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ABSTRACT 
 

Drawing from data on Bahrain and Qatar, this dissertation is a study of 

women’s lived experiences during the pearl trade era and the transition to an oil 

economy. It explores how intersections in women’s identities influenced their 

positionalities and opportunities for productive labor within different socio-

economic institutions, namely: dress, education, marriage, and health. This 

dissertation embeds its analysis of women’s lived experiences within the emic 

concept of ‛ʿayb’ and the theoretical frameworks of postcolonial and feminist 

historiography. ‛ʿayb’ is the emic label given to behavior that obstructs the fantasy 

of a flawless society.  

Overall, this dissertation draws information from 32 interviews with 30 

interlocutors. To collect data for this research project, I conducted 17 interviews 

with 18 interlocutors from Bahrain and Qatar. I also considered 29 interviews 

conducted by Msheireb Museums and reproduced relevant excerpts for my data 

from 15 interviews with 12 interlocutors. This dissertation's research questions are: 

1. How did women live in the past?  
2. What economic and social roles did women in Bahrain and Qatar play 

during the pearl trade and early oil eras? 
3. How do the possibilities of production, through both waged and unwaged 

labor, influence the parameters of ʿayb? Conversely, how do the 
parameters of ʿayb influence women’s possibilities of production?  

 
 Intersections of my identities affected my positionality against the 

interlocutors I interviewed and allowed me to synthesize data with the cultural 

sensitivity required in postcolonial and gender studies. As a Sunni Muslim woman 

from the Arabian littoral of the Gulf, I have a particular analytical insight into ʿayb’s 

operation in rapidly changing, yet conservative, societies.  
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IMPACT STATEMENT 
 
 This research project presents knowledge about the lived experiences of 

women in Bahrain and Qatar during the pearl trade and early oil era. This 

knowledge could be put to beneficial use both inside and outside academia. Within 

academia, it encourages further research on Arabian Gulf cultures, both in the past 

and today. Areas of research include: the symbolism of fashion in traditional dress, 

the coexistence of both traditional and Western healthcare, and changes to the 

social structure of marriages. This introspection is beneficial to other academic 

fields that are concerned with the analysis and representation of human 

experiences, including museum studies, gender studies, and visual arts. 

In both the introduction and the conclusion, I acknowledge that the data 

collection methods, translation of interviews, and analysis of findings according to 

Western anthropological theories diffuse women’s experiences. This dissertation 

is beneficial to the larger anthropological field because it participates in the 

conversation on respectfully representing non-Western cultures. This dissertation 

encourages the development of emic theoretical frameworks by local researchers, 

and the progression of anthropology away from its colonial roots.  

Within academia, output can be disseminated through scholarly journal 

articles or this dissertation's publication as a monograph. Research findings are 

also beneficial to history class syllabi in both Bahrain and Qatar, as they provide a 

level of detail and analysis that has not previously been incorporated into local 

history teachings. Outside of academia, output can be disseminated through public 

engagement via museum exhibitions and public lectures.  
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NOTES ON TRANSLITERATION 
 

Arabic words were transliterated according to the Proceedings of the 

Seminar for Arabian Studies (PSAS) system. The following notes provide 

additional details: 

• Arabic words that are now part of the English vernacular, people’s 

names, and places’ names are all spelled in English, with the proper 

transliteration added in brackets following their first appearance in 

the thesis. 

• To evade ambiguity, sounds that are scripted with two letters are 

underlined. 

• At the end of a word, ‘tāʾmarbūṭah’ is rendered with ‘-ah.’ In a 

construct, ‘tāʾmarbūṭah’ is rendered with a ‘t,’ to reflect that 

pronunciation, for example: zakāt al-fiṭir. 

• The PSAS System of Translation and Relevant Characters 

translates the letter ‘qāf’ into ‘q.’ The Arabian Gulf accent altars the 

pronunciation of ‘qāf’ into a guttural ‘g’ sound. Transliterations in this 

thesis reflect the speakers’ dialects, and not the Modern Standard 

Arabic spelling of the word. 

• The PSAS System of Translation and Relevant Characters does not 

include the letter ‘e.’ The Arabic letter ‘alif’ is transliterated into ‘a.’ 

As a result, all the words that begin with the combination of ‘alif’ and 

‘lām’ are transliterated into ‘al.’ However, the local pronunciation is 

closer to ‘el.’ 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 Drawing from data on Bahrain and Qatar, this dissertation is a study of 

women’s lived experiences during the pearl trade era and the transition to an oil 

economy. It explores how intersections in women’s identities influenced their 

positionalities within different socio-economic institutions, namely: dress, 

marriage, health, and education. This dissertation embeds its analysis of women’s 

lived experiences within the emic concept of ʿayb and the theoretical frameworks 

of postcolonial and feminist historiography.  

There is no formulaic ‘Arabian Gulf woman.’ Women who live in the Arabian 

Gulf are of different ethnicities. They have different religious beliefs and values. 

Their lives are controlled by different social parameters, to differing degrees. They 

work different occupations and receive different financial compensations that they 

spend in a myriad of ways. These are only cursory attempts at dismantling 

generalizations, which can turn into dangerous stereotypes. The prevalent 

stereotypes about Arabian Gulf women are related to oppression by a dominant 

patriarchy. It would be inaccurate and careless to claim a lack of oppression today 

or at any point in time. However, women in the Arabian Gulf experience 

discrimination that is different from women’s experiences in the West. Therefore, 

the Arabian Gulf woman’s experience should be studied with the culturally 

appropriate theoretical frameworks and vocabulary. There has not been 

substantial academic interest in Arabian Gulf women’s histories from Western 

scholarship. Much of the existing academic literature on the Middle East is not 
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about the Arabian Gulf and, when it is, the focus is mostly on oil and politics.1 

Books and articles written in Arabic provide extensive raw data illustrating women’s 

experiences, although they lack the analysis that Western academia possesses. 

To state that women’s lived experiences have not been examined enough in 

unmarked ‘scholarship’ would wrongly deny Arabic resources the respect that is 

associated with the term. A lack of dialogue in Western academia about this topic 

is still dangerous: discussions of women’s roles during the pearl trade and 

transition to an oil economy provide an opportunity to rectify the dominant, and 

inaccurate, notion that women in the Gulf were both silent and marginal.  

  Men are the established actors in pearl trade activities. They left their homes 

for months at a time to hunt, buy, and sell pearls. Textual records and photographs 

showcase men alone. 2  This begs the question: where were all the women? 

	
1 For examples, see:  
Hanieh, A., (2011). Capitalism and Class in the Gulf Arab States. New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan. 
Herb, M., (1999). All in the Family: Absolutism, Revolution, and Democracy in the 

Middle Eastern Monarchies. Albany: State University of New York Press.  
Kamrava, M. (2011). International Politics of the Persian Gulf. New York: Syracuse 

University Press. 
Steffen, H., (2010). Princes, Brokers, and Bureaucrats: Oil and the State in Saudi 

Arabia. Ithica: Cornell University Press.  
2 Textual records include R/15/1 Bushehr Political Residency, 1763-1947; R/15/2 
Bahrain Political Agency, 1900-1947; and R/15/3 Bahrain Political Agency: 
Political Agent’s Court, 1913-48. For examples of photographs, please see the 
following, published in Robert Carter’s Sea of Pearls, 2012:  

• Page 171: Jacques Cartier (center) in Muharraq, Bahrain in 1912, with 
some of the well-known pearl merchants of the time, in the majlis of ʿAli bin 
Ibrahim Al Zayani in Muharraq.  

• Page 182: Kuwaiti Pearl divers ready for their sequence of ten dives. 
Photograph of Alan Villiers, August 1939. © National Maritime Museum, 
Greenwich, London. Villiers, NMM V62-13.  
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Women maintained social relations between families, established an education 

system, organized marriages, and structured medical care. During the pearling 

season, women were additionally accountable for jobs that men would have 

otherwise performed. In the oral history interviews that I conducted for this 

research project, interlocutors repeatedly engaged with the concept of ʿayb when 

discussing these roles.  

 ʿayb is a social construct particular to societies in the Arab world. The term 

is used to describe behaviors or practices that are considered socially 

unacceptable or taboo. People often use the term ʿayb to police the behavior of 

others. The Modern Standard Arabic word ʿayb can be translated to ‘flaw.’ This 

suggests the existence of a flawless entity, be it a singular person or a larger 

community, to which the behavior deemed ʿayb is an obstruction. As this flawless 

entity is an implication, it can be defined through an identification of the behaviors 

that people label as ‘ʿayb.’ Conceptually, ʿayb’s definition is very fluid, 

encompassing and excluding behaviors and practices under different conditions, 

and at different times. The notion of ʿayb should not be conflated with Islamic 

interpretations of ḥalāl versus ḥarām, or ‘permissible’ and ‘forbidden.’ While both 

the notion of ‘ʿayb’ and the concepts of ‘ḥalāl versus ḥarām’ are moral evaluation 

measures, their criteria are dissimilar. The majority of ḥarām behaviors are ʿayb. 

	
• Page 193: A Kuwaiti tawwash on board a pearling dhow, August 1939. 

Photographed by Alan Villiers. © National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, 
London. PM 5082-05.  

• Page 205: A small pearling baqqarah on the Bahrain pearl banks, ca. 1905. 
Photograph by Sir Percy Cox. © The Royal Geographical Society, London. 
092793/neg. C 3441.  



	 	

10 
 

Many ḥalāl behaviors are assessed as either ʿayb or not depending on who 

performs that behavior. Understandings of ʿayb also change more frequently than 

interpretations of ḥalāl versus ḥarām. Islamic regulations are derived from both the 

Quran and the Sunnah. However, analyses of these texts are amended with time, 

often mirroring social priorities and government policies. Understandings of ʿayb, 

on the other hand, are not derived from a seminal source. They reflect the myriad 

forces that shape people’s behaviors in society, explaining the overlap between 

both evaluation measures. Arab Gulf states are Muslim and, for the most part, 

conservative. Understandings of ʿayb reflect that. Of course, other paradigms, 

such as paternalism and capitalism, influence ʿayb’s parameters. As 

understandings of ʿayb are both non-unified and highly individualized, 

conceptualizations of a larger flawless entity are also read in a plurality in contexts 

including class, religion, sect, and both individual and communal worldviews. 

Interestingly, there is a schism between society’s public understanding, 

announcement, and acceptance of these parameters and people’s behavior. 

Women may perform behaviors considered either ḥarām or ʿayb with little to no 

social repercussions. This is evident in the case of developing and performing folk 

songs. Women’s singing in public is a sin in Islam and is considered ʿayb to some 

facets of society, such as members of the ruling families and upper class. 

Nonetheless, there is evidence that women sang in public. On the first day of the 

main diving season, women in the community chanted as different crewmembers 

assembled on their boats (Bishara et al. 2016). Traditionally, women also waited 

by the seashore while ships returned from pearl dives. The songs they performed 
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on the beach described the harsh circumstances that men faced at sea. These 

songs, and the acts of communal singing, also motivated nation building through 

community integration. The following excerpt from a folksong serves as an 

example: 

Singer: Oh brothers! How pretty the sight of ships arriving at the beach. 
Chorus: You are right.  
Singer: Oh the captain, (please) do not be harsh with them. 
Chorus: You are right. 
Singer: Our boys are still young, look how hard they pull their oars.  
Chorus: You are right. 
Singer: Oh their captains! Do not be harsh with them. 
Chorus: You are right. 
Singer: Don’t you see how the diving ropes have cut deep in their palms? 
Chorus: You are right. 
Singer: Don’t I wish I were butter to anoint their hands! 
Chorus: You are right (Al-Refai 1985, p.321).    

 
The main singer and all members of the chorus are women. Women of varied 

racial, sectarian and class backgrounds connected over a shared communal 

hardship. This is evident in the demonstrated agreement to the singers’ pleas for 

her community’s ‘brothers[’]’ protection: ‘You are right.’ This performance 

demonstrates the schism between the public announcement and acceptance of 

ʿayb’s parameters and people’s behavior. It also accentuates women’s activity in 

Arabian Gulf societies.  

Researcher Reflexivity 

Mohamed Alrumaihi wrote: 

The Gulf is not oil. The Gulf is its people and its land. 
So, it was before the discovery of oil, and so it will 
remain when the oil disappears (Alrumaihi & Dickens 
1986, p.11).  
 

This dissertation is an effort to extend academic interest in the Gulf beyond the 

traditional interest of oil. However, it is also an effort to highlight its people: both 
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people throughout history, and people as researchers. Being from the Arabian 

littoral of the Gulf is a facet of my identity that molds my research interests and 

abilities to write objectively. Readers should be aware of my background: I am a 

Sunni Muslim woman who was born and raised in Bahrain. Both my paternal and 

maternal lineages are of tribal Arab descent, and my grandfathers on either side 

were well-known pearl dealers. I was educated partially in Qatar and continue to 

live there today.  

I began this project with a mission: to prove that Gulf women were not 

historically oppressed. Having grown up in environments with strong women 

figures, I found it extremely difficult to fathom a world in which women were not the 

ones making major decisions regarding their families’ wellbeing and finances. 

However, my personal conceptualization of the past is not always historically 

accurate. The more interviews I conducted, the more I realized that it would be 

unethical to argue that women lived without some form of oppression at any point 

of time. It would be more valid to argue that forms of oppression were different 

than what we imagine oppression to be like today. Accordingly, this dissertation’s 

mission changed: I was to use my specific ethnic, religious, and social background 

as a tool to tease out the nuances of women’s experiences, what they were happy 

with, and what they did not readily accept. This dissertation acknowledges women 

as whole people, with responsibilities and desires, and dives into the gap between 

social expectations and resultant behavior. 

Research Questions and Scope 
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This research project began with the inquiry: How did women live in the 

past? Both the term ‘women’ and the phrase ‘the past’ are broad signifiers, and 

their definitions are integral to the establishment of a researchable topic. ‘Women’ 

are Arabian Gulf women. However, to prevent embedding this project in the very 

logic it aims to usurp, the unmarked term ‘women’ will be used to refer to Arabian 

Gulf women and the marked term ‘Arabian Gulf women’ will only be used to refer 

to that identity conceptually. Derridean deconstruction indicates that the addition 

of the signifier ‘Arabian Gulf’ excludes Arabian Gulf women from the broader group 

‘women.’ ‘Women’ is freely used to refer to European women in academia without 

the addition of ‘European,’ cementing their identity and presence. Why should 

women of other backgrounds be signified? By referring to Arabian Gulf women 

plainly as ‘women,’ this dissertation will ontologically valorize its research subject, 

preventing its subsumption and exclusion.  

Moreover, when discussing their identity conceptually, this dissertation 

employs ‘Arabian Gulf women’ and not ‘Arabian Gulf Women.’ The difference 

between the two terms is the capitalization of ‘W’ in the second, making ‘Women’ 

a proper noun. Denise Riley (1988) aligns herself with Jacques Lacan and Jacques 

Derrida, employing deconstruction to feminist historiography. She suggests that 

the iteration ‘Women’ is problematic, as it implies homogeneity. This dissertation 

uses ‘women’ to emphasize the lack of homogeneity to both dispel stereotypes 

and avoid essentializing women’s experiences. Due to practical considerations, 

the project’s geographical scope was constrained to both Bahrain and Qatar. As 

for ‘the past,’ the research scope includes both the pearl trade era and the 
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transition to an oil-based economy. To link the experiences that women shared 

about their lives with the abstract concept of ‘liv[ing],’ the research question 

became: What economic and social roles did women in Bahrain and Qatar play 

during the pearl trade and early oil era? 

To employ Michel Foucault’s understanding of the constitution of the object 

and Gayatri Spivak’s theorization of the subaltern, the Arabian Gulf woman is the 

subaltern object. This is because she is alienated from different socio-economic 

institutions depending on intersections of her age, race, or class. This dissertation 

embeds women’s lived experiences in the emic framework of ʿayb to identify the 

conditions that dictated who is alienated in each situation. I thus added the 

supplementary research question: How do the possibilities of production, through 

both waged and unwaged labor, influence the parameters of ʿayb? Conversely, 

how do the parameters of ʿayb influence women’s possibilities of production?  

Waged labors are productive activities that result in paid economic benefits, 

such as agricultural work and the manufacturing of goods to be sold. Unwaged 

labors also result in economic benefits, although those products are retained within 

the household and not monetized. Unwaged labor includes housework, which is 

often excluded from conversations about labor, but is both physically demanding 

and time consuming. Examples of housework are cooking, cleaning, childcare, and 

the purchase of household goods and foodstuffs. Unwaged labor also includes 

social roles and socially framed biological roles. Examples of social roles are the 

construction and maintenance of social binds such as marriages and friendship. 

Socially framed biological roles are reproductive: pregnancy, childbirth, 
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breastfeeding and childrearing. Unwaged labors are occupations and services that 

women performed for free, because asking for financial compensation was 

considered ʿayb. Unwaged labor in the history of the Arabian Gulf also includes 

slavery. Female slaves performed physically strenuous labor without financial 

compensation. They also manufactured products that were monetized. The slave 

owner sold those products and kept the revenue for himself and his household, 

with none of the profits returning to the laborer. The possibilities of production are 

gateways to understanding and appreciating women’s presence and activity in 

society.  

This dissertation’s temporal research scope is the pre-oil and early oil era, 

covering the culmination of the pearl trade ‘boom century’ and the transition 

towards an oil economy. The pearling ‘boom century’ in the Arabian littoral of the 

Gulf span from 1820 to 1912, with the peak of the pearling boom between 1900 

and 1912 (Carter 2012, p.157). The early half of the ‘boom century’ encompassed 

state building under the Al Khalifa in Bahrain and the Al Thani in Qatar. In 1820, 

the Al Khalifa entered a treaty relationship with Great Britain, which recognized the 

Al Khalifa as Bahrain’s rulers. In 1861, their Perpetual Truce of Peace and 

Friendship went into effect. This truce dictated that Great Britain would both protect 

Bahrain from naval assault and aid with land assault. In return, Bahrain would not 

enter relationships with other foreign governments without British consent, nor 

would it dispose of land to any entity other than the United Kingdom. This ultimately 

placed Bahrain under British rule and protection. In treaties between Great Britain 

and Bahrain, Qatar was recognized as a dependent of Bahrain (Rahman 2006). In 
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1867 and 1868, Bahrain and Qatar engaged in armed combat in the Qatar-Bahrain 

War. This combat was a violation of the 1835 maritime truce, leading to British 

intervention. Lieutenant Colonel Lewis Pelly, the British Resident in Bahrain, 

signed the Treaty of 1868 with Muhammad Al Thani, ending maritime warfare and 

formally recognizing Qatar’s independence for the first time (Crystal 1990, p.30 

and Rahman 2006, p.123).      

