quickly appreciate it
veracity.”

But these days the background noise is very loud. And every day’s news seemed t«
Lraise the decibels. The World Trade Center explodes on the apparent say-so of :
»militant Islamic preacher. A United Nations human rights report finds Sudan’s Koran
tbased punishments in conflict with the international human rights agreements th
qcountry has signed. In response, the government of Sudan threatens the report’
eRomanian-born author with death. In Egypt a militant cleric named Ali Yehy:

commands his followers to tear down the Pyramids and all other pharaoni

monuments because civilizations that existed before Islam were base and idolatrous
11n Algeria two women are gunned down at a bus stop because they are not veiled. I
JSaudi Arabia a newspaper editor goes to jail because his English-language newspape
~runs a cartoon strip, “BC”, that the Saudi government deems heretical. The offendin;
€cartoon was a two-frame piece in which a Stone Age man stands on a hill and asks
Y“God, if you're up there, give me a sign.” In the second frame, the man is deluged with :
Ssudden rain shower. “Well,” he says, “we know two things: He’s up there, and He’s got -
1sense of humor.” The Saudis jailed the editor, a Hindu, for running a cartoon strip tha
Squestioned the existence of God.

Like the Rushdie fatwa, these incidents come at us from so deep in left field tha
we, as Westerners, have no coherent way to think about them. We shrug. Weir«
rforeigners. Who understands them? Who needs to?

And yet, as I made my home in London, gradually shaking the last few fine crumb
of Cairo dust from the pages of my books, I found that the background noise of Islan
remained always there, in the distance, like a neighbor hammering. And eventually
accepted that it was neither possible nor right to ignore it.

»w =2 M ™ »n O

That summer, not long after Salman Rushdie came to lunch, I answered the phon
to a distraught friend whose neighbor had just been knifed to death. The dead womai
was an imam’s daughter from the Sudan. She had been stabbed by her husband, also

gSudanese.

e It was winter by the time the case came to trial. Every day for five days I walke:
ethrough a cold London drizzle to a small court in the Old Bailey. To the great machin
nof British justice, it was a routine case. The press benches were empty. A simpl
s“domestic” between middle-aged marrieds from a middle-class suburb was toc
dordinary to be of interest.

Y The facts of the killing weren’t in dispute. Just before dinnertime, in the kitchen o

“his handsome Victorian house, Omar stabbed his wife, Afaf. With the dripping knif
still in his hand, he walked to the phone and called his closest friend to tell him wha
1he had done, and then called the police.



c In the small public gallery I sat between the man’s brothers and the woman’
neighbors. The brothers, who had flown from the Sudan for the trial, shivered in thei
summer-weight suits. The neighbors, well-groomed young mothers who knew th
victim from parent-teacher nights and weekday excursions to garden-supply centers

€seemed uneasy with the Old Bailey’s hard-bitten police procedures. In the gallery the

€scribbled in notebooks perched on their knees, as if their meticulous records woul

Ssomehow help them make sense of the thing that had happened on their tranquil, tree
lined street. Just once in the five days, when the barrister for the prosecution held uj

,the weapon—a good-quality Sabatier cook’s knife—and questioned a pathologist as t

othe exact wounds it made when it plunged five times into the victim’s chest ans

_abdomen, one of the women put down her pen and sobbed uncontrollably.

e At issue in the court was whether the act was a premeditated murder or, as th
Sdefense claimed, manslaughter that took place when the accused was temporarily ou
2of his mind as the result of “reaction depression” brought on by the knowledge that hi
Cwife had had an affair, and that she had, on the morning of the stabbing, obtained :
i.court order restraining him from taking their children out of Britain to live with hi

Afamily in the Sudan.
r
> AsIlistened to the facts of the case, I could interpret them two ways. The Wester:

:way, as the jury was interpreting them, led to a description of something we al

qunderstood: a crime of passion in a spur-of-the-moment insane frenzy. The other way

qthe way I'd learned living among the women of Islam, described something ver

tdifferent: a cleansing of family honor, a premeditated killing that would, under Britis]
law, draw a sentence of life imprisonment.

t From where they sat in their jury box, the men and women of the jury couldn’t se
10mar as he stood each morning beside his police guard, waiting to be escorted into th
court. But from the elevation of the public gallery I could see him, and so could hi
brothers. Each morning he looked up at them and raised a clenched fist in a defian
Svictory salute. His step, as he entered the dock, was almost jaunty.

n
I Afaf, thirty-eight years old when she died, was a kinswoman who had bee:
married to him by arrangement. She was barely fifteen; he was already thirty. Tha
Omar was her relative, as well as her husband, mattered perhaps more than any othe
€single fact in the court case. It was as a relation, a male of her blood kin, that traditios
1deemed him most dishonored by her adultery.

