

W92-LG-8

ARAB WOMEN

(Listening Guide- Student Copy)
A.  PRE-LISTENING QUESTIONS

1.  To what extent is it possible to discuss the status of women in isolation from the broader context of society in general?  What are the advantages to such an approach?  What are the disadvantages?

2.  How would you describe the status of women in US society?  How does this differ from the situation of twenty-five years ago?  How would you describe the process by which this change occurred?

3.  In what ways has the feminist movement in the US been successful?  In what ways has it been less successful?

4.  What are some of the popular images in the US of Arab women?  How accurate do you think these are?

5.  Take a few of minutes to jot down a couple of sentences describing your perception of the status of women in the Arab world.  

B.  OUTLINE

1. Women’s Studies

2.  Status of Arab Women

a.  ensuring that the welfare of the family is provided for

b.  role of Islam

c.  agriculture

d.  industry

3.  Felt Need for Change

4.  Culturally Relevant Response

5.  Future

C.  NOTES

1. Women’s Studies

2.  Status of Arab Women

a. ensuring that the welfare of the family is provided for

b. role of Islam

c.  agriculture

d.  industry

3.  Felt Need for Change

4.  Culturally Relevant Response

5.  Future

D.  
DISCUSSION 

1.  How would you explain your description of the status of Arab women from pre-listening question #5 from an Arab cultural context?  How might an Arab woman describe her status within her own society?  How about an Arab man?

2.  There is an Arabic proverb which says that ‘Heaven is at the feet of mothers.’  What does this proverb reveal about Arab society?

3.  What is the role of Islam in determining or maintaining the status of women in the Arab world?  Might it be described as the vehicle for change?  Why or why not?

4.  Arab women have been expressing a felt need for change regarding their role in society.  What may have be, or continue to be, the impetus for such felt needs?  How do the concerns of Arab women compare with those of their sisters’ in other societies?  To what extent can we speak of  ‘women’s rights’ as being universal?

5.  Suppose that you are employed with the ministry of public welfare in an Arab country and are committed to improving the quality of life for your people.  What are some of the options you might investigate in order to achieve your goals?  How would you deal with the status of women, in particular?

E.  READINGS

1.  Nikki Keddie and Lois Beck, “Introduction,” in Women in the Muslim World, Nikki Keddie and Lois Beck, eds., Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978.

2.  Andrea Rugh, “Roles,” chapter 5 of Family Ties in Contemporary Egypt,  Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 1985, pp. 69-78.

3.  Salma Khadra Jayyusi, “Poem,” in Women and Family in the Middle East, Elizabeth Fernea, ed., Austin: University of Texas Press, 1985.

Read the articles about Arab women and prepare an outline for each of them.  Be prepared to give a brief presentation of your outlines in class.

Arab Women

Lecture

A. Women’s Studies


The generation of knowledge has long been the realm of men, and it is from their perspective that we understand much of what we know about our world.  The feminine perspective, the perspective of a full half of human society, has been largely ignored until very recently.  Current efforts in women’s studies strive to alleviate this flaw.  Ideally, the situation would be different.  Ideally, any study in any field would necessarily deal with society in its entirety, thus eliminating the need for a special discipline for women’s studies.  Unfortunately, this is not the case, and until it is, it is important that we specifically recognize the significant contribution of women in any field.  It is also important to bear in mind that women are an integral part of society, and it is from within such a context that women’s studies is best examined.

B.  Status of Arab Women


Arab society, as we have seen, has fairly specific expectations of its members, rights and responsibilities determined by gender to a very large extent.  In an Arab context, such rigidity has been desirable, as it assures that each individual knows what is expected of him or her in maintaining the collective good.  You will recall that Arab society places great significance in the collective good, the group’s needs superseding those of the individual.  In determining the most effective way in which to benefit the group, whether it be society as a whole or the family or something in between, an individual is guided by society’s expectations which are dictated according to gender.  Neither role is perceived to be “better” or “worse,” each being vital, and of equal importance.