Bahrain continued to be a British protectorate, while Qatar became part of 

the expanding Ottoman Empire in 1871. In 1913, the Ottomans renounced 

sovereignty over Qatar. In 1916, Sheikh Abdulla bin Jassim Al Thani, who was 

Qatar’s new ruler, signed a treaty with Great Britain to instate the area under the 

trucial system. Bahrain and Qatar relied on the pearl trade economically. This 

continued until the 1930s, with the escalation of competition for oil concessions in 

the region. Simultaneously, the beginnings of social reform swept through Bahrain. 

These reforms were influenced by both the Bahrain Petroleum Company’s 

discovery of oil in 1932, American missionaries’ activities in the fields of medicine 

and education, and Charles Belgrave’s influence as British advisor to Sheikh 

Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa between 1926 and 1957. These political, economic, and 

social changes in Bahrain and Qatar form the backdrop for this dissertation’s 

exploration of women’s capacities for production in various social and economic 

roles. I include further periodization markers in the upcoming sections: ‘Trade 

History,’ ‘Population,’ and ‘Class Stratification.’  

Trade History 
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An account of trade history in both Bahrain and Qatar provides a backdrop 

for women’s economic behavior, including the vast array of commodities they 

consumed. Bahrain and Qatar had different economic trajectories. Development 

activities, such as roads and schools, transpired earlier in Bahrain than Qatar for 

three reasons. First, the British established the Bahrain Agency in 1900. Second, 

Bahrain had a greater pearling harvest. Third, oil came to Bahrain earlier. 

Secondary historical literature documents men’s economic output more than 

women’s economic output. This overview of Bahrain and Qatar’s trade history 

mirrors that imbalance. The remainder of this dissertation works to rectify this 

imbalance by presenting an analysis of women specifically.  

Bahrain and Qatar’s traditional economies were shaped by their geographic 

locations, as well as the environmental wealth that could be derived from their 

natural resources. Bahrain was home to rich marine and agricultural ecosystems 

that resulted in diverse products for consumption. The tribes that migrated from 

the Arabian Peninsula to Bahrain benefited from the stability that this environment 

allowed. Before the discovery of oil and the development of its refinement, pearl 

diving, fishing, and the farming of palm trees were the backbone of Bahrain’s 

economy. Bahrain also produced revenue by imposing custom taxes on some 

products (Khoury 2011). Qatar, on the other hand, was a low-lying desert. Qatar 

produced virtually no agricultural food, and any existing plots were owned for 

status and not for commercial use. Pearls were the most produced commodity in 

Qatar and were the main source of income for the state. At a certain point, the 



	 	

18 
 

entire male adult population may have been employed in that industry (Bishara et 

al. 2016).  

Bahrain has a rich agricultural environment due to the abundance of 

irrigation water in many spaces, including villages and cities. Palm trees were 

farmed in areas that were lush with irrigation water alongside the northern and 

northeastern coasts of Bahrain Island, down to the southwest (Lorimer 1915, 

p.263).  In the 1920s, a third of arable land was used to farm palm trees (Khoury 

2011). Bahrain was rich in the production of dates, which would be available in 

large quantities in the marketplaces. Following pearls, dates were the second 

greatest exported goods (Khoury 2011). However, Bahrain’s income from the 

pearling industry greatly exceeded any revenues gained from agricultural exports. 

Palm trees provided nutritional sustenance for the Bahraini population, as well as 

raw materials from which necessary household tools were made. Many artisanal 

crafts were related to palm trees, such as the sewing of baskets, containers, and 

small and large handheld fans. Alongside palm trees, Bahrainis also farmed fruits 

and vegetables. Indian traveler C. M. Cursetjee identified the following produce in 

his walks in the Bahraini marketplaces during the second half of the 20th century: 

lemons, melons, mulberries, pomegranate, and squash (Cursetjee & Alkhor 1989, 

p.97). There have also been mentions of bananas, bergamot, eggplants, figs, 

grapes, pears, plums, and radish by different travelers in Bahrain. 

The marine ecosystem provided Bahrain with an important source of 

sustenance. For the first half of the 20th century, fish were the main source of 

nutrition for the population. Both men and women engaged in fishing and the sale 
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of fish (Appendix III, p. 23).  For many decades, Bahrainis made a simple living off 

the sale of fresh or dried fish. As there was a consistent supply, the price of fish 

was always low. Often, there was an oversupply of shrimp. Then, fishermen and 

fisherwomen simply gave the excess shrimp away (Appendix III, p. 23).   

Alongside agricultural produce and fish, Bahraini marketplaces were ripe 

with artisanal crafts. These crafts included metalwork and goods made from 

copper, such as nails, coffee utensils, cooking pots, daggers and swords. They 

also included textiles, such as sails and clothing (Alnajjar & Mattar, p.89). Bahraini 

artisans used pottery to make vessels for the storage and transportation of water. 

They also used dried palm leaves to weave mats and baskets (Fuccaro 2009, 

p.82).  

Over the turn of the 20th century, Bahrain flourished in the realms of 

international trade and tariff services. English explorer and archeologist James 

Theodore Bent described Bahrain as the base for intensive maritime 

communication, as well as the gatekeeper to Najd and the Arabian Peninsula 

(Alnajjar & Mattar 2017). The British India Steam Navigation Company used 

Bahrain as a base to manage marine transport in the Arabian Gulf.  Bahrain was 

also a transit hub, known for the re-export of products. Its marine port was more 

prominent than others in the area. Before the discovery of oil, tariffs on imported 

goods and re-exported goods were a main source of the country’s income.  

During the first quarter of the 20th century, the pearl diving and pearl trading 

professions were at the height of their prosperity in Bahrain and Qatar. This trade 

provided work for approximately 20 thousand Bahraini men during the pearling 
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season (Government of Bahrain Annual Report for Year 1934, p.443). 

Approximately a quarter of the entire Arabian littoral’s population was involved in 

pearl harvesting during the summer season: around 74,000 men (Lorimer 1915). 

Pearling expeditions took place over the summer months, because the water was 

warm enough for the divers’ lengthy immersions. The first dive started in the middle 

of April and lasted forty days. It was called alghawṣ albārid: the cold dive. Three 

weeks after it, the divers returned for alradah: the return. Some divers, the ones 

who were more desperate, returned later for alrudaydah: the little return. The main 

dive started at some point between the middle of May and the beginning of June, 

ending between the middle of September and early October. It was called alghawṣ 

alkabīr, which translates to ‘the big dive’ (Carter 2005).  

 Revenues from pearl sales multiplied from one decade to another. In 1900, 

revenues from Bahraini pearl sales were about 500,000 pounds. By 1913, they 

were 1,850,000 pounds. By 1923, they were 2,000,000 pounds (Government of 

Bahrain Annual Report for Year 1934, p.443). The pearl trade continued to flourish 

in Bahrain until the beginning of the 1930s, when the Great Depression negatively 

influenced demand for natural pearls in Europe. Demand for natural pearls also 

declined with the growing availability of artificial pearls, which were more 

reasonably priced. 

Economic life changed with the growth of the pearling industry. One third of 

all goods imported into Bahrain were a consumed locally, while two thirds were 

immediately exported for transit trade (Trade Report of Bahrain Islands from 1923-

1024, p.70). These goods included: candles, charcoal, coffee, cotton, firewood, 
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glassware, leathers, matches, meat, metals, pottery, rice, silk, soap, spices, sugar, 

tea, wheat, wood, and wool (Fuccaro 2009, p.82 and Lorimer 1915, p.310). Hindu 

and Borah merchants sold a variety of British and Japanese household 

commodities. These commodities had a palpable influence on Bahrainis’ lives. 

First, many Bahrainis began residing in masonry structures, rather than tents. 

Second, Bahrain witnessed the rapid development of markets and ports to keep 

up with increased consumer activities. Ostensibly, increased consumption was a 

result of increased wealth in the upper classes. When the pearl economy 

collapsed, the wealthier facets of society shifted their assets from pearling to real 

estate, and other diverse interests. This would eventually assure their financial 

prosperity during the oil trade era, when real estate rental became an extremely 

lucrative enterprise. The import-export industry continued to be important, albeit 

suffering during the end of the 1920s and the early 1930s due to global recessions. 

Once oil revenues arrived in the 1930s, money was made with the import of basic 

goods, such as building materials, as well as luxury goods, including cars. This 

benefitted the merchants, regardless of the pearl fishery’s collapse. However, the 

rest of society suffered: divers’ advances plummeted, and both the import-export 

industry and shopkeepers’ businesses were stalled for the years 1929 – 1936 

(Fuccaro 2009). Merchants who had failed to diversify, and continued to specialize 

wholly in pearls, also suffered badly.  

 In 1932, oil was discovered in Bahrain. With the development of 

occupations related to oil refinery, the pearl diving profession began to wane 

(Bishara et al. 2016). In 1930, the total crop value of pearls from Bahrain was 
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21,250,000 rupees. By 1934, the value was down to 10,000,000 rupees (Belgrave, 

p.49). It continued to decline until the end of the first half of the 20th century. The 

last successful diving season was in 1945. Diving continued to take place in 

Bahrain during the 1950s, but it is hard to determine their productivity. The 

following chart illustrates the declining number of diving boats and their workers 

during the second quarter of the 20th century. Figures are from the Government of 

Bahrain’s annual reports.  

 
Year Number of Diving Boats Number of Workers on 

the Boats 
1926-1931 500 20,000 

1935 360 11,500 
1940 191 7,500 
1945 121 5,100 

 

Fuccaro (2009) writes to debunk the assumption that oil moved Arab Gulf 

nations on a linear trajectory towards modernity. She clarifies that oil behaved as 

a “transformative” entity, remolding different facets of society and their 

relationships. In Manama’s case, this transformation resulted in an arrangement 

that was like the status of different colonized nations. Oil’s transformative ability 

should be studied outside of the framework of modernity. Modernization and 

westernization are often unethically and inaccurately valued as interchangeable 

social progressions. Conflating the two is unethical because it emphasizes the 

racist viewpoint that nonwestern states are inherently unmodern. It is inaccurate 

because modernization and westernization may occur simultaneously as 

independent processes. Fuccaro rightly destabilizes the relationship between oil 

and modernity.  
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By 1936, the oil economy enhanced Bahrainis’ capacity for commodity 

consumption.  Oil revenues encouraged foreign firms to establish offices in 

Bahrain. This resulted in their rental of Bahraini owned real estate, energizing 

Manama’s modern service economy (Fuccaro 2009, p.131). Employment in 

BAPCO also created a Bahraini middle class with its own purchasing power. This 

economic revival resulted in a new generation of visible lifestyle changes. By 1937, 

there were many architectural and civil developments: roads were wider, buildings 

were of a higher quality, and marketplaces were larger. A decade later, there were 

a larger number of foreign residents than ever before. Indian and Iranian 

merchants carved their space in the Bahraini marketplace, selling a wide array of 

products from China, Japan, and Europe. Bahraini households began using dining 

tables and chairs instead of mats and cushions. They also started decorating their 

windows with curtains and began using gramophones and radio sets. Electricity 

was a sign of wealth, and more affluent Bahrainis purchased fans and refrigerators. 

Cinemas and coffee shops became popular, and Bahrainis consumed movies from 

India, Europe, and the United States (Fuccaro 2009).  

 Qatar’s economic trajectory differed from Bahrain’s. Qatar lacked the 

agricultural component. Consequently, all foodstuffs – grain, rice, dates – as well 

as hardware, had to be imported. There was no subsistence economy without 

pearl fishing, which provided the monetary flow that was necessary to feed the 

population. There is little information on the subject, but the pearl trade’s collapse 

had extreme ramifications on society. Mass migration ensued, with Qatari royalty 

remaining afloat using oil exploration concession money. A look at marketplaces 
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in Qatar can elucidate Qatari women’s economic behavior. Almalky (2006) 

described 42 individual marketplaces in Qatar, outlining their products, times of 

operation during the day, potential customers, sellers, and locations. Women sold 

beautification products, such as eyeliner and sewing kits in Souq Wagif (sūg 

wāgif). They sold wood, animal feed, herbs, lard, honey, animal skin, wool, and 

medicinal herbs in Souq Albadu (sūg albadū). Women also sold homemade yogurt, 

buttermilk, and dried buttermilk in a specialized store. The store was very busy 

before sunset, because yogurt was a popular dinner item. People would purchase 

small amounts, as they did not own fridges to preserve the yogurt for several days. 

The volume of international trade in Qatar differed, but women engaged in local 

trade nonetheless.  

Population 
 
 William Beeman (2009) uses Benedict Anderson’s concept of imagined 

communities to describe society in the Gulf. Anderson (1983) argues that nations 

are socially constructed communities. In the smallest of those nations, it would be 

impossible for a member to know most of the community’s other members 

personally. However, that member would still imagine a sense of belonging due to 

a shared image of affinity. Beeman states that the Gulf “is an ‘unimagined’ 

community – a community in fact, but not in name and not in social identification” 

(2009, p.148). This is essentially the opposite of Anderson’s concept. According to 

Beeman’s analysis, individuals in the Gulf would personally know one another and 

would have a shared image of affinity without the sense of belonging. People may 

speak the same language, practice the same religion, have similar jobs, and eat 
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the same food. However, they would not necessarily acknowledge each other as 

members of the same community. Beeman does not provide a possible 

explanation for the construction of ‘unimagined’ communities. I suggest a 

correlation between community construction in the Gulf and ʾaṣl.  

ʾaṣl is the Arabic word for ‘origin.’ In this context, it refers to emic distinctions 

between people of the same ethnicity. For example, people who are ethnically 

Arab may identify themselves, or identify each other, as badū, ḥaḍar, hawilah, and 

baḥārnah. These are different identities based on that specific subgroup’s faith, 

history, or lifestyle. While individuals of different ʾ aṣl form social relations, including 

friendships and marriages, there is an overall acknowledgement of their belonging 

to different groups. Moreover, individuals from Bahrain and Qatar have a sense of 

belonging to the same imagined community, regardless of a divide caused by 

political borders, when they share a similar ʾaṣl.  

Arabs in Bahrain are from the Arabian Peninsula. Sunni Arabs populate 

Muharraq (almuḥarag), Hidd (alḥid), Riffa (alrifāʿ) and, to a lesser extent, Manama 

(almanāmah). There are both tribal Sunni Arabs, who migrated to Bahrain, and 

non-tribal Sunni Arabs. Shia Arabs populate the northwestern Bahraini coast and 

Manama primarily, with smaller groups residing in the city of Muharraq and villages 

in Muharraq Island. Some of the Bahraini Shia Arabs are from tribes such as 

rabīʿah and ʿabd qaīs, while others migrated from Qatif (alqatīf) and Alahsa 

(alḥasa). Throughout Bahraini history, Shia Arabs were traditionally 

agriculturalists. As a subgroup, they identify with the name baḥārna. In the 20th 

century, Arab families from Iraq and the Levant migrated to Bahrain too. They 
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primarily moved to Bahrain because they were employed as teachers and 

principals in the first schools. With time, they set roots and became a part of the 

community (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017). Bahrain is also home to a small number of 

Jewish families who migrated mostly from Iraq, but also from Persia. Their 

migration began in the 19th century. By the end of the first half of the 20th century, 

there were 500 Jewish Bahrainis. They mostly worked in trade and banking 

(Belgrave). By 1900, the population in Manama was 25,000 people and the 

population in Muharraq was 20,000 (Potter 2017, p.32). Lorimer (1915) estimated 

the population in Doha at 12,000 people.  

 Arabs in Qatar can be categorized into two subsets: Bedouin and ḥaḍar. 

The distinction between these two groups is often blurred. Settled families from 

predominantly Bedouin tribes share the ḥaḍar group’s defining characteristics. 

However, those families still considered themselves to still be Bedouin, or at least 

of Bedouin stock. An example is the Dawasir (dūāsir) of both Bahrain and Qatar. 

Although they were mainly townspeople, Dawasir identified as Bedouin. Moreover, 

townspeople often considered people from outlying villages to be Bedouin, even 

though that was not the case. The Kubaisi (kbaysī) group is equally described as 

both Bedouin and ḥaḍar, blurring the lines further. The Ottomans did not make a 

distinction: they considered all the Arabs to be Bedouin. Lorimer (1915, pp. 214-

216) classified Arabs in Qatar as ‘nomadic’ and ‘fixed.’ The ‘nomadic’ peoples, the 

Bedouin, include the Bani Hajar (banī hājar) and the Kaban (kaʿbān). They also 

include the Nuaim (nʿaym), who moved between Bahrain and Qatar. Other 

Bedouin tribes that visit Qatar are the Murrah (murah) from Hasa, and Manasir 



	 	

27 
 

(manāṣīr). Lorimer lists the many tribes that make up the ‘fixed’ population, the 

ḥaḍar, and notes that most of those tribes were common to both Bahrain and 

Qatar. The only tribes that were specific to Qatar were the Hamaidat (ḥmaydāt) 

and the Muhanda (muhāndah). In 1908, the total population was approximately 

27,000 persons (Lorimer 1915, p.216). Qatari ḥaḍar also included 500 baḥārnah, 

which is the colloquial name for this Shia Muslim Arab enthnoreligious group, 2,000 

former slaves of and 4,000 enslaved peoples (Lorimer 1915, p.215). Lorimer’s 

survey did not include the former slaves or enslaved peoples’ backgrounds.  

Bahrainis and Qataris of Persian origin are either Sunni Muslim or Shia 

Muslim. Both groups speak Arabic fluently (Ruper 1959). Colloquially, some 

Bahraini communities have labeled Sunni individuals of Persian origin as hawilah 

and Shia individuals of Persian origin as ʿajam. In Qatar, the term ʿajam is often 

used for Qataris of Persian origin, regardless of their religion or sect. Self-identified 

hawilah, however, are Arabs from the Persian littoral of the Gulf, who had migrated 

to the Persian shore in the distant past. They recognize their origin as Arabian, not 

Persian.  People from India, Pakistan and Baluchistan also constituted part of the 

Bahraini and Qatari populations (Potter 2017, p.32). In Bahrain, they worked in 

administrative and artisan occupations, as well as in the police force (Alnajjar & 

Mattar 2017). As a result, the lifestyle and material culture in Bahrain showed 

heavy Indian influence: imported basmati rice became a dietary staple, cotton was 

used in clothing, Indian timber for shipbuilding, and Indian styles in architecture. 

The influence was less in Doha because British subjects, including Indians, were 

not allowed entry to Qatar until the 1940s. Bahrain was also an entrepôt, while 
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Qatar was not. Bahrain’s politicians and businessmen would speak Arabic, 

English, Hindi, and Farsi to be able to communicate with all facets of society (Potter 

2017, p.32).  