Afaf had made the most of a life that had offered her few choices. She had had n«
choice when they scraped away her clitoris, married her to a man she barely knew anc
dsent her thousands of miles from home, to a city whose language she didn’t speak.

e
e  Afaflived in London with Omar while he studied for his doctorate. In 1985, unabl
jto find an academic post in Britain, he began work in Saudi Arabia. For ten months o
every year Afaf raised her four children alone. While working in clerical jobs, sh:
managed to finish high school and a computer course and to begin a degree in socia
fscience. A heavy-set woman with a wide smile and an open manner, she managed t«
€break through British reserve and make friends. For Omar, returning only once a yea
tfrom Saudi Arabia’s austere religious atmosphere, it wasn’t so easy. He was hostile t
some of Afaf’s closest friends, especially an unmarried couple who lived across th



sstreet. He felt such neighbors created an “atheistic atmosphere” for his children.

Gradually, the long separations and Afaf’s change from docile young wife to a1
_independent, accomplished woman began to fray the marriage’s fragile bonds. In
71987, Afaf and Omar stopped sharing a bedroom. But Afaf was afraid to ask for

divorce, fearing that Omar would spirit the children back to the Sudan, where Islami
“law would give her no right to their custody.

p Then one of her work mates, Andrew, a tall, sandy-haired divorcé, fell in love witl
Oher. At first she kept her distance, but slowly his support at the office extended to hel;
at the house, where the years of Omar’s absence had left odd jobs undone and room
dilapidated. It was Andrew who explained to Afaf that British law would protect he
erights to her children. In January 1991 she wrote to her husband asking for a divorce.

t Omar agreed. But then, on his next trip home, he learned that Andrew had been t
Shis house and even spent the night there once when he’d worked late painting th
asunroom. Omar was outraged that the neighbors might have noticed. His mai
Sconcern was to keep the visits secret, because, he told the court, he was concerned fo

his family honor if Afaf’s relationship with another man became public. According t
1Andrew’s testimony at the trial, Omar told him he had no objections to his meetin;
‘lAfaf, so long as it happened away from her home and the prying gaze of the neighbors.

") Afaf may well have lived to divorce Omar and marry the man of her choice if i
yhadn’t been for one long, stressful day of arguments over Omar’s right to go out alon
awith the two younger children, whom Afaf feared he might try to abduct. Omar

frustrated and furious, went to visit his one Sudanese friend, broke down, anc
econﬁded his suspicions of his wife’s infidelity.

e That friend, called as a witness in court, described how he’d burst into tears a
SOmar spoke. Those tears—straight from the heart of a fellow Sudanese who knew th
tdepths of Omar’s dishonor—may well have caused Afaf’s death. Omar’s Western
trained intellect might have been able to win the war with his social baggage if, as he’
intended, his wife’s relationship had remained secret. But once his friend knew, th
dishonor was an accomplished fact that could be wiped away only in the ancient
bloody way. That Omar’s first call after the killing was to this friend—not a doctor, no
an ambulance, not the police—seemed to me the strongest evidence of motiwv
presented in the court. Yet the prosecution never made this connection.

L i i

[}

At the end of the week the jury reached a manslaughter verdict on the grounds o
“diminished responsibility.” For ending his wife’s life, Omar received a prison sentenc
of six years. Taking off the time he’d already served since the killing and a likely two
year remission for good behavior, he will probably be free by July 1996.

From the facts presented in that small courtroom, there was little chance of an
other verdict. What was missing wasn’t evidence but understanding of the prejudice
and social baggage of Islamic lands that Omar had carried with him from the Sudan
~his country of upbringing, and from Saudi Arabia, the country in which he worked tez
rmonths of every year.

= M - D

o Nothing in their own culture or experience equipped this jury of very ordinary
elooking English people to comprehend that what had been described in court was a1



honor killing, one of the hundreds that every year claim Muslim women’s lives.

1 This was not an isolated case; it simply happened to be the one I heard about. In :
1British study of family violence completed not long after Afaf’s death, the researcher
afound that women married to men of Muslim background were eight times more likel
cto be killed by their spouses than any other women in Britain. Yet British barristers

judges and juries continue to assess these crimes by a yardstick that’s completelr
~1inadequate to measure what is really going on.

p Presented with statistics on violence toward women, or facing the furor over th

sRushdie fatwa, progressive Muslims such as Ali Allawi, Rana Kabbani and others ask u

rto blame a wide range of villains: colonial history, the bitterness of immigran
experience, Bedouin tradition, pre-Islamic African culture. Yet when the Kora
sanctlons wife beating and the execution of apostates, it can’t be entirely exonerate«
for an epidemic of wife slayings and death sentences on authors.