The Arab woman’s primary role in Arab society is to ensure that the welfare of her family is provided for.  The significance of this role can not be over-estimated, and it would be a great disservice to Arab women to say that they are only mothers.  The family is perhaps the most important institution of Arab society, and the Arab woman, in her role as mother, provides the foundation and the heart of that vital institution.  Arab society recognizes the importance of women in this regard.  A well-known Arab proverb tells us that “Heaven is at the feet of mothers.”  


It is important to note that the role of women, like that of men, is determined by the society, in all that it encompasses.  Islam, the dominant faith of the Arab world which exerts cultural influence beyond its own communicants, is a part of the society; it is largely a tool that is used to maintain or change, as dictated by society.  One must acknowledge, however, the dialectic nature of the dynamics between society and its components.


While the primary role of women is in the home, an ever-increasingly large number of women are involved in both agricultural and industrial production.  Agricultural production is very much a traditional role for rural women.  Subsistence level incomes dictate that all members of the family take an active role in providing sustenance for the family.  Women play a large part in the total agricultural process, and may, in fact make greater contributions in this respect than do men.


Women’s participation in industry is more limited.  In the wealthier urban areas, families seek to minimize the extent to which women are obligated to leave the home.  In many cases, the number of which are constantly growing, this is a luxury that is difficult to afford.  In the poorer countries of the Arab world, women have to work in order to maintain a reasonable standard of living for the family.


As in the west, the dual responsibilities of the Arab woman as both a mother and a contributor to the family’s income places an unusually heavy burden on her.  Her responsibilities outside the home do not decrease her responsibilities inside it, nor does her husband necessarily contribute to the latter.

C.  Felt Need for Change


These increasing responsibilities, and to a lesser extent the western feminist movement, are bringing about a growing felt need for change that will somehow alleviate the heavy burdens of the Arab woman.  This felt need can be seen across a wide spectrum of Arab society. It is reflected in the works of such Arab poets as Salma Khadra Jayyusi as well as the jokes and stories of illiterate peasant women. (See Fernea)

D.  Culturally Relevant Response


Just as the Arab world is different from the west, any change in the status of women in the Arab world need be different from a similar process in the west.  Arab women are expressing a felt need for change, but they are not looking to the west to provide a model for it.  Instead, they are anxious to maintain their cultural identity as Arab women, who need to function within Arab society.  This means that Arab women are especially conscious of the collective good, which can not be sacrificed in the name of their ‘liberation.’  Instead, the process of change that they envision is not one that will benefit themselves alone, but rather one which will encompass and benefit all of society, including both women and men.


Western feminism is simply not appropriate in an Arab context.  Several attempts have been made to introduce to the Arab world western ideals regarding the status of women.  The writings of Nawal Al-Sa‘dawi, which reflect such ideas, have been largely ignored, or have fallen on deaf ears, because they do not approach the issue from a culturally relative and meaningful perspective.


Innovative yet culturally sensitive ideas are most effectively introduced through traditional means.  In the rural areas, for example, midwives are among the most effective bearers of change; they are relatively mobile within their communities and are well-trusted by the women with whom they have contact, making them especially appropriate for the dissemination of information.  Current efforts regarding family planning are quite successful largely due to the role of the midwives in their implementation.

E.  Future

Arab society can be described as conservative.  It boasts traditions that are hundreds of years old, traditions which have changed relatively little throughout its history.  Those changes that have occurred have been largely the result of a slow and lengthy process.  Recall the model designed by the Kluckhohns as discussed in Kohl’s Survival Kit for Overseas Living (pp. 21-6) which provides a means for understanding a given culture from its own cultural perspective and through its own inherent logic.  From an Arab perspective, which is more concerned with the past and the present than it is with the future, and which is more concerned with being than it is with doing, the need for rapid change is not as important as it might appear in the west.  The status of women in the Arab world is changing.   This process of such change, however, is a gradual one that is appropriate for Arab society and within an Arab context.