 Slavery was widespread in the Arabian Peninsula for centuries. Enslaved 

Africans’ labor enabled global commodity chains. In Slaves of One Master, 

Matthew S. Hopper (2015) demonstrated how the global demand for products from 

eastern Arabia instigated a growing demand for laborers. This, in turn, motivated 

the enslavement and transportation of African peoples. Enslaved men and women 

were brought in from the Eastern coast of the African continent (Lorimer 1915). 

Between 1904 and 1906, enslaved people were trafficked from Qatar, Alhasa, and 

Oman as well. At that time, Africans were a significant minority in the Gulf (Potter 

2017). By 1920, there were approximately 6000 enslaved persons in Bahrain. 

There were also 5000 formerly enslaved people. Many of them continued to live in 

their masters’ homes, working as servants for their residence and food (Lorimer 

1915). Formerly enslaved people were trapped in a system that made their 

independence difficult, although they were legally free. Moreover, formerly 

enslaved people were relentlessly referred to as ‘house slaves.’ Women 

constituted the majority of ‘house slaves.’ This is because it was more socially 

acceptable for enslaved women and female servants, rather than enslaved men or 

male servants, to occupy a shared space with their female masters or employees. 

If a free man were to acquire an enslaved man, he would arrange his marriage to 

an enslaved woman that he also owned. Then, the married couple would reside 

inside the house together. The enslaved man’s marriage to a resident of the house 
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made his occupation of shared space with female family members socially 

acceptable. Otherwise, the master would arrange separate accommodation for 

him (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017).  

 Enslaved men and women contributed greatly to popular culture in the Gulf. 

African influences are evident in music, sports, and spiritual performances like zār. 

Great Britain and Bahrain’s Sheikh Mohamed bin Khalifa al Khalifa signed multiple 

treaties to suppress slavery between 1847 and 1856, and to eventually outlaw it in 

1861. Nonetheless, the slave trade in Bahrain prevailed during the start of the 20th 

century. The British official in Bahrain issued a law illegalizing slave trade in 

Bahrain in 1929. However, it was not until the Bahraini ruler Sheikh Hamad bin Isa 

Al Khalifa announced slavery’s illegality in 1937 that slavery began to decline. By 

1950, all enslaved men and women in Bahrain were freed. They had settled and 

lived in Bahrain for generations, and the Bahraini historiographer Ali Akbar 

Bushehri labeled them as Bahrainis of African origin (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017). 

Slavery in Qatar was banned in 1952 (Althani 2012). 

Althani (2012) argued that masters treated enslaved people and formerly 

enslaved people like family members. He provided the example of enslaved men 

and free men on pearling expeditions, stating that they shared the same living 

conditions and had the same responsibilities. It is both unethical and invalid to 

claim that enslaved people were treated like family. This notion is a popular social 

myth in the Gulf.3 In both Bahrain and Qatar, free men had greater rights and 

	
3 Ben Jelmood House is a solid effort at beginning to dispel this myth. A Msheireb 
Museum in Qatar, Ben Jelmood House exhibits interviews with both former slaves 
	



	 	

30 
 

opportunities than enslaved men. These rights and opportunities began at the 

home and extended to legal privileges such as property ownership. Moreover, 

divers in the Gulf were entangled in a web of systematic hereditary debt that was 

impossible to pay. The pearling industry “operated on borrowed capital” (Carter 

2005). Although free men decided to work in pearl fishery, they almost invariably 

ended up in debt-bondage. The living conditions shared by enslaved men and free 

men on boats were horrible to all. 

Class Stratification 

 The top tier includes the leading families from the ruling tribes, Al Khalifa in 

Bahrain and Al Thani in Qatar, as well as their allied tribes and supporters. The top 

tier also includes important traders, the wealthy residents of cities, and the ruler’s 

representatives. At the time, sheikhs who owned large plots of farm trees in 

Bahrain would also allocate a middleman to care for these plots. The middleman 

was responsible for managing the produce and earned a share of the revenue. He 

was also part of the top tier of the social pyramid, as acted for the sheikh’s financial 

wellbeing. In both Bahrain and Qatar, the ruler was the head of the leading family 

of the ruling tribe. He was the authority over power concentrations throughout the 

state and the country’s revenue. He also had leverage over many arable plots of 

land. The ruler gifted financial allocations and properties to members of the ruling 

tribe. The ruler depended on revenue from tariffs, diving taxes, revenue from 

farmland, and taxes imposed on farmers for his personal income, as well as 

	
and slave descendants. Many of the stories they tell illustrate images of violence 
and struggle, painting a more accurate picture of slavery in the Gulf.   
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finances for the state. As for other tribes and population groups, they worked in the 

pearling industry. Members of the tribes, villages, and wealthy merchants had their 

own fleets of boats and divers. The wealthier members of the tribes worked in pearl 

trading. Pearl dealers, or ṭawāwīsh (singular: tawāsh), purchased pearls in Bahrain 

and Qatar, contacted a broker, and eventually resold the pearls for a higher price 

in Bombay. Pearling crews were not aware of the prices; they were consequently 

underpaid (Bishara et al. 2016). Wealthy members of the community also financed 

the diving season, rented their boats, owned arable land, and steered trade ships 

(Alnajjar & Mattar 2017).  

The middle tier is composed of groups of people who enjoyed a mid-level 

of comfort and social status. It includes the nūākhidhah (singular: nūkhidhah), 

whose quality of life was derived from their share of pearl sales. The middle tier 

also included property agents, employees, and clerks who had relative wealth and 

social status, due to their education levels and the natures of their professions. 

This is alongside the owners of handicraft ventures, whose relative wealth is 

derived from the society’s consistent demand for their products due to limited 

imports.  

Most of the population formed the base of Bahrain and Qatar’s social 

pyramids. They were divers, laborers on diving boats, farmers, fishermen, artisans, 

and servants. The financial compensation that laborers on diving boats received 

was scarce. It hardly covered the costs of their families’ livelihoods. Due to the 

seasonal nature of their professions, divers and laborers did not receive daily or 

monthly pay on the boats. Rather, they received a loan from the nūkhidhah before 
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setting to sea. They also received a mid-season loan, the kharjīah, and an off-

season loan, the tiqsām (Carter 2012). Divers were expected to pay their loans 

back at the end of the diving season, using this income. Their seasonal debts 

ultimately accumulated (Belgrave, pp. 49–50). Diving regulations stipulated that 

revenues from pearl sales would be divided between everyone on the boat based 

on their rank, not their personal productivity. The individual diver would not know 

how much income he garnered for the group. Moreover, a portion of the income 

was subtracted from the laborers’ incomes to cover the cost of their livelihoods on 

the boats (Londres & Alkhor 2007, p.137). If divers were faced with a difficult 

season, they were not able to pay their loans. They then took new loans at the 

start of the next season to finance their living, compounding their debt. By taking 

a loan from a nūkhidhah, a diver was effectively committing to years of servitude, 

potentially for the rest of his life, to this captain. In some cases, another financer 

would purchase his debt, and the diver would transfer to work for him. If the diver 

passed away, his children inherited the debt and they would be expected to settle 

it (Alrumaihi 1995, pp.80-81). 

 Divers and laborers also endured extreme living conditions while on diving 

trips. They lived on small amounts of dry dates, rice, and the fish they caught. 

There was rarely enough water to quench their thirst. With these deprived 

conditions, divers were expected to dive into the depths of the sea multiple times 

a day. Their day started at sunrise and did not end until sundown. Divers were also 

prone to disease, owing to the long stretches of time they spent under water using 

only primitive protective tools. Divers routinely got ailments of the eyes, ears, and 
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lungs. Tuberculosis was very common. Diving was an extremely strenuous 

occupation, and the healthiest divers did not live very long (Clarke 1993, p.36). 

 Most of the agricultural villages’ residents in Bahrain were palm tree 

farmers. These villages dotted the palm tree farms that covered the coasts of 

Bahrain Island. Initially, palm tree farmers were locked into a taxation system. They 

were expected to pay taxes for the lands they owned and worked in. With time, 

they became unable to pay taxes, losing ownership of their farms. They continued 

to live on these lands, paying rent. The farmers’ work was under alḍamān, a 

property-renting system in which rent would pass between the farmers and the 

landowners through agents. Political sociologist Mohamed Alrumaihi critiques 

alḍamān through an investigation of how rent is quantified. Rather than renting the 

farms for a cost that is identified to both the farmers and the landowners, rent was 

determined based on an arable land’s projected output. Farmers paid landowners 

with produce and cattle, or by providing services to the landowners. Farmers also 

committed to giving landowners a certain weight of dates at the end of the season, 

regardless of whether production changed that year. If the farms did not produce 

enough dates, the farmer purchased the difference from the marketplace. Often, 

landowners dropped the debt in this situation (Alrumaihi 1995, pp.89-90). 

 The economic relations in the agriculture sector produced a form of 

serfdom. If farmers could not meet alḍamān’s regulations, their properties were 

confiscated (Alnajjar 2000, p. 27). Lorimer (1915, p.134) noted that farmers in 

Bahrain lived in permanent forced labor. They did not enjoy the freedom 

associated with renting. Farmers’ lives were based on subsistence; they did not 
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own more than the bare minimum. Residents of Karzakan specifically, and 

residents of all villages more generally, lived in extreme poverty (Lorimer 1915, 

p.314). These villages were also relatively isolated. With a lack of modern 

transportation and a dependency on donkeys only, it was very challenging for 

farmers to take their produce to the marketplaces in Manama. Therefore, they lived 

in destitution.  

 Many residents of both the cities and villages worked as fishermen. Divers 

adopted this profession outside of the pearling season. Farmers also worked as 

fishermen. The few men who did not participate in the pearling trade, and would 

not leave for the pearling season, also worked as fishermen. Fishermen lived in 

poverty owing to the large supply of fish that was naturally abundant in Bahrain. 

The large supply always supplied the market’s demand, maintaining fish’s low 

prices. The base of the social pyramid also included artisans who worked on many 

essential handicrafts, such as the construction of boats and the production of 

textiles and pottery. Artisans, fishermen, farmers, divers and laborers all shared 

this challenge: no matter how much they worked, their effort could not elevate them 

out of poverty. The quality of their lives was dependent on production to the extent 

of subsistence only, and it was near impossible for them to produce enough to 

climb to the middle tier of the social pyramid.  

 Enslaved men and women and freed slaves formed a recognizable 

percentage of Bahrain’s destitute. Even when freed, they continued to live as 

hostages of their former conditions. Freed slaves worked without pay. The only 

compensation for their servitude was their food, lodging, and clothing. If they 
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received special rewards during celebrations, it was under the discretion of their 

former owners. Freed slaves did not have ownership over their lives and were not 

able to make decisions that would influence their quality. 

Theoretical Framework: Postcolonial and Feminist Historiography  

 Historian Asfaneh Najmabadi (2005) asks:  

How do we employ gender analytically, so as to write history 
differently, to write history from which women are not 
absent and gender is not a missing category; one in which 
issues of gender and women are not afterthoughts and 
appendixes (p.1)? 
 

By employing gender analytically, this dissertation embraces a version of history 

in which women’s identities and experiences are included in an overall 

understanding of society. A feminist approach to the Arabian Gulf women’s 

narrative sheds light on the components of these women’s lives that are not 

included in academia. Women in the Arabian Gulf should have agency in the 

illustration of their recent history. The conduct of oral history interviews and the 

adoption of emic terms and ideologies forward this cause.  

There are three indispensable components to this dissertation’s theoretical 

framework: the problematization of ‘women,’ intersectional feminism, and 

postcolonial feminist historiography. This framework contributes to the 

development of a holistic understanding of women’s lives in the Arabian Gulf 

during the pearl trade and early oil eras. It also serves to counter some historians’ 

marginalization of women’s experiences in academic documents.    

The problematization of women is crucial in the construction of a theoretical 

framework in which Gulf Arab women can be studied. Judith Butler aligns herself 
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with Michel Foucault’s position: subjects appear as a reaction to specific regimens 

of authority, power, and knowledge. Butler (1990) posits that women are not born 

into womanness. Rather, womanness is a culmination of different performances 

by different cultures and intersectionalities. She destabilizes the homogenous idea 

of a woman. Butler argues that white feminists try to ‘save’ women from other 

cultures, because they erroneously assume their oppression. Like Foucault’s 

panopticon, womanness is a pervasive discourse: people being watched embody 

the very law that imposes its gaze upon them.  

 Butler (1990) suggests challenging sex as a natural concept. Traditionally, 

the distinction between sex and gender is that sex is what people are born with, 

while gender is what they adopt. Sex is restrained and dependent on human 

anatomy, while gender is fluid and dependent on culture. Aligning her positionality 

to that of Foucault again, Butler reasons that an undeserved privileged status is 

imbued to biology. Both the mystical and scientific realms are artificial, and an 

association with nature does not truly result in the housing of higher effective 

potential. Butler problematizes the generally accepted idea of the body being a 

blank slate that culture can be imposed on by theorizing the metaphysics of 

substance. The substance, which is sex, lies underneath the ideological 

implications of gender.  

 Simone de Beauvoir (1949), however, maintains that the body is an 

emancipatory ideal. Women can break away from the boundaries that men 

impose. Butler (1990) strives to disturb the accepted notion of the body as a place 

of freedom. De Beauvoir suggests that women are excluded from the discourses 
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of political, social, and cultural possibility because they are associated with the 

body while men are associated with intellect. In response, Butler references Luce 

Irigaray. For Irigaray, women are totally removed from the domain of the signifiable 

(Irigaray 1974, cited in Butler 1990). Butler and de Beauvoir engage in the same 

system, which implies that a true female sex is erased through socialization. 

Irigaray takes a Lacanian approach: language is a patriarchal construct, and it is 

consequently impossible for women to exert autonomy within that sphere. Butler 

maintains that this perspective is totalizing; it implies that language’s parameters 

have predetermined women’s complete lack of space in society. She asks if this is 

true for matriarchal configurations around the world. Although societies in the 

Arabian Gulf are unquestionably patriarchal, women still maintain agency and a 

signifiable existence. Moreover, matriarchal configurations come into play within 

certain communities when most male figures go away on pearling expeditions. 

Butler suggests that Irigaray does not consider other cultures, participating in 

epistemological imperialism. 

In his construction of both structuralism and the universal model of 

exchange, Lévi-Strauss (1955, pp. 134-145) identifies women as reduced to an 

objective form. Women, children, and slaves are subhuman in his framework of 

gift giving and barter. This reveals to Butler (1990, pp. 52-58) that Irigaray is correct 

in the following respect: women do not always have the potential to engage in 

exchange like men, because they have been forced into the position of objects to 

be exchanged. In this framework, women disappear and homosocial bonds 
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between men are formed. Butler does not think women should be given men’s 

status, because that replicates the system she is interested in criticizing. 

For Butler (1990), gender is a cultural construct that imbues anatomical 

differences with a transcendent status to justify itself. This operates to affirm the 

gendered components that exist on it, via the metaphysics of substance. In return, 

society attempts to maintain a matrix of coherent gender norms. This sets the 

stage for the self, which is associated with gender, because the self is reserved for 

the Cartesian male classic liberal subject. The genealogy of gender thus 

destabilizes the transcendent naturality that is associated with the body, the 

institutions we find ourselves in, and the notion of the self. Gender emerges as a 

reaction to various regulatory phenomena, such as power relations, the law, and 

the judicial system. Butler (1990) highlights that regimes of power can naturalize 

gender phenomenon and galvanize them. Gender retroactively affirms the natural 

attributes associated with it, affirming its own existence. This influences everything 

we see in the world, including both science and history. Gender becomes 

naturalized through its repetition via performance. 

Performativity is the culmination of spontaneous daily actions that arise 

subconsciously (Butler 1990). Performativity predates capitalism, and 

consequently is not a reaction to marketing media. Conventions and codes 

determine how we should act and exist in the world in relation to our sexual 

identification. Gender develops a critical inertia that accumulates various signifiers 

that are mapped onto it over time. Consequently, we are unwilling subjects of 

gender’s movement through space. Butler is unable to conclude if biological sex 
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exists, but she acknowledges that the various signs used to denote both sex and 

gender have changed drastically over time. These signs are not natural, but they 

possess the cultural value equivalent to naturality. This is done through the 

process of repetitive utterances. People who do not fit the mold of white, thin, and 

heteronormative bodies are often excluded. This establishes a punitive system that 

punishes people who don’t fit in and encourages the people who do.    

 This study aims to encompass women of different intersections in identity. 

Developed by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1995), intersectionality is a qualitative analytic 

framework that considers how combinations of people’s social and political 

identities result in different levels of privilege and discrimination. These identities 

include class, disability, gender, race, religion, sex, sexuality, and physical 

appearance. The study of women is not the study of biological identifiers, but of 

the social processes that mold womanhood. Riley (1988) argues that the study of 

women is the study of experiences.  

 In “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Gayatri Spivak (2008) proposes a 

postcolonial feminist framework that underscores the inescapable limitations of 

this anthropological study. Rather than simply use ‘oppressed’ or ‘marginalized,’ 

Spivak employs the term ‘subaltern.’ The root ‘altern’ denotes difference. 

Difference, in people, functions within a field of intelligibility. The addition of the 

prefix ‘sub-’ indicates a position of ‘less than’ different. This position removes the 

person from the field of intelligibility, rendering him or her unrecognizable to forces 

in political power. I add that they are also unrecognizable in historical accounts. 

The subaltern in Spivak’s essay is the colonized Indian woman. With the erasure 



	 	

40 
 

of local culture and the placement of colonial institutions in India, it is very difficult 

for the colonized (the ‘altern’) to “speak.” When the colonized is a woman 

(“subaltern”), it is impossible. In this context, “speak[ing]” is the act of molding the 

policies that regulate the subalterns’ lives. I also add that it is the documentation 

of both the subaltern’s histories and the cultural forces that shape their 

experiences. I posit that the documentation of the subaltern’s genuine history is an 

inherently impossible process, as both agency and authenticity are compromised 

by the nature of academic anthropology. 

Giles Deleuze, Félix Guattari, and Michel Foucault write against Thomas 

Hobbes, John Locke and René Descartes. Hobbes, Locke, and Descartes suggest 

that the human has various inalienable rights, such as the rights to legal 

representation and livelihood. However, their definition of human is confined to the 

White, male, and European person – who they consider to be a unitary and total 

subject. Within this framework, Hobbes, Locke, and Descartes justify the White 

male Europeans’ positions of colonialism and imperialism on the global stage. 