1 In the end, what Rana Kabbani and Ali Allawi are proposing is as artificial ai
rexercise as that proposed by the Marxists who used to argue that socialism in its pur:
oform should not be maligned and rejected because of the deficiencies of “actuall
gexisting socialism.” At some point every religion, especially one that purports t
~encompass a complete way of life and system of government, has to be called t«
tacc:ount for the kind of life it offers the people in the lands where it predominates.

e It becomes insufficient to look at Islam on paper, or Islam in history, and dwell o1
;the inarguable improvements it brought to women’s lives in the seventh century
1Today, the much more urgent and relevant task is to examine the way the faith ha
proved such fertile ground for almost every antiwomen custom it encountered in it
great march out of Arabia. When it found veils and seclusion in Persia, it absorbe«
Sthem; when it found genital mutilations in Egypt, it absorbed them; when it founc
esoc1et1es in which women had never had a voice in public affairs, its own traditions o

‘:_11ive1y women’s participation withered.

e Yet there are exceptions. When the armies of Islam swept into India, Muslims wer
»appalled by the practice of sati, in which widows, on a husband’s death, would bur:
tthemselves alive on his funeral pyre. In 1650 the traveler Jean-Baptiste Tavernie
Cwrote of Hindu widows, banned by their faith from remarriage and reduced by thei

husbands’ deaths to penury and contempt, choosing instead to end their lives througl
gsati. “But it should be remarked,” he wrote, “that a woman cannot burn herself withou
ohaving received permission from the governor of the place where she dwells, and thos;
_governors who are Musalmans [Muslims] hold this dreadful custom of self-destructio:

in horror, and do not readily give permission.” For those women’s saved lives, at least

Islam can take the credit. But why did such a powerful and resilient faith not stand it
yground more often in the face of “dreadful customs”?

Once I began working on this book, I looked everywhere for examples of wome1
trymg to reclaim Islam’s positive messages, trying to carry forward into the twentiet!
century the reformist zeal with which Muhammad had remade the lives of man
women (other than his own wives and the Muslim army’s war captives) in the firs

-Muslim community at Medina. It turned out to be a frustrating search. In most place
1the direction of the debate seemed to be exactly the reverse. Palestinian, Egyptian



Algerian and Afghani women were seeing a curtain come down on decades of women’
liberation as Islamic leaders in their countries turned to the most exclusionary anc
inequitable interpretations. For those women who struggled against the tide, th
;results were a discouraging trio of marginalization, harassment and exile.

5 In Morocco, Fatima Mernissi’s Koranic scholarship has made a formidable case fo
yIslam as a religion of equality and human dignity, whose message has simply beei
buried over time by self-serving misogynists in positions of power. Yet her work i
read in Western universities much more than it is in Moroccan mosques. No matte
how precise her research into the hadith, the male-dominated Islamic establishmen
Sdoesn’t seem willing to open its ears to the scholarship of a Muslim woman wh
1doesn’t veil or otherwise flaunt her piety.

1 Perhaps that is why I found the brightest hope for positive change camouflage«
among the black chadors of devout Iranian women. Even the most narrow-minde
fundamentalists can’t criticize the Islamic credentials of women such as Khomeini’

“daughter Zahra Mostafavi or Rafsanjani’s daughter Faezeh Hashemi. Thei

~conspicuous adherence to religious rules gives them a high ground from which t«

make their case for women’s rights. So far, they have used that position sparingly, t

get women a greater political voice, more equal job opportunities and the right t

participate in sport. To be sure, these women will never tear down the walls o

tradition. They will never make the arguments that can be made within Islami

1lreasoning against veiling or polygamy. But within those traditional walls they car

.make a much safer haven for women at risk of abuse and exploitation in the name o

sIslam.
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To Western women, that mightn’t look like much. It is easy to see these grin
jfigures in their heavy shrouds as symbols of what’s wrong rather than what’s righ
fwith women and Islam. But to Muslim women elsewhere in the strictest parts of th

Islamic world, the Iranian woman riding to work on her motorbike, even with he
billowing chador gripped firmly in her teeth, looks like a figure to envy.