Deleuze and Guattari argue that humans consistently change and develop, and 

that Hobbes, Locke, and Descartes’s notion of a unitary total subject is thus 

erroneous. Deleuze and Guattari speculate that the human is in flux, considering 

humans with other humans, with animals, and with inanimate objects. Foucault 

also positions himself against Hobbes, Locke, and Descartes’s conceptualization 

of the unitary and total subject. Foucault says humans have a subjective identity, 

not a universal identity, and that the subjectivity is a response to power. Emerging 

subjectivities have potential that is limited by a particular episteme. Foucault 
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determines that the subject is restricted, and it is our task, as humans, to reverse 

that restriction. Deleuze, Guattari, and Foucault thus agree that the subject has a 

propensity for radicality, although they approach that conclusion from different 

starting points. 

Spivak engages in post-structuralism; she aligns herself with Jacques 

Derrida and challenges Deleuze, Guattari, and Foucault. Hobbes, Locke, and 

Descartes composed metanarratives. Deleuze, Guattari, and Foucault maintain 

that ideology is too simplistic, and doesn’t befit engagement with grander 

metanarratives. Spivak argues that their refusal to recognize ideology is a critical 

limitation. Deleuze, Guattari, and Foucault’s subject has “no geopolitical 

determination” (Spivak 2008, p.23). Spivak recognizes that, except for White male 

Europeans, everybody is marked by gender and race. Unlike in Deleuze, Guattari, 

and Foucault’s postulations, people do not have the privilege to be free-floating 

subjects. People who are exploited by capitalism, for example, do not have the 

potential to change or live in flux. They simply do not have the time or energy: they 

work extensively and, when they are not working, they are exhausted. Foucault 

homogenized the human experience by suggesting influence by the same powers.  

He also does not mention race at all, while Deleuze and Guattari at least 

acknowledge that there are factors other than class that restrict people’s lives. 

Spivak contends that they all engage with a ‘non-subject,’ and that this ‘non-

subject’ can only exist while simultaneously conceptualizing a determined object. 

The determined object is a relative point that subsists for comparison purposes, 

creating a binary.  
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Spivak aligns herself with Derrida and places his work counter to Deleuze, 

Guattari, and Foucault’s by participating in deconstruction. To Derrida, 

deconstruction is the act of exposing contingencies within a binary. In that binary, 

there is an assumed superior term and a secondary valorized term. Both are 

necessary to define each other. In Epistemology of the Closet, Eve Sedgwick 

(1990) argues that being heterosexual isn’t an identity because it is not defined 

through a comparison to a secondary marked identity. However, being 

homosexual is an identity because homosexuality is defined in relation to 

heterosexuality. Within the definition of homosexuality, heterosexuality and 

homosexuality create a binary. Using this trajectory, Spivak places subject and 

object within a binary. Traditionally, the subject is the White European male. Spivak 

says the object in the binary is an ideological creation in response to power.  

Spivak engages with the relationship between theory and politics, exploring 

the former’s development into the latter. She focuses on the European 

condemnation of the Hindu practice ‘sati.’ To commit sati, a widow sacrifices 

herself by sitting on her deceased husband’s pyre. The White male European who 

condemns sati is the subject. According to the split subject and object binary, the 

object is the subaltern widow. The widow cannot be made a subject, because 

gifting subjectivity places an enormous debt on the object and submits the widow 

to an imperialist subject constitution. The subaltern object cannot speak when 

performing sati. The subaltern object cannot speak when the white European male 

subject condemns sati. Spivak does not endorse sati, but she acknowledges that 

the subaltern is trapped between tradition and imperialists both defining her 
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acceptable behavior. Spivak calls for a deeper understanding of different acts’ 

ideological implications, as well as a recognition of their specific places within a 

sociotemporal paradigm.   

There are several takeaways from Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 

that are imperative to this dissertation. The first is the process of subject formation. 

In this research endeavor, who are the object and subject? The object is the 

Arabian Gulf woman. She is the subaltern object because she is alienated from 

different socio-economic institutions depending on intersections of her age, race, 

or class. The Arabian Gulf woman’s exclusion and displacement denies her 

agency. Derridean deconstruction encourages the identification of a subject object 

binary split. Who am I, the researcher, defining the Arabian Gulf woman object 

against? Historically, the subject has been the White male European. As White 

male Europeans both colonized and studied objects, they defined the objects 

against their own selves. Within the framework of the Arabian Gulf, this is not 

applicable for two reasons. First, White male Europeans rarely wrote about 

Arabian Gulf women, although they wrote extensively about both men and 

patriarchal society. Arabian Gulf women participated in gender segregation, 

severely limiting their interactions with any white male Europeans in the region. 

Second, this study is not conducted by a White male European. I, like the subaltern 

object, am an Arabian Gulf woman.  

I initially defined the Arabian Gulf woman in relation to the Arabian Gulf man. 

This is evident in this dissertation’ preliminary research question, which asks what 

women were doing while men were away on pearl hunts. Spivak writes,  
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Certain members of the Indian elite are of course native 
informants for first-world intellectuals interested in the 
voice of the Other (2008, p.38). 
 

Although I am an Arab woman who shares many identity traits with the research 

project’s objects, I am the product of cultural imperialism. I speak English and 

consume Western media. I was also educated by American and British institutions.  

This makes me wonder: am I playing the part of the ‘native informant’ by writing in 

English and presenting my research to a British institution? Following Spivak’s 

trajectory, I am the colonized subaltern subject whom the subaltern object is being 

defined against. This would mean that I, the Arabian Gulf woman conducting this 

study, and my interlocutors, the Arabian Gulf women being studied, are both 

operating in a realm of compromised agency, diluting our experiences through 

multiple cultural and linguistic lenses that simultaneously make this historical 

narrative easier to consume and less authentic. This, however, is only true if the I, 

as a researcher, approach interlocutors as sources of data to be studied. By 

acknowledging interlocutors, especially women narrators, as partners in the 

production of knowledge in their own lives, I employ my positionality as an Arabian 

Gulf academic to make Gulf women more historically visible. Our partnership 

prevents me from becoming a ‘native informant,’ because the oral history 

interviews I conducted were designed to encourage narrators to speak for and 

about their own experiences. 

Dissertation Roadmap  

 To answer the research questions, this dissertation presents a synthesis of 

interviews with interlocutors – including women narrators – according to the four 
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themes that dominated our conversations: dress, marriage, health, and education. 

The first analytical chapter, ‘Chapter I: Dressing the Part,’ sets the stage for an 

understanding of how both girls and women lived in the past. Dress is a social 

marker that participates in the construction of girlhood and womanhood. In both 

Bahrain and Qatar, but more so in Bahrain, societies are highly stratified along 

class, sectarian, and ethnic lines. An understanding of both how and why girls and 

women dress elucidates societies’ expectations of both where girls and women 

can be and how they can behave. Essentially, an exploration of dress is an 

engagement with the fluctuating parameters of ʿayb and the development of the 

public versus private sphere dichotomy. Moreover, dress is a commodity that 

women produce – both through waged and non-waged labor – as well as sell and 

purchase.  

 The second and third analytical chapters, ‘Chapter II: Weddings and 

Marriages’ and ‘Chapter III: Healthcare Hegemony,’ reflect Bahrain and Qatar’s 

pronatalism. Pronatalist societies expect females to fulfill the socially framed 

biological role of bearing many children. In a conservative Muslim community, 

bearing children is contingent on marriage. Contextually, womanhood is thus 

defined by the action of marriage – regardless of the females’ age and physical 

maturity. These two chapters thus explore young girls’ and women’s engagement 

with the two areas of social activity that set the stage for their demanded 

motherhood: marriage and healthcare. The parameters of ʿayb are broadened 

according to girls and women’s capacity for productive labor. Following marriage, 

girls become symbols of homosocial bond between men, as well as sources of 
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unwaged labor. This unwaged labor is performed through both domestically chores 

and the socially framed biological role of child rearing. The parameters of ʿayb 

were broadened when women could perform waged labors, including their 

occupations within the wedding industry and as traditional medicine practitioners, 

but were also designed to maintain girls’ perceived value as potential wives and 

mothers.  

 ‘Chapter IV: Educational Endeavors’ explores how the expansion of ʿayb’s 

parameters, and the normalization of girls’ education produced a circular cause 

and consequence. All schooling in Bahrain and Qatar resulted in women’s 

increased opportunities for waged labor, and families who were raised by educated 

mothers prioritized educating their daughters. The institutionalization of girls’ 

education in Bahrain and Qatar had different primary actors, with girls and women 

rallying for the establishment of a girls’ public school in Bahrain and the 

government spearheading the creation of a girls’ public school in Qatar. However, 

education as a social institution in either country ultimately resulted in the 

broadening of ayb’s parameters, regardless of instances of anti-schooling 

pushback. Ultimately, schools increased the socially acceptable reasons for 

women’s presence and movement in the public sphere, capacity for waged 

productive labor, and activity in social reform.   
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METHODS AND METHODOLOGY 
 

This chapter begins with an intersectional overview of the interlocutors, 

presenting their identities. This overview includes a conceptualization of the term 

‘ʿarab,’ which has a different contextual meaning than its English definition. This 

chapter also includes a discussion of sampling bias and the sampling process, 

presenting its methodology. Following a conversation on the interview questions 

and interview methods, this chapter ends with notes on interview methodology and 

ethical considerations. 

Interlocutors  

To collect data for this research project, I interviewed 18 interlocutors. 

Thirteen interviews were conducted individually, and two were conducted in 

groups: one with three interlocutors, and the other with two. I conducted follow-up 

interviews with Johara (joharah) individually, and Hind (hind) and Nada (nadā) 

collectively. I also considered 29 interviews conducted by Msheireb Museums and 

reproduced relevant excerpts for my data from interlocutors. Each of the 

interlocutors was interviewed once, except for Asma (asmah) who was interviewed 

twice, and Farha (farḥah) who was interviewed three times. Interviews conducted 

by Msheireb Museums served a different research focus, and unselected 

interviews did not have information that was pertinent to this project. Except for 

two interviews that Msheireb Museums translated, I translated interviews from 

Arabic to English and included those translations in Appendix III. Short 

descriptions, which give insight into the interlocutors’ distinct identities, are in 

Appendix I. 
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There are certain biases in the sample. The sampling process was based 

on people’s networks. Interlocutors recommended other interlocutors. As a result, 

many of the interlocutors in Bahrain knew one another. This is true of the 

interlocutors in Qatar as well. In Qatar, I was introduced to a group of elderly 

women who met weekly in a majlis in Alkhor. Their experiences reflect life in Alkhor 

specifically. However, they also referenced life in different parts of Qatar. Johara, 

for example, tells stories of winters in the desert and life in Algharafa (algharāfah). 

The women listed from Alkhor are all good friends. This could be said about 

Bahrain and Qatar generally: both have very small communities, where people 

either know one another or know about each other. This sampling process resulted 

in another bias: interlocutors from Bahrain had higher degrees of formal education, 

with richer careers, than interlocutors from Qatar. This may reflect the 

communities, or it may be because interlocutors introduced me to other 

interlocutors with similar educational backgrounds.  

Two notable sampling biases are gender and religious sect. Of the 18 

interlocutors I interviewed, 5 were men and 13 were women. The bias towards 

interviewing women is appropriate, because they are this research project’s focus. 

The names used in the interviews I conducted are pseudonyms. Only one of the 

18 interlocutors was Shi’a Muslim. To combat this bias, I drew from published 

works that focus on Shia Bahrainis, such as the writings of Amina Alfardan and 

Sawsan Abdulla, in my analysis. I also consider intersections of all aspects of 

women’s identities in my analysis, to prevent a hyper focus on religious sect or any 

other solitary characteristic. This sample presents a variety of perspectives, 
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including: a formerly enslaved woman whose servitude began after emancipation, 

the daughter of a pearl merchant who is highly educated and politically active, the 

daughter of a tribe’s sheikh who moved from Bahrain to Qatar, a wedding 

folksinger of African descent, and a woman with a detailed account about the 

establishment of formal education in Bahrain.  

The final sample has individuals from African, Arab, tribal Arab, baḥrānī, 

and hawilah ʾaṣl. Interestingly, in some instances throughout these interviews, 

interlocutors enveloped all these ethnicities under the umbrella term ‘ʿarab’. In 

others, it only applied to people of tribal ʾaṣl. Within western literature, the word 

Arab is used to describe “a member of a Semitic people, originally from the Arabian 

Peninsula and neighboring territories, inhabiting much of the Middle East and 

North Africa” (OED 2016). In his comprehensive text The Arabs: A History, Eugene 

Rogan (2009) detailed key historical Arab events from Cairo to Istanbul, covering 

the Ottoman rule, Egyptian Empire, colonialism in North Africa, the British and 

French Empires in the Middle East, Palestine, and Arab Nationalism. Within the 

context of the Arabian Gulf, the word ‘Arab’ has additional meanings.  

Contextually, there are two other understandings and usages of the word 

ʿarab. The first meaning connotes any speaker of the Arabic language, including 

individuals of different ethnicities who speak Arabic. This meaning is intended 

several times throughout the interviews. Johara said, “She was just hiding his 

secret from the ʿarab,” and “if any ʿarab were passing by, they wouldn’t be 

suspicious” (Appendix p.75). When talking about the bride after her wedding, 

Muneera said, “[they] dress her up and the ʿarab come and see her” (Appendix 
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p.76). When speaking about her slave, Hessa said, “and she would teach the ʿ arab 

to read” (Appendix p.83). In these examples, the word “ʿarab” does not connote 

members of that specific ethnicity but represents the general public. It is as if 

interlocutors had used the word “people.”  The second meaning represents a 

member of an Arab tribe, othering non-tribal ʿarab and general speakers of the 

Arabic language. Overlapping yet inharmonious, these various definitions both 

exist and are used under different circumstances. The listener infers which 

definition of ʿarab the speaker is using based on contextual cues. To study the 

Arabian Gulf woman’s narrative accurately, we must use the nuanced local 

understandings of terms that have simplified international definitions.  

A social hierarchy exists within the all-encompassing label ‘ʿarab.’ There is 

no explicitly hierarchal organization of ʿarab and ʿarab tribes that is based on 

“specific status, occupation, mode of life, and pattern of customary interactions 

with other such groups” (Winthrop 1991, p.25). Rather, the social organization of 

Arabs depends on whom you ask. There are also increasingly detailed divisions 

within society that form people’s identities as ʿarab. The spectrum of those 

divisions may be outlined as follows:  

 

Different groups of people have distinct and independent evaluations of the social 

hierarchy and their place in it. These conceptualizations of an Arab social hierarchy 

are inherited, shared, and passed on within groups exclusively.  
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Sampling Process  

In Sampling and Choosing Cases in Qualitative Research: A Realist 

Approach, Nick Emmel (2013, p.1) outlines the fundamental steps that social 

scientists take in the sampling process:  

First, defining a population from which a sample will be drawn, 
and of which the sample will be representative; and secondly, 
ensuring that every person or thing from this predefined 
population has the chance of inclusion that is greater than zero 
and can be measured. 
 

Emmel then edits this description and evaluates the researchers’ actual sampling 

processes as an inversion of these two steps. Researchers frequently begin which 

an assessment of their sample, and then extrapolate that assessment to define 

their study population. This accurately summarizes this research project’s design 

as well. I redefined the study population to match the possible study sample: 

Bahrain and Qatar. 

Before narrowing the study population to women from Bahrain and Qatar, I 

designed this research project to consider women from all countries in the Arabian 

littoral of the Gulf. The division of Gulf countries does not reflect division between 

the countries’ peoples. States in the Arabian littoral of the Gulf are Bahrain, Iraq, 

Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. All these 

states, except for Iraq, were in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) at the 

beginning of this research project. Cultural similarities between these states 

outnumber their differences. First, the official language in these states is Arabic. 

There are, of course, differences in dialect. Languages such as English, Persian 

and Urdu are commonly spoken as well. Second, the official religion in these states 
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is Islam. There are both Sunni and Shi’a Muslims in all these countries, with Sunni 

Muslims forming the majority in the Arabian littoral. Other religions are also 

practiced. Most importantly, there are differences in cultural nuances between 

these states that are not motivated by state boundaries. They are, instead, 

motivated by the many intersections in people’s individual identities: gender, ʾaṣl, 

tribe, social class, wealth, education, religious sect, and so on. They are also 

motivated by the different times in which oil was discovered and, consequently, the 

different times in which economies progressed from traditional to oil based. This 

progression entails the introduction of western lifestyle elements, beginning with 

more robust construction materials and home appliances, leading to jobs – with 

wages – at factories, retail, and the oil industry, and the ultimate development of 

unions and associations.  

 The practical pursuit of this initial aim was no longer achievable because of 

rising political tension. On 5 June 2017, a Saudi-led coalition that included Bahrain 

and the United Arab Emirates formed a blockade against Qatar. Along with a 

severance of diplomatic relations, Qatari airplanes and ships were banned from 

using these countries’ airspaces and sea routes. Qatar’s land borders with Saudi 

Arabia were also blocked, making travel between the Gulf countries exceptionally 

difficult. Therefore, I limited this research’s “population from which a sample will be 

drawn” to Bahrain and Qatar. I am from Bahrain, and I live in Qatar, demonstrating 

the disconnection between states’ borders and peoples. I travel between the two 

countries to visit family often. Travel to other countries in the Arabian Gulf was no 

longer feasible. Consequently, I began by defining the study population. I then 
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considered my inability to include every person from that population due to 

practical considerations. And I finally redefined the study population to ensure that 

inclusion.  

 Interlocutors continuously identified other interlocutors in their networks, 

and the data they presented sharpened this research project’s focus. This strategy 

can be identified as theoretical sampling (Emmel 2013). I jointly collected and 

analyzed data, returning to interlocutors for additional information when 

appropriate. The greatest advantage this strategy presents is its maximization of 

potential interlocutors in an already limited population. As this research project lies 

within the field of historical anthropology, the key study population is either elderly 

or has passed away. Consequently, the limits of a priori selection would effectively 

constrain the potential sample size.  

Interview Questions and Method  

I conducted 16 interviews with individual interlocutors, and two with groups. 

The first group is Eman, Fatima, and Ghada. The second group is Hind and Nada. 

Both these group interviews were spontaneous. Eman and Ghada were visiting 

Fatima during our meeting at her home, and they joined the conversation. Nada 

lives with Hind and joined the meeting to assist her aunt, who is hard of hearing, 

and ultimately joined the conversation as well. The interviews ranged from 45 

minutes to just under two hours. I recorded them with a digital voice recorder. 

Afterwards, I transcribed the interviews and translated them into English, keeping 

key phrases transliterated and defined in the footnotes.   
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Before conducting the interviews, I planned open-ended questions about 

many topics. Those questions are included in Appendix II. However, as the 

interviews were semi-structured, I asked questions that were most appropriate to 

the flow in conversation. Often, I did not ask a question because the interlocutors 

brought up the topic themselves. Interview questions shape the interlocutors’ 

narrative. Asking about marriage more than asking about business, for example, 

could result in a narrative that emphasizes marriage as more important than 

business. This is an epistemological constraint that can be addressed by finding 

out what is significant to the interlocutors from the interlocutors themselves, rather 

than imposing importance. Allowing the interlocutors to guide the interviews does 

this. Rather than jump onto the next topic when I think the first one has been 

exhausted, I allow a beat or two to pass after the interlocutor has answered the 

question. During that short time frame, the interlocutor would most likely be 

formulating his or her next thoughts, either on the topic itself, on a topic that is 

related, or on a topic that is entirely different. With silence from the interviewer, the 

interlocutor is given the opportunity to either elaborate on what she or he had 

explained or change topics. If enough time has passed and the interlocutor 

remained silent, I asked the following question. Many times, I will ask the 

participant to explain the experience in more detail or explain a term that is 

colloquial and is not modern standard Arabic.  

The research itself is both phenomenological and hermeneutic. It is 

phenomenological because it examines the interlocutors’ consciousness via their 

depiction of their own life experiences. It seeks to understand the Gulf woman’s 



	 	

55 
 

experience by conducting and studying in-depth conversations. These 

conversations include different modes of experience, such as: bodily awareness, 

desire, emotion, imagination, memory, perception, social activity, and thought. 

Interlocutors were encouraged to explore their own experiences in relationship with 

the established social norms. Several times, I asked the interlocutor to take a step 

back and evaluate if the situation being described was the social norm, or if it were 

ʿayb. The interviews were designed to explore lived experiences holistically, 

including lived bodies, human relations, times and spaces. All these practices fall 

in line with the main characteristics of phenomenological research (Moustakas 

1994).  

There is an embedded epistemological limitation in this approach: the 

interlocutors’ assessments of their experiences are true only in their individual 

contexts and cannot be generalized in the classical sample-to-population manner. 

This is a limitation only in that it limits the researcher analytically. It is not a 

drawback, because it allows for accurate understandings of individual experiences 

and sheds light on how intersectionality influences experiences.  For example, an 

interlocutor stating that her stance on women’s education is progressive might 

indicate what ‘progressive’ means to her and her context, rather than indicate that 

she is, in fact, progressive. The research project’s aim is to go further than the 

acquisition of empirical knowledge about Gulf women during the pearl trade era, 

and to critically examine the interlocutor’s self-presentations by unraveling “the 

personal assumptions and general ideologies expressed in their statements” 

(Kvale 2007, p.38).     
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The research is hermeneutic because “there is an emphasis on the 

multiplicity of meanings in a text, and on the interpreter’s foreknowledge of a text’s 

subject matter” (Kvale 2007, p.21). I identified the cultural connotations that 

specific terms have. Many colloquial words are transliterated rather than 

translated, with an explanation of their definitions in that specific cultural context 

given in a footnote. There are several reasons for this. First, some phrases do not 

have a direct translation in the English language. This is because the terms are 

specific to both the cultural and geographic conditions of the Middle East. 

Examples include kūrār, a specific type of embroidery to Bahrain, and lūz, a fruit 

that is grown in part of the Arabian Gulf. Second, some phrases have direct 

translations in the English language but carry connotations in Arabic and the 

Arabian Gulf context. For example, ‘ʿam’ translates directly to ‘paternal uncle,’ but 

was used by enslaved people when addressing their enslaver. Third, certain words 

have multiple definitions, and it would be difficult to gauge which definition the 

speaker is implying with complete clarity and accuracy if the reader was not armed 

with a cultural understanding. The word bint, for example, means both ‘girl’ and 

‘daughter.’ When used to mean ‘girl,’ it implies virginity. The word bint is no longer 

used when speaking about a thirteen or fourteen-year-old who is married, although 

she is still a ‘girl’ according to the word’s basic definition. This hermeneutic 

approach encourages the use of emic concepts in the analysis of the Arabian Gulf 

women’s narrative.   

I took many steps to assure that the interlocutors felt comfortable 

participating in these conversations. The interviews were conducted in the 
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interlocutors’ homes, or a community center that some of them frequented. One 

research participant, Dana, elected being interviewed in an office. Essentially, the 

interlocutors selected the interview’s location. As a result, I could be sure that the 

interview’s location would put the participant at ease. The interlocutor could freely 

express their opinions with a sense of security and privacy. At the beginning of 

each interview, I introduced myself and provided a detailed and objective 

explanation of my dissertation’s focus and question. This introduction and 

explanation sometimes motivated the beginning of the interview, as some 

interlocutors started the conversation with an attempt to answer the research 

question. This introduction and explanation also included an assurance of 

anonymity:  I would not include the interlocutors’ names in my project, nor share 

their details with anyone else. This drawn-out introduction allowed to me to 

establish that I had nothing to hide: my interests and motivation were transparent. 

While many of the interlocutors may not consider me an outsider, transparency is 

critical in encouraging individuals to share their memories and opinions – 

especially ones of prejudice or bias – with others. Interlocutor were also informed 

that they had the liberty to stop the interview at any time should they feel 

uncomfortable. While none of the interlocutors chose to do so, all the interviews 

stopped when the interlocutors drew the conversation to an end. At no point did I 

stop an active conversation. Following the introduction, and before the interview 

began, interlocutors were given an information sheet and a consent form. The 

information sheet included details such as the researcher’s name, work address, 

contact details and supervisor’s contact details. It also provided details of the 
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study. The information sheet informed the interlocutors that the UCL Research 

Ethics Committee approved the study (Project ID Number 8507/001).  
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CHAPTER I 

DRESSING THE PART 
 
Introduction  

Dress has an interesting duality within the Arabian Gulf women’s narrative 

specifically: it motivates women’s economic activity, but it is still constraining. 

Within communities in both Bahrain and Qatar, girls and women experienced 

social isolation to different degrees. Interlocutors repeatedly cited rigid limitations 

placed on girls and women’s presence and movement through the public sphere. 

A symbolic analysis of dress suggests that the appropriate face-covers and cloaks 

were used to extend women’s private sphere into the public. With women’s 

education, and women’s entrance into the waged workforce, interpretations of 

dress changed. Moreover, dress signifies the wearer’s identity because it is a 

social marker. In doing so, it creates an opportunity for the public to police the 

wearer, determining if her presence in a particular location was ʿayb. Lastly, dress 

is a commodity, encompassing products that women make at home, sell from door 

to door, sell in the marketplace, and purchase. The sale and purchase of dress 

also provoke women’s movement through the public sphere.  

Dress as a Social Marker 

Gender historian J.W. Scott (1988) argues that if gender is a cultural 

identity, and the differences between men and women are social rather than 

biological, then it is imperative that historians explicitly state the formerly implicit 

systems and customs that govern differences in their behavior. To understand how 

women’s conscious behavior is shaped, historians must investigate the 

conventions that form the differences between women and men’s involuntary 
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conduct. Dress is an important example of such a convention. Robust social 

expectations guide what people wear in different contexts. Dress both signifies 

people’s identity and reinforces it, creating a feedback loop. For example, a 

baḥrānī woman in Bahrain puts on the ʾirdah to signify that she is part of the 

baḥrānī community. Putting on the ʾirdah also reinforces her woman-ness and 

baḥrānī-ness to herself. Baḥrānī is the emic term for Shia Arabs in Bahrain and 

Qatar. 

A.L. Kroeber (1919) pioneered the study of dress as a social marker. In an 

essay entitled “On the Principle of Order in Civilization as Exemplified by Changes 

of Fashion,” Kroeber analyzed how dress can be indicative of social structures and 

their foundational values. Kroeber and Jane Richardson (1940) expanded this 

study with a systematic and quantitative survey covering three hundred years. 

Their key finding was that fluctuations in properties of dress exist around a central 

and unchanging pattern of dress. These fluctuations align with fluctuations in 

culture. Kroeber (1957) postulated that dress displays unconscious tendencies, 

which are indicative of supra-individual forces within society. This 

conceptualization of supra-individual forces demands a sharp distinction between 

culture and society: culture can exist outside of society, it is far greater than the 

individual, and it can dictate human behavior. Ultimately, Kroeber’s theory of 

supra-individual forces was debunked because it was ambiguous and unable to 

explain behavior effectively (Rugh 1986). Ernest Crawley (1931) similarly analyzed 

dress in a social context by examining the relationship between an individual’s 

material personality and clothing. Crawley hypothesized that clothing increases 
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people’s self-feeling, which is the fundamental pre-reflective awareness that 

individuals have of their consciousness. This increase, in turn, expands people’s 

space of possibilities.  

 By the 1960s, publications on the topic employed the following vocabulary: 

adornment, apparel, clothing, costume, fashion, garment, and ornament. These 

terms were also assigned different definitions, compounding disorder in the field 

(El Guindi 1999). Publications on dress as a social marker eventually included 

discussions about the consolidation of proper terminology. Art historian Francois 

Boucher (1966) differentiated between the terms ‘clothing’ and ‘costume.’ 

‘Clothing’ refers to apparel that is donned simply to cover the human body, while 

‘costume’ assumes the association of garments with particular social purposes. 

Wearers select clothes depending on physical factors, such as their health or the 

weather, and select costumes depending on social factors, such as status, 

religious beliefs and their association with certain communities. Cultural historian 

Daniel Roche (1944) contended that the term ‘costume’ was too vague, as its 

Italian etymology marries the concepts of ‘custom’ with ‘dress.’ Instead, he 

recommended the usage of ‘clothes’ in academic analysis, as the term’s definition 

includes adornment for both protection and decoration.     

 Rather than don attire to signal their identities, people modified their naked 

bodies (Rubinstein 1986). This formed the basis of Rubinstein’s adornment theory, 

which identified social objectives for people’s body modifications. The social 

objectives were to signal association with a group, to position a person within a 

social organization, to assign a gender, to motivate preferred social conduct, to 
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indicate high status, to regulate sexual activity, to augment role performance, and 

to bestow a feeling of activity (Rubinstein 1986, pp. 245-253). Rubinstein’s 

adornment theory differed from previous deliberations because it specifically 

concerned bodily modifications and did not examine attire. It also cemented the 

incorporation of ‘adornment’ in the topic’s vocabulary. Rubenstein specifically 

studied members of nonliterate societies, although members of literate societies 

also modified their bodies. 

 M.E. Roach-Higgens and J.B. Eicher (1992) proposed use of the term 

‘dress,’ rather than ‘adornment,’ ‘clothing,’ or ‘costume.’ ‘Dress’ incorporates 

elements from all three terms, as it includes bodily modifications, attire worn for 

protection, and attire worn for decoration. Roach-Higgens and Eicher’s definition 

of ‘dress’ releases the term ‘adornment’ from association with nonliterate societies 

and the naked body. It endorses the notion of bodily modification alongside apparel 

to create a holistic presentation of self. ‘Dress’ thus includes attire, hairstyles, skin 

coloring, jewelry, and scents. Roach-Higgens and Eicher’s approach also stresses 

the social meaning that details of dress may communicate, rather than the type of 

dress or the overall look. Details include the color and fabric of garments, as well 

as their place in the overall ensemble. In this dissertation, the term ‘dress’ is used 

because it includes women’s clothing, hairstyles, henna designs, gold, silver, and 

perfumes. These dress components, their details, and their combinations signify 

and reinforce women’s identities.  

 Fadwa El Guindi (1999, pp. 66-76) expands the conceptualization of dress 

in anthropology to Arab and Muslim contexts by introducing the term ‘libās’ to the 
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scholarly lexicon. El Guindi concurs that the term ‘dress’ refers to social and 

cultural meanings communicated by the presentation of self via attire and bodily 

modifications. However, she argues that ‘libās,’ an emic term derived from both 

the Quran and the hadith, was more appropriate for discussions of veils and 

veiling. This is because “it embodies an invisible, intangible realm of the sacred in 

which cultural ideas are relationally embedded” (El Guindi 1999, p.70). El Guindi 

(1999, p.68) postulates that Muslims “mov[e]” in and out of sacred time when 

conducting religious activities, such as the recitation of dua (duʿāʾ) or performance 

of salah (ṣalāh). She similarly assigns sacredness to the spaces Muslims use to 

conduct those daily prayers (El Guindi 1999, p.78). The idea of ‘movement’ to an 

“intangible sacred domain” is problematic because she only applies this concept 

to Arabs, consequently presenting them as mystical beings and othering them (El 

Guindi 1999, p.69). Moreover, she does not apply this paradigm to veiled women 

of other faiths, underscoring an erroneous conflation of Arab and Muslim identities.   

 If the problematic ‘intangible realm of the sacred’ were to be used as an 

appropriate paradigm for the analysis of ‘libās,’ veils and veiling should have 

sacred motives. This is not true in the case of the bikhnag, an embroidered hood 

that girls as young as five years of age wore until their marriage (See: Appendix 

IV, Image V). The bikhnag was used to introduce girls to the concept of veiling, 

especially because it was often worn concurrently with a face cover. Islamic 

practice does not stipulate veiling for prepubescent girls. The bikhnag is a social 

marker of sexual immaturity and unmarried status, two notionally intertwined facets 

of peoples’ identities in this context. If a girl wore a bikhnag, she was an unmarried 
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virgin. Islamic practice stipulates veiling for women, and conformation to this 

tradition is evident with the use of headcovers. However, girls only transition from 

wearing the bikhnag to wearing other headcovers when they are married – and not 

if they meet the religious requirements for hijab. This signifies that the bikhnag is 

employed as a social marker, and that its wearers are ‘veiling,’ but exist externally 

to the ‘intangible realm of the sacred.’ Conversations about ‘movement’ to the 

‘intangible realm of the sacred’ are thus both problematic and inaccurate in this 

context. Consequently, this dissertation will abstain from employing the term ‘libās.’ 

 Sawsan Ghuloom Karimi (2003) analyzed dress to explore the formation of 

the modern Bahraini nation-state. In her PhD dissertation, “Dress and Identity: 

Culture and Modernity in Bahrain,” Karimi presented Bahrainis’ employment of 

emic understandings of ‘religious sectarianism’ to self-categorize into opposing 

ethno-centric groups. This self-categorization stands in opposition to conventional 

anthropological conceptions of identity, which encompass class, ethnicity, group, 

kinship, and tribe (Karim 24), Her use of dress as a symbolic medium of analysis 

is thus both holistic and postmodernist, underscoring the fluidity of boundaries 

between Bahraini identities. Karimi analyzed dress as a tool of nation building, as 

well as a facet of organic living traditions. The dress on display at the Bahrain 

National Museum are examples of regime-sanctioned representation. This 

representation focuses on the Sunni Arab ethnicity, which the ruling elite employ 

as a ‘badge’ to distinguish their assumed superiority, and excludes other Bahraini 

identities (Karimi 25, p.311). As a facet of organic living traditions, dress represents 

multiple dialectic dichotomies: us versus them, known versus unknown, local 
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versus global, and – ultimately – a politically charged resistance to the West 

(Karimi 149). Karimi illustrates how dress is a social marker of not just multiple 

Bahraini identities, including class and ethno-centric groups, but individual and 

communal worldviews, as well as degrees of conformation to regime-sanctioned 

narratives of identity.  

Components of Girls and Women’s Dress 

 Before discussing findings, I will introduce and describe the different 

garments that women wore. These garments can be divided into six distinct 

categories: undergarments, gowns, over-gowns, headcovers, face covers, and 

cloaks. I will also identify embroidery styles, and the additional components of 

women’s dress.  

 Women wore one of two different undergarments: the shamlūl and the 

sirwāl. The shamlūl is a white skirt worn underneath the women’s gown, like a 

petticoat or an underskirt. Ahmed described it as “an open sirwāl, it does not have 

legs” (Appendix III, p.35). The shamlūl is nondescript and is free of embroidery. In 

warmer weather, the shamlūl is the easiest to wear. The sirwāl is a pair of 

underpants that extends to the ankles. The sirwāl has two distinct styles. The first 

style is constructed from multiple materials (See: Appendix IV, Image I). At the top, 

it is fashioned from floral cotton. The gusset and bottom of the pants are 

constructed from colored satin. The cotton and satin fabrics are always in dark 

shades, such as: emerald green, purple, or black. The satin section of the sirwāl 

is embroidered on the outside and lined with cotton on the inside. This sirwāl’s legs 

are tapered, measuring 0.25m at the ankle. This style is noticeable in baḥrānī 
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villages during colder weather. The second sirwāl style is simpler in construction 

and design (See: Appendix IV, Image II). It is fashioned from plain white cotton 

with a straight trouser leg, measuring 0.58m at the ankle. The bottom of each leg 

is decorated with three horizontal pleats and then either embroidered edges or a 

festoon. Poorer women wore this design without the pleats, edges, or festoon, and 

with striped fabric rather than plain white (Hansen 1968, p.67). 

 Women also wore two different gowns: the jalābīah and the darāʿah. The 

jalābīah has openings for the neck and arms, and little else in terms of construction. 

The darāʿah, on the other hand, is fashioned from many separate pieces: sleeves, 

collar, torso, and a skirt (See: Appendix IV, Image III and Image IV). “The jalābīah 

was one piece. The darāʿah wasn’t” (Appendix III, p.10). The darāʿah was made 

from cotton, silk, or wool and could have embroidery on the collar or sleeve. The 

jalābīah or the darāʿah were worn on top of the shamlūl or the sirwāl. 

The two over-gowns that were worn daily are the bikhnag and the thūb. The 

bikhnag is a black hood that tightly frames the face and then hangs loosely on the 

wearer’s shoulders and back. It is decorated with gold embroidery. The bikhnag is 

constructed from heavier fabric for the colder months, such as wool, or lighter 

fabric for the rest of the year, such as kaymrī, malmal, or wayl. These lighter fabrics 

are comparable to muslin. Non-married girls wore the bikhnag, while married girls 

and women wore the thūb. The thūb is a large and loose garment that is 

constructed from rectangular pieces of material. The torso is fashioned from the 

largest piece of fabric, which covers the front and back and shoulders. It has a 

neck opening with a slit down the front. Two smaller tailored rectangular pieces 
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are affixed to either side, forming broad cut sleeves. The sleeves’ folds are large 

enough for the wearer to comfortable extend them and use them as headcovers. 

The daily thūb is constructed from white or floral muslin (See: Appendix IV, Image 

VI). For special occasions, women wore thūb nashil (See: Appendix IV, Image VII). 

Thūb nashil is identical in shape to the daily thūb but is constructed from bright 

colored materials and is heavily embroidered. Different design details garner 

different names for the thūb nashil, such as thūb mkhawar and thūb mfaḥaḥ. The 

thūb mfaḥaḥ’s sleeves are constructed from many different colors of the same 

fabric (See: Appendix IV, Image VIII). Other thūb nashil designs are made from a 

single vibrant color.   