“They are our Superwomen,” said Iman Fadlallah, the shy twenty-four-year-ol
“wife of the Hezbollah sheik in southern Lebanon who had sat on his terrace anc
1’warned me about this book. Iman’s father, the most prominent Hezbollah cleric i1

Belrut had abruptly ended her schooling when she was fourteen years old, choosing :
Thusband for her whom she didn’t meet until the wedding. Now she stayed mainly i1
her house raising her children. In Iran, where she had lived with her husband while h
E3cont1nued his clerical studies, she had glimpsed a much wider world, even for the mos
ldevout of women. She spoke wistfully of Iranian women’s opportunities to study an
Swork. “We have to struggle to be as strong as they are,” she said.

Everyone has her own way of remembering her travels. Some keep journals
Others take photographs. I go into the bedroom and open my closet. There ar
1memorles hanging there, semaphores from six years and twenty countries. There i
lthe homespun scarf in red and black, still faintly scented with wood smoke from th
y
cooking fire of the Kurdish woman who untied it from her own hair to wrap aroun
mine. There is the long Palestinian dress Raed’s mother Rahme made for me so that
Swould feel comfortable sitting on the floor among them. I still have the Italian pin

L



sstriped “king suit,” a discreet little mend hiding the rip from the day I toured witl

1Hussein in the Jordanian desert. I threw out my wedding shoes—the ones with the tid:

eline of camel blood. And I keep meaning to give away the pair of black acrylic socks
had to buy in a hurry when the Islamic dress inspector at a Tehran bank objected to th
1nch of too sheer stocking peeking between the top of my shoes and the hem of m:
Tchador.

1

s Limp on a hanger is the chador itself, the big black square of silk and synthetic tha
rl used to despise. But that well-worn black rag, stained on the hem and torn on th
tshoulder, has become an old friend. Like a 1980s dress-for-success suit, it has been th
ocamouflage that helped me do my job in a world where I wasn’t quite welcome.

When I look at that chador I no longer get the little shudder of fear or the gust o
loutrage that I used to feel when I saw the most extreme forms of Islamic dress. Thes:
1days my feelings are much more complex. Chadors are linked in my mind to wome
sI've felt close to, in spite of the abyss of belief that divided us.

r . o err s
When I lived among the women of Islam, I became part of a world that is still, i1

the last decade of the twentieth century, an intensely private one. In public, mos
3women move like shadows, constrained physically by their hijab or mentally by code
fof conduct that inhibit them. It is only behind the high walls and the closed doors tha
 women are ever really free.

1 For me, entering that world touched emotions that had been a long time dormant
fFrom the time I'd taken my first job, as a cub reporter on the sports desk of The Sydne:

Morning Herald, my career had pushed me into a man’s world. When I became :
jforeign correspondent, most of my colleagues were men. It wasn’t until I went to Cairt
tand started seeking out Muslim women that I realized I hadn’t made a close femal
efriend since I left school.

L I'd forgotten how much I liked to be with women. And yet there was always :

sourness lurking at the edge of even the sweetest encounters. Squatting on the floor o
ja Kurdish friend’s kitchen, helping the women with their bread making, I realizec
qwhat an agreeable thing it was to be completely surrounded by women, to have a tasl]
1that was ours alone. As the women’s deft fingers flung balls of dough under my rollin;

aPin and the fire roared beneath a baking sheet of blackened metal, I felt contentment i1
~shared work well done.

€ But an hour into the labor, as my shoulders ached and scalding sweat dribble:

tdown my back, I began to resent the boy toddler who kept ambling up to the steamin,
pile of fresh bread and breaking off tasty morsels in his fat little fists. His sister, no
much older, was already part of our bread-making assembly line. Why should he lear:
;.50 young that her role was to toil for his pleasure?

€ The nunlike clothes, pushed to the back of my closet, remind me of all those mixex

Sfeelings. Every time my hand brushes the smooth fabric of the chador, I think of Nahi
€Aghtaie, the Iranian medical student who gave up an easy life in London to go hom:
and work at low-paying jobs to advance the goals of her revolution. I remember her, i1
Gum drifting toward me over the marble-floored mosque to tell me that she’d praye«
“for me “to have nice children.” And then I think of her beautiful face—the small visibl



atriangle between brow and lip—radiant on the morning of the murder of Rushdie’
eJapanese translator in July 1991. “This,” she said triumphantly, “shows the power o
IIslam.” I told her that, to me, it no more showed the power of Islam than an Israel
esoldier’s shooting of a Palestinian child showed the power of Judaism. Why not, I aske«
yher, cite the “power of Islam” in the humanitarian work that Iran was doing for th

flood of Iraqgi refugees that was then pouring over its borders? “Because nobody notice

when we do such things,” she said. “But every news report in the world will note thi
‘eexecution.”

e Eventually I became worn out by such conversations. Friendships with womei
like Nahid were an emotional whipsaw: how was it possible to admire her for th

geourage of her convictions, when her convictions led to such hateful reasoning?

e Just after that trip to Iran, tired from months of covering the war with Iraq and it
raftermath, I went home to Australia for a brief vacation. My plane landed in Sydne
just ahead of a flight from Jakarta. As I waited for my luggage, the doors to the arriva
hall swished open on a crowd of Indonesian-Australians, waiting to greet thei
trelatlves Almost all of the women were veiled. A swift, mean-spirited thought sho
sthrough my jet-lagged brain: “Oh, please. Not here too.”

t I wasn’t raised to be a bigot. My parents considered religious intolerance a sin. M

mother had seen too much of it in her childhood, among rural Irish Catholi
_immigrants. Her mother’s marriage to a non-Catholic had been an act of courage. Her
“was a typically Australian story: within two generations she had kicked the dirt of th
Yold country’s prejudices from her shoes and adopted Australia’s own “religion”—
apassionately tolerant secularism. It happened to almost everybody. One of the mos
orevealing statistics I ever learned about my country concerned the twelve members o
ethe Board of Management of Sydney’s main synagogue. In 1890 those twelve men wer

among the city’s most observant Jews. Less than a hundred years later, none of th

twelve had a single identifiably Jewish descendant. Mixed marriages and the siren son;

fof secularism had claimed them all.

1 I wondered if that would happen to the new wave of Muslim immigrants. Woulc
ktheir children, too, learn to doubt the Koran’s doubt-free prescription for how to live
gWould they see that Australia, where atheists routinely got elected prime minister
1was a much fairer, gentler society than the religious regimes of places like Saudi Arabi
and the Sudan? Or would they, as their numbers increased, seek to impose their value
on my culture? During the Rushdie outcry, Australian Muslims had demonstrated, a
was their right. But pictures of their toddlers holding placards saying “Rushdie Mus
%Die” had sent a shudder through the society.

1 An Iranian-born friend who lives in London, a gentle, middle-aged woman whiu
practices family medicine, says the only war she would willingly fight would be one t«
istop Islamic fundamentalism telling her how to live her life. She is a Zoroastrian, :

member of the ancient Persian faith in which dark and light, good and evil are foreve
elocked in a struggle for supremacy.

1 Should we also struggle to stop Islamic extremists telling others how to live thei
1lives? As Westerners, we profess to believe that human rights are an immutabl
einternational currency, independent of cultural mores and political circumstances. A



sa Geneva conference on the International Declaration of Human Rights in 1993, Ira:
fwas among a handful of countries that argued otherwise. Cloaking their argument i1
ifashionable dress such as cultural relativism, delegates from Iran and Cuba, China anc
1Indonesia argued that the West had imposed its human rights ideology on nation
ewhose very different religious and political histories gave them the right to choos
stheir own. To me, their argument boiled down to this ghastly and untenabl
sproposition: a human right is what the local despot says it is.

The concept of the universality of human rights prevailed at the conference, anc
athe charter was not amended. And yet the charter has done little so far for the genitall
emutilated, the forcibly secluded, the disenfranchised women of the world.

Is it even our fight? As a mental test, I always try to reverse the gender. If som
sninety million little boys were having their penises amputated, would the world hav
yacted to prevent it by now? You bet.

Sometimes substituting race for gender also is an interesting exercise. Say :
country, a close Western ally and trading partner, had a population half white, hal
black. The whites had complete control of the blacks. They could beat them if the:
disobeyed. They deprived them of the right to leave the house without permission; t

ywalk unmolested without wearing the official segregating dress; to hold any decent jol
cin the government, or to work at all without the permission of the white in control o
sthem. Would there have been uproar in our countries by now? Would we hav
eimposed trade sanctions and subjected this country to international opprobrium? Yot
abet. Yet countries such as Saudi Arabia, which deprive half their population of thes:
tmost basic rights, have been subjected to none of these things.

f It is, I suppose, possible to argue that outside pressure is counterproductive whei
it comes to traditions that are seen to be religious, even if in fact they aren’t. Earl
attempts to ban genital mutilation by colonial-government fiat were dismal failures
But, even if we decline to act on what goes on inside others’ borders, there is no excus:
for not acting inside our own.