 Women wore multiple layers of clothing that covered their heads and faces. 

They either wore a designated headcover and designated face cover, or a 

headcover that was also used to cover the face. The last layer was a cloak that 

covered both the wearer’s head and body but could also cover the wearer’s face 

when held at certain angles. The two headcovers, the shaylah and the milfaʿ, 

differed in size. Both are tailored rectangular pieces of cloth. To wear the shaylah, 

a woman would wrap it around her head once or twice and then secure the end of 

the garment by folding it in. Once worn, the shaylah covered the wearer’s head 

and neck, revealing only her face. The milfaʿ is both wider and longer. A milfaʿ 

hung down the wearer’s back and could be draped over her face. It was a 

headcover that could be used to cover the face. The shaylah and milfaʿ are 

garments used to specifically veil the head and cover the hair. They may all 

consequently be referred to as a hijab.  
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 Women wore one of three face covers: baṭūlah, ghishwah, or niqab (niqāb). 

They are worn either with or without the milfaʿ face cover. The baṭūlah (Appendix 

IV, Image XI) is a face cover constructed from indigo-stained black fabric. The dye 

gives the baṭūlah a golden sheen. The baṭūlah covers the wearer’s forehead, nose, 

cheeks, and mouth. It has two slits for the eyes. The baṭūlah is tied in the back of 

the wearer’s head with strings made of silver thread. Tilī is a ribbon made of silver 

thread. It was imported from India (Appendix III, p.125) Tilī is sometimes used to 

create the baṭūlah’s upper perimeter, which runs parallel to the wearer’s eyebrows. 

A wooden ridge is also used to center and structure the baṭūlah, running parallel 

to the wearer’s nose. The ghishwah, on the other hand, is an unstructured face 

cover. It is made from delicate black fabric and is loosely draped to cover the 

wearer’s entire face. ‘Fāshah’ is a synonym for ghishwah that is used in some parts 

of Bahrain (Appendix III, pp.128-129). The niqab is also an unstructured face 

cover, but it is tied at the back of the head, and it has slits for the wearer’s eyes. 

Like the baṭūlah and ghishwah, it is made from black fabric.  

 There are four styles of cloaks that cover the wearer’s head and body: the 

ʾirdah, the mishmar, the dafah, which is also called a ʿabāyah, and the bisht. The 

ʾirdah is a thick black cloak with red lines. It was produced in Bani Jamrah and was 

worn mainly by baḥrānī women in Bahrain (Appendix III, p.5). The mishmar is a 

rectangular garment that measures 2.50m x 1.40m. It is either made of voile or 

semi-transparent muslin. The muslin version has diagonal stripes in the following 

color combinations: white and light blue, white and scarlet, or white and yellow 

(Hansen 1968, p.71). Like the ʾirdah, the mishmar was worn mainly by baḥrānī 
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women in Bahrain. The dafah was worn in both Bahrain and Qatar. All dafah styles 

have the same shape and are made of black silk. The informal dafah is dafat rās 

(See: Appendix IV, Image IX). It is free of embroidery and embellishments. When 

worn, it is centered on top of the woman’s head, draping down her back and sides. 

The wearer wraps the edges around herself, picking the bottom up and folding it 

into her arm. For special occasions, women wore either a dafah with zarī 

embroidery or, less commonly, a white colored dafah. Zarī are golden threads 

imported from India, London, or Paris (Appendix III, p.124) (See: Appendix IV, 

Image XV). An example of a popular dafah with zarī embroidery is ʿabāyat um 

miksar. Lines of zarī embroidery vertically adorn the sleeves, declining in 

thickness. Khalid described three additional designs:  

The ʿabāyah with qayṭān. The ʿabāyah with ʿamīdah. 
This would be like hanging gold. The ʿabāyah um 
alsimach. It would have a fish made from zarī, gold 
threads and a fish on the inside (Appendix III, p.42) 
(See: Appendix IV, Image X). 

 

The bisht is a cloak worn during formal occasions (See: Appendix IV, Image XI). It 

also incorporates zarī embroidery, and is produced in shades of cream, brown, 

gray, or black. Unlike the silk dafah, the bisht is constructed from fabrics such as 

wool and camel hair.   

 Other embroidery styles and sewing techniques were popular in women’s 

clothing. A common term in describing embroidery styles is zakhrafah, which 

means ‘design.’ Kūrār is the embroidery of zarī threads on thūb nashil. Its 

manufacturing process will be detailed later in the chapter. Naqdah is the 

embroidery of silver threads on thūb nashil (See: Appendix IV, Image XII, Image 
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XIII, and Image XIV). Albādilah is the embroidery of zarī and silk threads on the 

sleeves of the darāʿah and bottom of the sirwāl. Qayṭān is the embroidery of zarī 

or black or red threads on the ʿabāyah (See: Appendix IV, Image XV). Bakhīa is a 

sewing technique used for the creation of zakhrafah on men’s clothes. Almadrasī 

is an embroidery technique that was popularized by Syrian and Lebanese 

principals and teachers in Bahrain. It was used in women’s clothing, as well as 

furniture, pillowcases, and blankets. Tīch, laf, and tūr are all examples of almadrasī 

embroidery. Shalālah is the technical name for the stitching of different pieces of 

fabric to each other. Chfāfah is the stitching conducted on the ends of the darāʿah 

and thūb. 

 To complete their dress, women wore silver and gold jewelry. Gold jewelry 

is created in popular ṣabāt, which are standardized designs that have distinctive 

names. There are many different ṣabāt, but the ones mentioned in the interviews 

are: banjarī, khuzāmah, and miḥbas. The banjarī is a gold bangle design, the 

khuzāmah is a gold nose ring, and the miḥbas is a gold ring. 

As for bodily modifications as part of their dress, particular makeup, henna, 

hairstyles, and perfumes were prevalent. Women lined their eyes with kohl and 

used dūram to tint their lips. They colored their hands and feet with henna. The 

most widespread application was the gaṣʿah, which was a muddled stain in the 

middle of the palm. To apply a gaṣʿah, women held a clump of henna in their hands 

until it dried. They also dipped their fingers in henna, staining their fingertips and 

fingernails. Henna was only applied during special occasions, such as Eid or 

weddings. Girls and women wore their hair in braids under their headcovers. 
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Henna was also used to dye hair. Perfumes come in three forms: bukhūr, ʿūd, 

rishūsh, and oils. All three perfumes were made locally using organic ingredients. 

Bukhūr and ʿūd are incense that is burnt to release a scent that is applied to hair, 

clothing, and homes. Bukhūr are round or coin-shaped mixtures of herbs, flowers, 

and essential oils. ʿŪd are aromatic wood chips that are also known as agarwood. 

Rishūsh are liquid scents that are sprayed using a particular flask called a marash. 

Oil perfumes are the oils of various flowers or the oil of agarwood, and it would be 

applied behind the wearer’s ear. Different perfumes include ʿabchah, ʿiṭir ward, 

jasmine, khamrīa and mashmūm. ʿAbchah and khamrīa are mixtures of different 

flowers, ʿiṭir ward is scent of Damascus rose, and mashmūm is scent of sweet 

basil. Bodily modifications, alongside women’s layered clothing style, completed 

their dress and presentation of self. 

Dress as an Extension of the Private Sphere 

 Girls and women experienced different manifestations of isolation to varying 

degrees in Bahrain and Qatar. Conversations with interlocutors indicated that 

gender segregation started in childhood. It was socially acceptable for girls to play 

with other girls, but not with boys. Ghada and Lulwa referenced gender 

segregation in play. Ghada spoke about her childhood in an interview with 

Msheireb Museums. She grew up in Qatar, but further details of her identity are 

unclear. She said: 

Girls would wear their bikhnag and they would play with 
each other. But as soon as she was of a nice age, that’s 
it. He didn’t see her, and she didn’t see him (Appendix 
III, p.179). 
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Although girls may have played with boys early in their childhood, that socialization 

ultimately became inappropriate. The term ‘nice age’ is qualitative and doesn’t 

indicate a specific point in maturation. Following that ‘nice age,’ all contact between 

girls and boys were severed – not just play. Lulwa, from Alkhor, spoke about 

playing with her friends, emphasizing that they were all girls. She said:  

I would play with Hamda, and we would put our bags 
on our heads, and we would walk to her house… We 
wouldn’t play with the boys (Appendix III, p.103). 

 
Play took place outside of girls’ homes more often than it did inside them. Johara 

spoke about growing up in Gharafa in the 1950s and 1960s:  

I used to run with the girls and play with them 
(Appendix III, p.58). 
 

She was born into slavery and continued to live in servitude after emancipation as 

a child. As a child servant to a sheikh, she befriended his daughters and other girls 

who were their extended family members. They played together in the desert 

during the winter and spring camping seasons. Johara said: 

We were all girls, I mean, and we would play with the 
sheikhs’ daughters. There were a lot, mā shāʾ Allāh, 
maybe five. And we would play in the desert together.  
(Appendix III, p.72).4 

 
Although Johara played with these girls, it would be inaccurate to categorize that 

relationship as social. As a child servant to a sheikh, Johara lived and traveled with 

her former enslavers. She was ever-present in their private sphere, and her life 

	
4 Mā shāʾ Allāh translates to ‘what God wills.’ This phrase is used following the 
reference of blessings. The speaker’s intention is to ward off the evil eye. 
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ultimately became her capacity for productive labor. Because Johara was 

permanently at ‘work,’ she did not have access to her own private sphere.   

The quoted interlocutors spoke about girls playing together in the public 

sphere. They were either on the streets that neighbored their houses, the streets 

that neighbored their school, in their former enslavers’ private sphere, or in the 

desert during the camping season. Visiting a friend’s house encompassed stricter 

protocol than meeting a friend outdoors. A mother would escort her daughter, have 

coffee, announce her departure, and come back to collect her daughter shortly. 

When visiting one another, girls limited their play to the house they were in, and 

wouldn’t leave to play outdoors (Appendix III, p.59). Power dynamics dismissed 

this structure from Johara’s entrance into the sheikhs’ daughters’ private sphere: 

she had no private sphere of her own, and her friendships with the sheikhs’ 

daughters were not categorically social relationships. Strict regulations on girl’s 

socialization with women can explain the rigid structure that regulated girls’ visits.  

 Within private residences, it was ʿayb for girls to socialize with women 

outside of their family. If a woman entered a home in Bahrain, girls who resided in 

that home were expected to scatter and hide from her (Alqahtani 1994, p.135). A 

conversation with Johara implied that women socialized with girls primarily to 

search for a bride. She spoke about a girl’s expected behavior in that situation. Her 

experience reflects understandings of acceptable social behavior within her 

community in Gharafa during the mid-twentieth century. She said: 

 [The girl] comes in her bikhnag and kisses [the guest] 
on the head. [The guest] tells [the girl] to sit down. [The 
girl] doesn’t say, “No, I’m leaving.” But she shakes her 
head, indicating that she’s leaving. [The girl’s] mother 
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knew what she meant. She had pinched her before and 
warned her about sitting down. She told her this was a 
woman’s get-together. [The girl] just greets the woman 
and leaves. She’s afraid of her mother’s warning. Her 
ear is pinched. So, she gets up and she goes away. 
The woman asks the mother if she only has one 
daughter. [The mother] tells her she has two. [The 
woman] says, “Let them come and greet me. I’ve been 
visiting you for a few days now. I’m your friend. You 
shouldn’t be hiding your daughters from me.” So [the 
mother] tells the girl to call her sister. The girl goes and 
pinches her sister’s ear and warns her not to sit and 
chat with the guest. She instructs her just to greet [the 
guest] and leave. And the sister accepts the 
instructions (Appendix III, p.63). 
 

Although they are at the girl’s home, the guest’s presence transforms this space 

from the girl’s private sphere to a mid-point between the private sphere and the 

public sphere. Interlocutors established that girls wore the bikhnag in both the 

private sphere and public sphere, with the addition of a ʾirdah, or ʿabāyah and 

ghishwah in the public sphere. In this mid-point, an amalgamation of behaviors is 

expected. The girl dresses in a bikhnag, but not in additional covers. It was ʿayb 

for her to be present, and by implication visible, for an extended period.  

 When speaking about women of higher social classes’ movement in society, 

Amna quoted a popular Bahraini proverb. She said:    

Min bayt ʾabūhā lay bayt zūjhā lay algabir (Appendix 
III, p.1) 
 

The translation is: ‘from her father’s house to her husband’s house, to the grave.’ 

According to this proverb, women only exist within the private sphere. This saying 

is a patriarchal fantasy: women do not exist outside of their relationships with their 

fathers and, then, their husbands. Abdulla, who is also from Bahrain, referenced 

this saying to ascertain women’s marginalization in all class stratifications 
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(Appendix III, p.115). This proverb’s merit shouldn’t be deliberated for its accuracy 

in describing women’s lived experiences, but for its creation of a social expectation 

for women’s behavior. Conversations with interlocutors suggested a greater 

conformation to this standard at the top of the class stratification pyramid. Women 

who were members of royal families were confined to the private sphere the most. 

Most women formed the base of the class stratification pyramid. They were present 

in the public sphere in fact, but not in image. They retained elements of the private 

sphere when they were in public by dressing to shroud their appearance. The 

constituents of dress that served that purpose were the cloaks and facecovers that 

women wore to signify their identity. Destitute women appeared in the public 

sphere the most, with wavering degrees of the symbolic privacy that dress offers. 

Enslaved women were permanently in the public sphere, because they both lived 

with their enslavers and worked alongside men.  

Young girls who were members of the royal family were covered both in 

dress, and by the actions of the people around them. Johara spoke about the 

young daughter of a sheikh who was completely isolated from the public. She said:  

Even if you wished you could see her, you would never 
see her, except for during Eid (Appendix III, p.96). 
 

The sheikh’s young daughter traveled on camelback with her mother and their 

servants to the Qatari desert for their winter residence. Her servants ensured that 

she was completely covered while on camelback. She would then wait in that 

covering while they constructed the tent, only emerging from the cover to enter the 

tent after it were ready. While moving from the cover on the camel’s back to the 

tent, the sheikh’s young daughter was dressed in an unidentified face cover and 
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dafah, alongside the bikhnag. Both the cover on the camel’s back and the sheikh’s 

daughter’s dress extended her private sphere into the public. Within her actual 

private sphere, the sheikh’s young daughter enjoyed reduced restrictions. Johara 

said: 

And in the house, she doesn’t cover her face. She was 
in a bikhnag, but doesn’t wear a dafah (Appendix III, 
p.96). 

 
Sheikha Lulwa Al Khalifa presented a similar experience in her memoir. As 

a member of the leading family of the ruling tribe in Bahrain, the people around her 

also shrouded her from the public. She wrote: 

My mother took me to school. I was barely five years 
old. I would go under my nanny’s ʿabāya. That was my 
route to school. The entire distance had two gates: the 
home, the school, and in between them [all I could see 
was] the ʿabāya’s blackness [translated] (Almahroos 
2011, p.51). 
 

Both girls shared the following intersections in their identities: they were of tribal 

Arab ʾaṣl, they were members of the leading family of the ruling tribe, they were 

positioned in the top tier of the class stratification pyramid, and they were 

unmarried girls. Their dress extended their private sphere into the public, isolating 

them from the people and places around them. Their shrouding by the people 

around them signaled their membership to the leading family of the ruling tribe. 

 Women who were not from the top tier of the social stratification pyramid 

were pressured by certain socioeconomic circumstances to exit their private 

spheres. Amna described a woman’s minimum level of presence in the public 

sphere. She said: 
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When people say women didn’t go out of her house. No. 
The wealthy maybe, but not the average woman. If she 
wouldn’t go out, she would at the very least go to the 
freshwater spring. She will swim, wash, and [cool down] 
(Appendix III, p.11). 
 

Moreover, plumbing was a late introduction. The more affluent homes had wells 

from which water could be drawn to wash. Others had to wash, and relieve 

themselves, using basins. Others still resorted to relieving themselves at sea. 

Women and girls would leave home in groups to do so after dark (Alarrayedh). 

Travel also relaxed the standard of modesty. When crossing islands in Bahrain, 

specifically Manama and Muharraq, women walked or rode donkeys to the boats 

that transported them. This short distance was in shallow waters, and it was 

common for women to lift their clothing and uncover their legs in the process 

(Alraihany 1967).  

 Women exited their private spheres routinely to perform productive labor. 

Ali spoke about women who sold goods they manufactured in the marketplace. He 

said: 

She would wear a ʿabāyah and she would wear a 
baṭūlah (Appendix III, p.32). 
 

Women performed multiple jobs related to wedding production, such as: khaṭābah, 

ʿachāfah or mashāṭah, farāshah and folk wedding singer.5 Women also left their 

private spheres to provide waged services, such as education and medical care: 

muṭawaʿah and ṭabābah. They wore the appropriate face covers and cloaks. Face 

covers were only removed when no men were present.  

	
5 These occupations are discussed in more detail in a later chapter.   
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  Women exited their private spheres to performed physically strenuous 

labor. They would irrigate plants, farm dates, and tend to fish traps called ḥuḍūr. 

Ali spoke about women’s performance of a myriad of jobs in Bahrain. He said:  

Even the jobs that required muscular strength, such as 
fishing, or that she would irrigate, be a sagāyah, that’s 
not easy, it needs physical strength (Appendix III, 
p.112).   
 

Interlocutors repeatedly cited Bahraini women’s tending of the ḥuḍūr. To do so, 

women would have to lift the bottom of their clothing, as they were entering the 

water. Here, they are in the public sphere without the symbolic privacy that 

elements of their dress usually offer. Bader contextualized this profession socially. 

He said: 

You can count those women on your fingers. She would 
have strong character. She wouldn’t have a husband; 
she wouldn’t have anything (Appendix III, p.21). 

 
Ali’s description suggests that women would not entertain the notion of tending to 

the ḥuḍūr if they had alternative means of making a living. When asked if this job 

was considered ʿayb, he answered:  

 
If she is honorable, then no. And she is a source of 
income. I mean, this isn’t something that is specific to 
men. She is a woman, and she wants to make a living. 
Some of them climb palm trees. They climb palm trees 
and do what men do. This depends on if the woman 
has a strong character. But this isn’t a situation of ḥalāl 
versus ḥarām. No. This is a source of income, and the 
ḥaḍrah might have belonged to her husband who 
passed away.6  So who would take care of it? She 
would take care of it (Appendix III, p.21). 

 

	
6 Ḥaḍrah is the singular form of ḥuḍūr. 
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Ali’s social evaluation of tending the ḥaḍrah as not ʿ ayb is conditional. If the woman 

were ‘honorable,’ then securing a ‘source of income’ was a valid explanation for 

her robust presence in the public sphere. Ali listed several circumstances that 

would make women’s tending of the ḥaḍrah even more socially acceptable: if she 

didn’t have a husband, or if the ḥaḍrah belonged to her husband who had passed 

away. If a woman did not have a husband, then her performance of the patriarchal 

fantasy of existing only within her father and husband’s homes is not relevant. 

Consequently, she can be present and move relatively more freely exterior to the 

confines of social expectations.  

 During the 1950s and 1960s in Bahrain, women exited their private spheres 

to work as housemaids in the homes of wealthier families. Women who worked as 

housemaids assisted in the kitchen, cleaned, or breastfed (Appendix III, p. 32 and 

p. 38). Amna, Ahmed, and Khalid agreed that housemaids in Bahrain generally 

worked for their meals, including their own children’s meals, and new sets of 

clothes (Appendix III, p.3, p.9, p.32, p.119). In some cases, these women were 

given money (Appendix III, p.3, p.38). Amna spoke about enslaved women and 

women who worked as housemaids. She said: 

So, the slave would live at the house of the person who 
bought them. They would eat and drink and sleep and 
live under his orders. Maids were free and had their own 
houses. They would go back to their houses at night. 
Their houses would be close to the palaces in which 
they worked (Appendix III, p.9). 

 
Amna associated freedom with going ‘back to their houses at night.’ Women who 

worked as housemaids did not lose access to their private sphere. Unlike enslaved 

women who were permanently in the public sphere, women who worked as 
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housemaids exited and entered their private sphere daily. Although Amna, Ahmed, 

and Khalid did not speak about housemaid’s clothing, the performance of the tasks 

they mentioned would be difficult – if not impossible – with cloaks. To make a living, 

women forfeited the symbolic privacy that some elements of their dress provided.  

When speaking about this position, Ali was very particular about terminology. He 

said: 

And she is not called a housemaid… And if she was a 
housemaid or if she wasn’t a housemaid, it is ʿayb to 
call her a housemaid. She is not called a housemaid 
(Appendix III, p.32).  

 
Ali did not associate the concept of ʿayb with the actual profession, just with the 

word ‘housemaid.’ Other interlocutors were comfortable using the term housemaid, 

illustrating how interpretations of ʿayb are not static. 

 It was common for women to leave their homes and visit their neighbors. 

Johara spoke about women visiting other women in Qatar during the middle of the 

twentieth century. One of the reasons women visited their neighbor’s homes was 

to assist with housework if their neighbor had recently given birth. Once a woman 

left her own home, she entered the public sphere. Johara said: 

She would go and put the dafah on her head and go 
(Appendix III, p.61). 
 

When moving from house to house in their firīj in Muharraq to conduct social visits, 

Fatima and Neyla wore a dafah and a ghishwah (Appendix III, p.55). Khalid spoke 

in more detail about women visiting each other in Bahrain. He said:  

I saw them when I was young. She would dress in her 
best clothes and apply the best perfumes and she 
would go out during the afternoon, and she would go 



	 	

81 
 

to her neighbors, and they would have a gathering at 
that home (Appendix III, p.41). 
 

To do so, he elaborated, they wore “a ʿabāyah and a ghishwah, too” (Appendix III, 

p.41). When conducting social visits, women wore the cloak and face cover that 

most signified her identity, shrouding her from public view. In doing so, she 

extended her private sphere to encompass other women’s private spheres. 

 Women who shared the following intersections in their identity did not 

extend their private sphere into the public sphere with their dress: some women 

who lived in Manama, were the daughters of wealthy merchants, and were of 

hawala origin. In her memoir, Aisha Yateem wrote about her return from studying 

abroad in 1934. Upon arrival, she was not wearing a hijab. Instead, Aisha had a 

western-style women’s hat. She refused to cover her face and hair when 

disembarking (Yateem 1992). Basma shared Aisha’s sentiment – although much 

later in time. Basma was educated abroad in the 1940s. She joined the workforce 

in the 1950s. Basma spoke about conversations she had with her friend, who was 

a sheikh’s daughter, in which Basma tried to understand why her friend wore the 

hijab. By implication, Basma did not cover her hair or face. Basma rationalized her 

friend’s dress by contextualizing her friend’s social relations: “She’s the daughter 

of important people (Appendix III, p.119)” and she has a husband and children. 

This contextualization rooted the sheikh’s daughter’s identity in her relationship 

with her father and her husband – alluding to the patriarchal fantasy of women 

existing within their father and husband’s private sphere. As such, she extended 

her private sphere into the public. Aisha and Basma did not adhere to that 

patriarchal fantasy. Following their education abroad, they did not identify 
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themselves in relation to a male family member. By redefining their private 

spheres, they did not extend it into the public with their dress.    

 Conceptualizations of the private and public spheres differed in the 

baḥārnah villages. As dictated by social regulations, countrywomen very rarely 

stepped foot outside their village’s borders. It was as if these women were tied to 

their villages’ limited areas (Alarrayedh 2015). Marriages also kept women in their 

own villages, as it was very uncommon for countrywomen to marry a man from 

another village. Should that happen, the man would most likely be from the 

neighboring village (Hansen 1968, p.133). Amna spoke about women’s dress in 

the baḥārnah villages. She said: 

And women in the countryside had exposed faces. They 
did not cover their faces, except for on occasion. I mean 
she didn’t do it as much as women in the city. But when 
she wanted to go out to somewhere far away, she would 
wear a ʾirdah… Long distances. From a house to a 
house in the firīj – no. Then, she would only wear a 
mishmar (Appendix III,  
 

The rare cases in which women left these villages were: extreme disease, 

obstructed labor during childbirth, or extenuating religious circumstances such as 

the opportunity to perform pilgrimages to Mecca, Medina, Karbala, and Najaf. 

When those situations did arise, the countrywoman’s male family members 

accompanied her. She would have also been fully concealed in both a ʿabāya and 

a facial cover (Hansen 1968, p.138).  

Dress as Social Markers of Puberty and Virginity 

An analysis of who wears the bikhnag presents emic understandings of 

girlhood and womanhood. The bikhnag was popularly worn during both the pearl 
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trade era and the transition to an oil-based economy. Fatima wore a bikhnag while 

employed as a teacher in Muharraq during the 1940s, even though that profession 

is associated with adulthood (Appendix III, p. 48). Johara remembered wearing the 

bikhnag when she was nine or ten years old, during the 1960s in both Gharafa and 

the desert, where she spent her winters:  

I wore a bikhnag. It was always a bikhnag (Appendix III, p.92).  

Girls in the Shia village Sar started wearing the bikhnag when they were five years 

old in the early 1960s (Hansen 1968, p.79). Lulwa, from Alkhor, said:  

The bikhnag was our official attire (Appendix III, p.103). 

Girls from both Bahrain and Qatar, residents of the cities and villages, of varying 

ʾaṣl and religious sect all wore the bikhnag. An analysis of when they stopped 

wearing the bikhnag and started wearing other headcovers signifies the change of 

their identity from ‘girl’ to ‘woman.’ 

Most female interlocutors were married at an extremely young age. Fatima 

was born in the 1930s and is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini woman of hawalah ʾ aṣl. She 

was married at thirteen years old (Appendix III, p.46). Johara is a Sunni Muslim 

Qatari woman of African ʾaṣl who was born in the 1950s. She was married at 

fourteen years old (Appendix III, p.56). Muneera was born in the 1940s in Oman. 

She married at fifteen years of age (Appendix III, p.76). Dana, who was born in the 

1960s in Bahrain and is of tribal Arab ʾaṣl, said that her grandmother married at 

fourteen years of age and her mother wed at sixteen (Appendix III, p.80). Hessa, 

who is the daughter of a tribal family’s sheikh in Bahrain, married at 17 years of 

age in the early 1960s. She said, laughing: “I was old” (Appendix III, p.83). 
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Regardless of the intersections of their identities, girls in the Arabian Gulf were 

married at an extremely young age. And it was at that age that they stopped 

wearing the bikhnag. Married girls, now identified as women, never wore the 

bikhnag.  

Bader used the bikhnag to explain his perceived parameters of acceptable 

female presence in the public sphere. He said: 

A girl would not go out to the marketplace and shop, 
whether she came from a conservative family or a poor 
family. She wouldn’t go to the marketplace if she wore a 
bikhnag.   A girl who wears a bikhnag is still a bint.  If she 
gets married, she takes off the bikhnag, and that means 
she has become a woman. Some families didn’t know that 
other families had a daughter. They didn’t know that this 
family has a daughter. How? Because she didn’t go out. 
When did she go out? When she went to learn the Quran. 
She either went to visit a family member who taught the 
Quran, or someone from the firyj. This is when she went 
out, to study the Quran (Appendix III, p.13). 
 

The word bint means both ‘girl’ and ‘daughter.’ I refrained from translating some 

usages of the word bint because the Arabic term is weighted with important emic 

implications. For example, Bader said:  

A girl who wears a bikhnag is still a bint (Appendix III, p.13). 

If this sentence were completely translated, it would read:  

A girl who wears a bikhnag is still a girl.  

The complete translation is both redundant and inaccurate, as it ignores culturally 

sensitive connotations. Bader’s understanding of the distinction between girlhood 

and womanhood is directly and solely tied to marriage. As this is an analysis of an 

Arabic and Muslim society, marriage is the only socially acceptable construct in 

which either gender would engage in sexual activity. Therefore, Bader’s second 
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usage of the word ‘bint,’ implies virginity. He emphasized the link between the loss 

of virginity and marriage when he said: 

If she gets married, she takes off the bikhnag, and that 
means she has become a woman (Appendix III, p.13). 
 

Following marriage, and the implied sexual relations, the bride transitions from ‘girl’ 

to ‘woman’ and stops wearing the bikhnag. The bikhnag is thus a social marker of 

virginity. Asma, from Qatar, spoke about the bride’s change in dress following her 

wedding. She said:  

She is in her bikhnag. But, on Friday morning they dress 
her in a baṭūlah, and they dress her, and they dress her 
in a dafah (Appendix III, p.159). 
 

The baṭūlah is thus a social marker for womanhood, which is defined by the 

absence of virginity. The dafah is not a social marker for womanhood, as girls wore 

it with their bikhnag too. It is a present component of the bride’s dress before and 

after her wedding night. Asma also noted that girls could be married off before 

puberty, indicating that the change in their dress is not a reflection of a biological 

development from girlhood to womanhood (Appendix III, p.157). Muneera also 

placed girlhood in opposition to marriage, implying that girlhood is defined by 

virginity. She spoke about shopping in Alkhor in the 1950s. She said:  

If we’re girls, we don’t go. Our mothers bring things for 
us. But after we’re married, we go to the souq and shop 
(Appendix III, p. 77). 
 

The mothers, of course, were older, and were not virgins. It was ʿayb for girls to be 

present in the marketplace in Muneera’s experience. The bikhnag was a social 

marker that, in this example, would have indicated to the community that the 

wearer was behaving outside of the realm of acceptable behavior. Here, clothing 
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is a constraint because it limited the wearer’s movement. Once the girls were 

married, and by implication no longer virgins, they were free to ‘go to the souq and 

shop.’ 

Girls wore the bikhnag regardless of their ethnicity or social class. Johara 

remembered wearing the bikhnag in Gharafa as a young girl, when she was still 

enslaved. She identified two styles of bikhnag. In the winter, young girls wore 

thicker black bikhnag with gold zarī. In the summer, young girls wore malmal 

bikhnag. It would be made of kaymrī fabric, and it would be extremely light. The 

styles only differed in textile; the cut for both was loose and long (Appendix III, 

pp.59-60). Lulwa and Asma also remembered two styles of bikhnag, with the 

summer iteration being lighter (Appendix III, p. 101 and p.161). The social 

expectation to signal a girl’s virginity through her dress trumped any signal of her 

ʾaṣl, religious sect, social class, or other facets of her identity.  

While the bikhnag was a social marker of virginity, face covers and the 

ʿabāyah and ʾirdah were social markers of puberty. Puberty did not change a girl’s 

identity from bint to woman; only virginity defined girlhood in opposition to 

womanhood. Hansen (1968) wrote about adolescent girls in Sar in the early 1960s. 

She said: 

For they still wore the childhood costume which linked 
them with the group of children, but at the same time 
they were subject to the same rules for veiling as the 
grown-up women. Therefore, they were obligated to 
cover their childish hood, warm and concealing enough 
in itself, with the mantle of the adult wearer (p.114). 
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The ‘childhood costume’ is the bikhnag and the term ‘mantle’ connotes the ʾirdah. 

Fatima spoke about her experience growing up in Muharraq in the 1940s and 

1950s. She said,  

And when you go out, you must cover your face with a 
ghishwah … They put a ʿabāyah for you. (Appendix III, 
p.47).  
 

As a Sunni Muslim girl from Muharraq, Fatima dressed differently from a Shia 

Muslim girl from Sar. She wore the ghishwah and the ʿ abāyah, while a Shia Muslim 

girl from Sar wore an ʾirdah. Girls and women in Sar covered their face by the 

physical act of veiling with the ʾirdah, and not by wearing a designated face cover 

(Hansen 1968, p.133). Both girls covered themselves to meet social expectations 

of their dress. Hansen used the word ‘obligated,’ while Fatima employed the terms 

‘have to’ and ‘they put,’ indicating a lack of free will.  

Johara also spoke about girls being expected to cover their face in Gharafa 

in the 1950s and 1960s. She said:  

And when a girl, karimch Allāh, goes through puberty, 
they made her wear the dafah. They tell her to put the 
bikhnag on her face (Appendix III, p.60).7 

 
Like Hansen’s observations of the Shia girl’s dress in Sar and Fatima’s recollection 

of her experience in Muharraq, Johara’s memory also indicated a lack of free will. 

The word ‘they’ could refer either to general social expectations or to the girls’ 

mothers specifically, as they would have done the actual ‘tell[ing].’ In Johara’s 

	
7 Johara used the phrase karimch Allāh, which translates to ‘May God bless you,’ 
before the word ‘puberty.’ In polite conversation, karimch Allāh is spoken before 
referencing a topic that the speaker associates with uncleanliness. By using the 
phrase in relation to puberty, Johara indicated that she did not have an objective 
judgment on the subject matter.    
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community, the bikhnag was a social marker of virginity, and using the bikhnag to 

cover the wearer’s face was a social marker of puberty. Wearing the dafah was a 

social marker of puberty as well.  

Girls who went to school did so with multiple layers of dress. They wore a 

uniform that signaled their identity as a student of a specific class, a bikhnag that 

signaled their virginity, and a ghishwah and dafah (which is synonymous with 

ʿabāyah) that signaled their puberty. Fatima and Neyla attended a school in 

Muharraq in the 1940s. They wore black uniforms, which had white collars for fifth 

graders and green collars for sixth and seventh graders (Appendix III, p.46). Before 

then, they would go to school wearing their “normal” clothes, which were a bikhnag 

and “whatever you wear,” such as a darāʿah (Appendix III, p.46). They covered 

their faces with a ghishwah. Lulwa attended a school in Alkhor in the late 1940s 

and early 1950s. Her classmates and her wore green darāʿah, while students in 

another class wore plaid darāʿah. That was their maryūl – the colloquial term for 

uniform. Lulwa remembered receiving rolls of fabric and taking them to the school’s 

tailor, who was either Palestinian or Jordanian and had her own dressmaking shop. 

The tailor sewed the girls’ uniforms and their embellishments: white collars and 

belts. Girls who did not want to go to the tailor took their fabric home to their 

mothers to sew (Appendix III, p.101). Lulwa also remembered not liking the dafah. 

Although it was a component of dress that the community expected from girls who 

were Lulwa’s age, Lulwa remembered that  

Girls would wear it and roll it up and throw it on the chair 
at school (Appendix III, p.101). 
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Lulwa “would wear it and toss it aside” (Appendix III, p.101). She recognized that 

the dafah was a cultural article of clothing, not one worn for religious reasons. She 

said, “It’s not like the hijab” (Appendix III, p.101).  

Girls started attending schools, and women started working in formal 

employment as teachers and nurses. The lighter ʿabāyah became the more 

appropriate form of outer dress for these new levels of movement. Soon enough, 

this dress became associated with, at the time, the modern woman. Fatima and 

Neyla remember a Lebanese teacher that Fatima worked with Aysha Um 

Almumineen School during the 1950s. The Lebanese teacher dressed in a ʿ abāyat 

um miksar and a ghishwah, even though Lebanese women did not usually wear 

these covers. Amna also spoke about the Lebanese teachers who worked in 

schools in Bahrain. She said: 

There were Bahraini teachers and there were 
Lebanese teachers and there were Syrian teachers. 
And they were respected and more than respected by 
their community. There was a holiness to them. And 
these expat teachers played a large role. Like the 
legendary Salwa Alomran, may she rest in peace. She 
was Lebanese and she had a major role in the 
community. The teachers who worked by her side and 
the students she taught, they said she civilized [them]. 
She taught us how to cook and how to wear dresses. I 
mean, civil life (Appendix III, p.11).  
 

Amna says there was “holiness” to the Bahraini and expat teachers, expressing 

the extent to which they were revered by the community. She also equates cooking 

and wearing dresses to “civil life.”  

Dress as Commodity: Non-waged Labor 
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During the pearl trade era, women sewed and embroidered their clothing by 

hand using needles and threads (Appendix III, p. 123). Following the transition to 

an oil economy, some households purchased sewing and embroidery machines 

(Alnajjar & Mattar 2017). Regardless of the tools they used, women produced 

clothing at home for themselves and their family members. Ali said: 

Most of these artisanal products were made in 
traditional houses. This means the house was like a 
workshop (Appendix III, p.108). 
 

These products included the jalābīah, darāʿah (Appendix III, p. 61), ʿabāyah, and 

bisht (Appendix III, p. 77). They also included young boys’ daily dress, the thūb, 

and headpiece, the gaḥfīah (Appendix III, p. 108). Women in Bahrain sewed for all 

the members of their family: women, men, and children (Almoayyed 2015). Hala 

spoke about her community in Qatar. She said:  

Every woman had a sewing machine in her home. Her 
daughter would be next to her, and the mother would 
design and sew, and the daughter would help her. Yes, 
she would sew, the red shāl, the blue shāl, and the 
green shāl. We would make them all. The darāʿah, the 
thūb. They would make everything, everything. They 
would make the bride and groom’s clothes (Appendix 
III, p.165). 
 