In an era of cultural sensitivity, we need to say that certain cultural baggage i
-contraband in our countries and will not be admitted. We already draw a line a
’polygamy; we don’t recognize divorce by saying, “I divorce you.” We have banne
a . .

Sthese things even though the Koran approves them. It should be easier to take a stan«
against practices that don’t even carry the sanction of the Koran. “Honor” killings neec
to be identified in court and punished as the premeditated murders they are. Youn;
women need to be protected against marriages arranged during hasty “vacations
abroad for teenagers too young to give informed consent. And, most urgent of all

dclitoridectomy needs to be made illegal.

In 1994 the United States still had no laws whatever banning migrants fron
countries such as Somalia and the Sudan from mutilating the genitals of thei
daughters, and the operation was taking place in migrant communities throughou
the country. The first ever bill on the issue had just been introduced to Congress b:

rColorado Democrat Patricia Schroeder. While it addressed education of migrants an«
elaws against carrying out mutilations within the United States, it didn’t propose an’
tmeans of protecting girls taken out of the country for the procedure.



1 There is something else we can do: advance the right to asylum on the grounds o
1“well-founded fear of persecution” to women from any country where fathers
dhusbands and brothers claim a religious right to inhibit women’s freedom. In Januar
$1993 the Canadian government, after almost two years of consideration, grante
easylum to a Saudi student who had requested it on the grounds of gender persecution
elt was, they said, “an exception.” Why should it be? “Nada,” as she asks to be called
experienced the same violent harassment that any woman is subject to from he
country’s authorities for the “crime” of walking outside her home with uncovered hai:
If Nada had remained in Saudi Arabia, and continued to disobey, she might have founc
Yherself imprisoned and even tortured, without formal charges ever having been laid.

1

There is, unfortunately, no chance that granting of automatic asylum to wome
esufferlng such gender persecution would lead to a flood of refugees. Only a minorit’
®have the means to leave their country, or even their house, when men control the key
to doors and the car, and must sign their approval for the shortest of journeys. Bu
asuch a step would send a signal to regimes whose restrictions have nothing to do witl
fthe religion they claim to uphold. And that signal would be that we, too, have certai
ythings we hold sacred: among them are liberty, equality, the pursuit of happiness anc
sthe right to doubt.
b

£ It is a long time since I stood under Rafsanjani’s gaze at a press conference in Ira

and told him I was wearing a chador “in a spirit of mutual respect.” At that moment
standlng in my black shroud under the hot TV lights, I had a mental image of myseli
as I liked to be in summer, bare-skinned on the beach near my parents’ home. Th
®«“mutual respect” I had in mind demanded that he, and those like him, acknowledge m:

right to sunbake on those Australian sands and, if I chose, to take The Satanic Verse
1along as my beach reading.

) Last year, when I was home in Sydney, I lay on that beach beside a Muslim famil
e'who seemed not the least bit troubled by the exposed flesh surrounding them. Whil

the man splashed in the shallows with his toddlers, his wife sat on the sand, her long

loose dress arranged around her. It made me sad that the woman’s tiny daughter
ssplashing so happily with her father and baby brother, would be, one day soon
trequired to forgo that pleasure. But that would be her fight, not mine. At least, i
1Australia, she would have a choice. She would choose between her family’s values anc
dwhat she saw elsewhere.

Every now and then the little girl’s mother fiddled with her headscarf as i

»billowed in the sea breeze. That woman had made her choice: it was different fron

mine. But sitting there, sharing the warm sand and the soft air, we accepted eacl
‘other. When she raised her face to the sun, she was smiling.
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There is something else we can do: advance the right to asylum on the grounds of
“well-founded fear of persecution” to women from any country where fathers,
husbands and brothers claim a religious right to inhibit women’s freedom. In January
1993 the Canadian government, after almost two years of consideration, granted
asylum to a Saudi student who had requested it on the grounds of gender persecution.
It was, they said, “an exception.” Why should it be? “Nada,” as she asks to be called,
experienced the same violent harassment that any woman is subject to from her
country’s authorities for the “crime” of walking outside her home with uncovered hair.
If Nada had remained in Saudi Arabia, and continued to disobey, she might have found
herself imprisoned and even tortured, without formal charges ever having been laid.

There is, unfortunately, no chance that granting of automatic asylum to women
suffering such gender persecution would lead to a flood of refugees. Only a minority
have the means to leave their country, or even their house, when men control the keys
to doors and the car, and must sign their approval for the shortest of journeys. But
such a step would send a signal to regimes whose restrictions have nothing to do with
the religion they claim to uphold. And that signal would be that we, too, have certain
things we hold sacred: among them are liberty, equality, the pursuit of happiness and
the right to doubt.

It is a long time since I stood under Rafsanjani’s gaze at a press conference in Iran
and told him I was wearing a chador “in a spirit of mutual respect.” At that moment,
standing in my black shroud under the hot TV lights, I had a mental image of myself,
as I liked to be in summer, bare-skinned on the beach near my parents’ home. The
“mutual respect”  had in mind demanded that he, and those like him, acknowledge my
right to sunbake on those Australian sands and, if I chose, to take The Satanic Verses

along as my beach reading.

Last year, when I was home in Sydney, I lay on that beach beside a Muslim family
who seemed not the least bit troubled by the exposed flesh surrounding them. While
the man splashed in the shallows with his toddlers, his wife sat on the sand, her long,
loose dress arranged around her. It made me sad that the woman’s tiny daughter,
splashing so happily with her father and baby brother, would be, one day soon,
required to forgo that pleasure. But that would be her fight, not mine. At least, in
Australia, she would have a choice. She would choose between her family’s values and
what she saw elsewhere.

Every now and then the little girl’s mother fiddled with her headscarf as it
billowed in the sea breeze. That woman had made her choice: it was different from
mine. But sitting there, sharing the warm sand and the soft air, we accepted each
other. When she raised her face to the sun, she was smiling.



G LOSSARY

Abaya: A black cloak with arm slits that falls from the top o
the head to the ankles. Generally worn in Persian Gulf countries.

Abu: Father

Allah: The core of the Islamic faith is its monotheism. Al Lal
is simply the arabic for the God.

Andarun: In traditional Persian homes, the inner, or private
quarter where women live, barred from contact with the outsidz
world.

Anfal: Literally, the spoils of war. The name of a chapter of the
Koran and the code name given by Saddam Hussein to his terro:
campaign against the Kurds.

Aqd: Awedding contract.

Ayatollah: Literally, reflection of God. In Shiite Islam, the
most learned of religious teachers and law interpreters receive
this title.

Burka: The face mask, made of leather or stiff fabric, worn by
women of the Gulf countries. Covers the entire face except fo:
the eyes.

Caliph: Literally, one who comes after. Muhammad’
successors as leaders of the early Muslim nation.

Chador: A square of fabric that falls from the top of the heac
to the ankles and is held or pinned closed under the chin. Worr
in Iran and among Lebanese Shiite women.



Dhow: A boat commonplace in the Persian Gulf.

Esma: A clause in a wedding contract giving a woman the

l'Cright to divorce.

Farsi: The official language of Iran.

Fatwa: Aformal legal opinion or decision by a religious leade:

'on a matter of religious law.

Feast of the Sacrifice: The last day of the Hajj. All pilgrims, anc
'other Muslims who can afford to, slaughter a sheep anc
~distribute its meat to the poor.

Fitna: Chaos, civil war. In some Arab countries, fitna is also

“slang term for a beautiful woman.

r
Hadith: A saying of the Prophet Muhammad or a saying abou

him or his teachings by contemporaneous sources.

Hajj: The pilgrimage to Mecca that all Muslims are obliged tc
"make at least once in their lives, if they can afford it. Also, the
*month of the Islamic calendar in which the pilgrimage take:

place.

/" Halal: Religiously lawful, fit, permitted.
r

Hanafi: One cf the main schools of Sunni religious thought.
5 Hanbali: The strictest of the four main schools of Islamis
thought.

Haram: Religiously forbidden. It is necessary to abstain fron
1that which is haram. If one performs a haram act, one will b
punished by the Islamic court, or in the hereafter, or both.



Harem: The private quarters of a house, or the women’:
_-rooms. Also the women of a family.

Hezbollah: Literally, the Party of God. The political/religiou
group associated with Khomeini. Influential among Lebanest

Shiites.
r
Hijab: Literally, a curtain. Generally, any women’s dress tha

1follows Islamic principles.
Hijrah: The flight of Muhammad and his followers from

Mecca to Medina on July 16, in the year 622 of the Christiar

calendar. The date from which the Muslim calendar begins.
1
Husseiniya: A Shiite center for study and prayer.

¢ Imam: Leader of community prayers. Also, among Shiites, the
first twelve leaders of their community were given the title

Many Iranians revived the title for Khomeini.
)
Jalabiyya: A button-through, neck-to-ankle coat worn b

2

;women, ora loose-fitting robe worn by men.

jihad: Holy effort, or struggle, or war to defend Islam. The
closest English equivalent is crusade.

Kaffiyah: A checked headdress, black-and-white or red-and
white, widely worn by men in parts of the Arab world bu
:particularly associated with Palestinians, for whom it ha:
become something of a nationalist symbol.

! Kunya: The practice of naming a man or woman after a first

*born son. A woman known as Umm Walid (mother of Walid) ha:
an eldest son named Walid.



5 Kurd: A non-Arabic, mostly Muslim people who inhabit the
mountainous region between Iraq, Iran, Syria, Turkey and th
Sformer Soviet Union.

> Maalimah: In Egypt, a woman skilled in folk music and danc
who passes her knowledge to others.

t Madrassa: School.

Magneh: A cowl-like head covering worn, mostly in Iran, by
1women.

! Majlis: Gathering or council. Majlis-as-shura is a consultative

council, the closest concept to parliament in Islamic teachings.

Makruh: Religiously discouraged, disliked. If one does -
amakruh act, one won'’t be punished as for a haram act; but if onc
.refrains from it, one will be rewarded.

Maliki: One of the major schools of Islamic thought.

/" Meuzzin: One who sings or chants the call to prayer.

Minaret: The spire of a mosque from which the meuzzir
“traditionally calls the faithful to prayer. In modern times
loudspeakers often broadcast recordings instead.

Minbar: The pulpit in a mosque.

t

s Mosque: In Arabic, masjid. A place of Muslim worship. It may

be a simple room or a magnificent marble edifice.

Mujtahid: A religious scholar who is an authority on Islamic
Slaw and may advise others.

Mullah: A clergyman or religious leader.



(§7)

Muslim: Literally, one who submits to God’s will and laws.
Mutawain: Saudi Arabia’s religious police.

Muwazzaf: A government bureaucrat.

v

Nigab: A veil worn by women that completely covers the face.
Roosarie: An Iranian name for a head scarf.
Salwar Kameez: A calf-length tunic worn over pants.

Sharia: Islamic law. Literally, the road to the water hole.

v

Shayla: An Arabic word for head scarf.

Shehada: The first pillar of the Islamic religion. Literally
iprofession of faith: “I testify there is no God but God anc
sMuhammad is the messenger of God.”

Shiite: Adherent to the Islamic faction that arose in the
seventh century in a split over who should be caliph, o
successor, to Muhammad. The Shiat, or partisans, of Ali ibn Abt
Taleb, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, believed that Ali wa:
Ythe legitimate successor and that the leadership should stay witt
"Muhammad’s descendants. The number of Shiites worldwide i
estimated at around ninety million, or some 9 percent of al
Muslims. They are the overwhelming majority in Iran and «
,slight majority in Iraq, Dubai and Bahrain. Elsewhere, such a:
Lebanon and Saudi Arabia, they have traditionally been :
disadvantaged minority.

Sigheh: A temporary marriage recognized by Shiites.

Sunnah: The traditions of the Prophet Muhammad. Thos:
things he did himself, or approved of by him, or that were don



in his presence without earning his disapproval.

Sunnat: Recommended, desirable, in keeping witl
Muhammad’s traditions. One will not be punished for neglecting
to do sunnat acts, but will be rewarded for doing them.

Sunni: An orthodox Muslim. Literally, one who follow:
Muhammad’s tradition.

Talaq: Divorce by repudiation. The husband merely repeat:
the words “I divorce you” three times.

Thobe: The long robe, usually made of white cotton, worn by
.the men of the Arabian peninsula.

)

1 Ulema: A body of religious scholars who interpret Islamic law
for the community.

Umm: Mother.

v

L

Ummah: The worldwide Islamic community.
1
Wahabi: Puritanical, ultraconservative movement founded ir

;the 1740s in what is now Saudi Arabia by a preacher namec
SMuhammad ibn Abdul Wahab. Women under Wahabism are
ldenied many rights considered due to them according to mort
,orthodox readings of the Koran and hadith. Backed by Saudi oi
SWealth, Wahabi teachings are increasingly influentia
althroughout the Islamic world.

Wayjib: A religiously obligatory act. One will be punished ir
the afterlife for neglecting a wajib act such as daily prayer o:
annual alms-giving.

2

-

. Zakkat: Compulsory giving of charity to the poor. One of the



five pillars of the Islamic faith, all Muslims are required to give ¢
jpercentage of their wealth each year, usually calculated on ne
,worth rather than annual income.

>
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five pillars of the Islamic faith, all Muslims are required to give a
percentage of their wealth each year, usually calculated on net
worth rather than annual income.
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