In both Bahrain and Qatar, women did not receive financial compensation for their 

production of the bulk of clothing that they and their family members wore. Women 

in the Shia village Sar (Sār), in Bahrain, sewed for themselves and their family 

members following the transition to an oil economy, but not to sell their wares 

(Hansen 1968). Muneera moved from Oman to Alkhor in the late 1950s and 

married a Qatari man when she was fifteen years old. She grouped sewing with 

other domestic tasks. When asked if women worked, she answered:  
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No, they were at home. Not even one. She would 
clean, cook, clean for her mother-in-law, cook for 
herself, sew her clothes (Appendix III, p. 77). 

 
Muneera did not identify these domestic labors as ‘work.’ However, she associated 

‘work[ing]’ with leaving the home, as she supplemented her ‘No’ with ‘they were at 

home.’ Muneera also highlighted women’s completion of domestic tasks for 

members of an extended family, and not just her husband and children, by 

referencing women’s ‘mothers in law.’ In these contexts, sewing and embroidering 

were unwaged labors.  

Bader, a Shia Muslim Bahraini interlocutor who was born in the 1940s, 

provides another example of women’s unwaged labor in the manufacture of 

clothing. He explains how women partook in their husband’s enterprises, working 

without pay for their husband’s monetary gain. Bader explained:  

Women had a role in almost every trade. For example, 
embroidery. They would dye the threads. Who would 
dye the threads? They would take pomegranate peel 
and they would put the thread in it, and it would come 
out red. To make what? To make ʾirdah, which is the 
ʿabāyah they would wear. Another thing is the wizār. 
People would always wear wizār. They would not wear 
knickers or long johns. All people would wear wizār, 
they wouldn’t wear knickers or long johns. So, this 
would involve color. Whose job was it to color? The 
women. The wives of the men involved in the trade 
(Appendix III, p.20). 
 

A wizār is an undergarment that is, essentially, a long piece of fabric wrapped 

around the wearer’s waist. It would cover the bottom half of the wearer’s body. 

Only men wore it. In the examples Bader provides, clothing was a commodity and 

women were involved in its production. Whilst women were not the sole creators 

of these products, their work assisted in the completion of the process and, 
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potentially, gave the commodity an edge that competing producers did not have. 

Women were able to participate in the production of these commodities solely 

because of their husbands’ involvement in the trade. They did not receive an 

independent salary and this labor was unwaged.  

 Women combined the labors of sewing and embroidering with social 

activities. Henny Hansen (1968) wrote about Sar in 1960. Sayyid Muhammed was 

the richest man in that village. There was only one sewing machine in Sar, and it 

belonged to his third wife. Overcome by poverty, the other women continued to 

sew and embroider by hand well after Bahrain’s transition to an oil economy. Using 

their thumbnails in lieu of scissors, these women produced clothing with needles 

as their only tools (Hansen 1968, p.97). When not busy with physically demanding 

tasks – such as washing or cooking – women were consistently preoccupied with 

needlework. Women embroidered while rocking their children to sleep in their laps 

(Hansen 1968, p. 101). They took their needlework to evening get-togethers in 

each other’s homes, where they would chat, drink coffee, share a tobacco pipe, 

and embroider for many hours (Hansen 1968, p.101).  Asma, who was born in 

1952, described a similar scene in her community during Ramadan in Qatar. The 

Sunnah stipulates that Muslims wear new clothes to celebrate Eid, and women 

sewed bikhnag and darāʿah for their daughters to wear on Eid day. Asma 

explained that the girls then wore those clothes year-round. She said: 

And we wouldn’t throw them! We would keep them for 
the rest of the year. These aren’t the kinds of clothes 
that you take and throw (Appendix III, p.161). 
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The darāʿa were made of malmal or barsīm, which were light fabrics, in the 

summertime. They were made of shāl, a type of wool, in the winter. The women 

embroidered the bikhnag and darāʿa with zarī. Rather than meet in the evenings, 

the women  

Sit in the morning sun like so, and instead of chatting, 
or this, or that, no, they sit, and they sew (Appendix III, 
p.161). 

  
Women also gathered to manufacture clothing that they sold for revenue. In those 

instances, the construction of clothing became waged labor. This is evident in the 

case of kūrār. 

Dress as Commodity: Waged Labor 

Kūrār is the embroidery of zarī threads in thūb nashil. Amna identified the 

women who participated in kūrār as  

Women in the middle class, these were the minor 
traders’ wives, and the poor women (Appendix III, p.1). 
 

The main embroiderer is called the qaṭābah and she led the process. The qaṭābah 

would manage a team of three to five women, known as dawākhil (Appendix III, p. 

32). The dawākhil sit on the floor across from the qaṭābah, delivering the zarī 

threads to her by passing them from the fingers on their right hands, to the fingers 

on their left hands, and back. The qaṭābah received the zarī threads, weaving them 

into the fabric to form a rectangular ribbon. This was done until a full thūb was 

produced. Without their teamwork, the qaṭābah wouldn’t be able to carry through 

a kūrār. The dawākhil met the qaṭābah at her house at eight or nine in the morning, 

and worked until noon (Appendix III, p.32). This commitment prevented women 

from completing domestic chores that are often associated with that time period, 
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such as cleaning the home or preparing lunch. However, their prioritization of kūrār 

production to morning chores was socially acceptable. It was not ʿayb.  

Fatima is a Bahraini woman who described her family’s financial situation 

as “average” (Appendix III, p.51-52). She grew up in a conservative hawilah 

household in a Sunni Muslim neighborhood in Muharraq in the 1930s. Initially, 

Fatima did not attend school. She said:  

My mother and my father didn’t allow it. The firīj didn’t 
allow it. The firīj made fun. Going to school was ʿayb. 
Girls don’t go to school. (Appendix III, p.45).  

 
Instead, her mother’s cousin encouraged Fatima to join her kūrār group. Fatima’s 

parents did not associate the same ʿayb connotation to kūrār production as they 

did to schooling. Working in a kūrār group was an acceptable morning activity 

within this middle-class community in Muharraq, regardless of the woman – or girl’s 

– age and marital status.  Although uninterested, Fatima became a substitute for 

the dawākhil. She visited her mother’s cousin’s home and participated in kūrār 

making when one of the primary dawākhil was unable to attend. Fatima continued 

doing so until she saw her mother’s cousin’s daughter come home from school. 

Overcome with jealousy, Fatima quit the kūrār group and pressured her parents to 

enroll her in the school as well (Appendix III, p.45). Fatima started working as a 

substitute dawākhil because she was both young and inexperienced. Should she 

have continued practicing, Fatima would have either joined a kūrār group with a 

more permanent position, or potentially started her own.  

 Hind, who was born in the 1940s and grew up in Muharraq, explained how 

women within her community traded clothing to generate income. She said: 
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So, the rich, the higher class, the ones who are the 
nūākhidhah’s wives, they’re the women who hire things 
to the regular class and they make some money from 
sewing, from zakhrafah, from naqdah (Appendix III, 
p.124). 
 

Comparatively wealthier women owned finer items of clothing that they had either 

made for themselves or purchased. Presumably, many women could not afford to 

own these finer pieces outright. They may not have had the financial capacity to 

purchase them, to purchase the materials to make them, or the time to heavily 

embroider exceptional pieces. The comparatively wealthier women accordingly 

hired out the clothing they owned to other women who were interested. Hind 

evaluated the hire’s price as “two dinars, three dinars, not more,” saying that the 

hire was “not high” (Appendix III, p.125). When asked to contextualize that amount, 

Hind replied, “things were not expensive” (Appendix III, p.125). A big burlap bag of 

rice cost 12 rupis and ṣāfī fish was easy to catch for free (Appendix III, p.125). This 

contextualization is specific to Hind’s financial background. Other interlocutors 

described extreme wealth, while the majority detailed overwhelming poverty.  

 Women also generated income by simply embroidering daily wear 

individually. Najiba, from the Baharna village of Karzakan in Bahrain, sewed and 

embroidered with silver threads for a living. She specialized in naqdah embroidery 

and embroidery on sirwāl (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017). Johara grew up in Gharafa, and 

then moved to Alkhor. Johara recalled that, within her community, women sewed 

their darāʿa at home. They then took the darāʿa to a professional who embroidered 

the sleeves. The professional was a woman, and she worked from home. That 

woman received either one or two rupees as compensation for her labor. When 
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evaluating the cost of embroidery, Johara relayed two opposing sentiments. She 

said,  

That’s all we pay, poor thing, for the cost of the zarī and 
the cost of the embroidery (Appendix III, p.62). 
 

She also said: 

No, she makes some money. I mean, back then, even 
one rupee is considered profit. Today, it isn’t. [The 
women] were unstoppable, mā shāʾ Allāh, they were 
unstoppable (Appendix III, p.62). 

  
These dueling reflections indicate two points. First, Johara may be looking at her 

childhood through rose-tinted glasses. Throughout her interview, she cushioned 

harsh memories with praise and laughter. Second, even though the amount that 

the embroiderer earned was low, it was still significant enough for her to continue 

in this business. Hala, who is also from Qatar, recalled that women in her 

community took their homemade clothes to professional embroiderers too. 

However, they were men with shops in Jasra and Souq Wagif, such as Mohamed 

Alzayani and Ismael Alamady. Hala referred to their customers as “women who 

don’t know how to embroider” (Appendix III, p.165).  

 Women generated an income by selling fabric. Amna spoke about “a lady 

called Almuhsin House (bayt almuḥsin)” (Appendix III, p.2).  The name “Almuhsin 

House” is a patriarchal idiom used to refer to a woman without use of her name. 

“Almuhsin House” is identified by her role as Almuhsin’s wife and her implicit 

existence as his household. Amna explained that “Almuhsin House” sold fabric and 

sewing needles. She was popular for her fabric specifically, and she was the only 
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business in the firīj that sold textiles. Consequently, people of different 

backgrounds were her customers. Amna said,  

And our firīj, there would be shīūkh (sing: sheikh), there 
would be people who were well off, and there was us. I 
mean, the poor people. And everyone would go to 
Almuhsin House and buy fabric for Eid (ʿyd) and for 
things like that (Appendix III, p.2). 

 
Although she went by his name, Almuhsin was not involved in his wife’s business. 

When asked if both men and women sold to the large customer base, Amna 

answered: 

Women. Just women. Almuhasin’s wife and her 
daughters and these were the ones who would sell from 
their house (Appendix III, p.2). 
 

Johara spoke about a comparable enterprise in Qatar: 

But the clothes, the clothes would be sold at home. All 
of them. May she rest in peace, what’s his name’s wife, 
I forgot his name now, Abdulmalik’s (ʿAbdilmālik) wife. 
Yes, Abdulmalik’s wife. She had a store in her home. In 
her room. And women would come and have coffee and 
buy baṭāṭīl and malāfiʿ and ṣarāwīl. That was all at 
home, though. Outside, there wouldn’t be anything 
(Appendix III, p.61).  
 

Similarly, Johara referred to the business owner by her husband’s name. Almuhsin 

House and Abdulmalik’s wife conducted their businesses at home – in houses that 

their husbands owned. They designated sections of the houses for to sell their 

products. In both situations, the husbands were not actually involved in the selling 

of goods and the makeshift stores were women-only domains. Hind also identified 

two women who had clothing and fabric stores in their homes in Bahrain: Maryam 

bint Ahmed Fakhro and Hessa Fakhro (Appendix III, p.145). She identified them 

by their names, and not their husbands’ names. Maryam and Hessa belonged to 
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a wealthy hawilah family of pearl traders. They were also married to nūkhidhah 

and lived in Muharraq.  

 Latifa described another situation in which only women traded inside a 

home. In Alkhor, women manufactured clothing and then visited their neighbors to 

sell their wares. This differed from pedaling because the saleswomen scheduled 

an appointment and entered the home when the client’s husband would be out of 

the house. Prices were never set. The phrase “amā shīmah, wala jīmah” dictated 

conversations about payment (Appendix III, p. 88). This phrase can roughly be 

interpreted as: Either free or monetary value. The word ‘shīmah’ does not translate 

to ‘free’ exactly. Rather, it represents generosity derived from elegance of 

character. The product would either be given as a present to the client – ‘shīmah’ 

– or be sold – ‘jīmah.’ It was common practice for the saleswoman not to state a 

price, informing the customer that the amount paid was at her discretion. Latifa 

shared the saleswoman’s likely response: 

I swear it’s up to you, based on your liking, if you want 
to take it you are more than welcome to it, what’s mine 
is yours, go ahead and take it (Appendix III, p.88). 

 

The customer would then insist on paying, possibly citing religious concepts of 

halal and haram, giving the saleswoman the amount that she deemed fit.  

 In Bahrain, women sold different elements of dress door-to-door without 

scheduling an appointment beforehand. These elements of dress include cleaning 

powders, cosmetics and perfumes (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017). Interlocutors 

described women who sold door-to-door in the same way but gave them different 

names. Khalid, who was born in the 1940s in Bahrain, spoke about ḥujām. Amna, 
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who was also born in the 1940s in Bahrain, spoke about ābār. It is unclear if the 

ḥujām and ābār are two different groups of women, or if Khalid and Amna are using 

different names for the same group. Ḥujām’s commodities were imported oddities, 

such as: “lipstick, eyeliner, scissors, mirrors, [and] combs” (Appendix III, p.42) Ābār 

sell “sewing needles, threads, beauty products like dūram, and things like dūram” 

(Appendix III, p.3). Dūram is a cosmetic; it is like a lip tint. Amna also classifies 

these products as “things that women were interested in.” This identifies women 

not only as the suppliers in this economic transaction, but as the targeted 

consumers too. Both Khalid and Amna note that ḥujām and ābār are women of 

Iranian origin.  

 Jewish women likewise worked as door-to-door vendors in Manama and 

Muharraq. They entered people’s homes to sell fabric and cosmetics. They had to 

struggle with a dominant racist viewpoint that shunned Jewish women entering 

Muslim houses. Tifaha (Tifāḥah) was a Jewish Bahraini woman. Her father was 

Iraqi of Persian ancestry. She was the first student to enroll in Albalout School 

(Madrisat Albalūṭ), which was founded in 1899 by American missionaries as the 

first institutionalized education establishment. Tifaha was nine years old at the 

time. Later, she gained employment at the American Mission Hospital in an 

administrative role. She became extremely close to the Belgrave social circle and 

was a spokesperson for the ill treatment that Jewish saleswomen received as a 

result of widespread racism (Alkhalifa 1999, p.34). She worked as a fabric 

saleswoman, entering homes in both Manama and Muharraq to display and sell 

her products. Hind said:  
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She had a bigshah that’s this big. She would walk 
around with it on her head, and she would sell from 
house to house in the forties (Appendix III, p.145).  
 

Tifaha quickly became known as the most popular door-to-door saleswoman. 

Tifaha’s association to the Belgrave social circle gave her a commercial 

advantage, bolstering her access to customers across Bahrain. As Tifaha knew 

how to speak both Arabic with a Bahraini accent and English, she became Lady 

Belgrave’s translator. In this capacity, she visited the homes of both Bahraini 

women from the general public and Bahraini royalty (Alkhalifa 1999, p.34). Tifaha’s 

social and educational background challenged the obstacles she faced due to 

bigotry, playing a role in her business success. 

 Women also sold their products via a male broker. Fatāyil are cotton threads 

that women manufactured and sold. In Alnaim, the area in Bahrain that was 

specialized in ship making, women produced the fatāyil that were used in sails 

(Appendix III, p.20). Women purchased cotton from men at the marketplace, either 

by physically going or by sending a representative. They took the cotton home and 

made it into threads on their spindles. The women then returned the threads to the 

man at the marketplace whom they purchased the cotton from. He would in turn 

sell the threads to ship makers (Appendix III, p.20). Women produced their goods 

to be sold within the public sphere but delegated the sale of those goods to a male 

broker. This is indicative of Alnaim’s comparatively conservative climate, where it 

was ʿayb for women to sell their wares themselves. 

 Interviews with interlocutors in Qatar conveyed differing recollections of 

where elements of women’s dress were sold and purchased. Johara insisted that 
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all women’s clothing was traded in women’s homes. She strongly associated the 

presence of women’s clothing with displays of immodesty, citing that their visibility 

to any men – including members of the women’s immediate family – as ʿayb. She 

said: 

It was also ʿ ayb for a woman’s clothes to be seen on the 
street. Yes, I swear. It was ʿayb back then to find a 
woman’s clothes outside, or something like that. Back 
then, when women would wash their clothes, karimch 
Allāh, they would take them, and they would hang them 
to dry indoors. Yes. They would hang them to dry 
indoors. They wouldn’t leave them outside. And a man 
wouldn’t come in and see the ladies’ clothes. Not his 
wife’s clothes, nor his daughter’s clothes would be 
outside. That would make him angry. Yes. He would 
say, “It’s ʿayb for men to see women’s clothes.” Even if 
they were from her family. Even if it were her brothers. 
Even her father. Even her uncles. “Flān came into the 
house, and your clothes are hanging to dry! Aren’t you 
ashamed of yourselves?” (Appendix III, p.65). 

 
Johara’s perspective places women’s clothing completely out of the public sphere, 

anchoring it firmly in women’s-only circles.  

Muneera presents a different approach towards women’s clothing. She 

remembers the following items being sold in Souq Wagif:  

ʾIrdah and difāf that had zarī. There was the shāl and it 
had zarī on it (Appendix III, p.77). 
 

Muneera said that “they” would sew the ʿabāyah in Souq Wagif. When asked who 

“they” were, she replied:  

Women back then – the ʿajam back then. They would 
sew the ʿabāyāt and they would sew the bishūt 
(Appendix III, p.77). 
 

Muneera’s recollection indicates that women’s clothing was traded in the public 

sphere, that women entered the Souq to engage in trade, and that women 
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manufactured those products as well. Muneera identified the women by their 

ethnicity. It was either more socially acceptable, or at least more likely, for ʿajam 

women to sell in the marketplace than Arab women. Lulwa also remembers 

purchasing clothing from Souq Wagif. She said: 

We would go to it every two or three months, order a 
darāʿah or two, and come back (Appendix III, p.103). 
 

If Lulwa were unable to go to the souq herself, her aunt would go in her stead. 

Lulwa’s aunt measured Lulwa with a thread, and took the desired darāʿah’s top, 

skirt, and sleeve measurements to the tailor at Souq Wagif. Lulwa used the plural 

‘our,’ but did not specify who else’s measurements were being taken. It could be 

her sisters, cousins, or neighbor’s daughters. The tailor produced clothing was 

always too loose. It is unclear if this was an error due to inaccurate measurements, 

or if the aunt would ask the tailor to construct them so. The clothes did not have 

embroidery or zarī, just some laces. The aunt owned a sewing machine, and she 

would also sew for the girls at home. When the girls were older, they began to sew 

their clothing themselves (Appendix III, p.103). When speaking about tailoring 

clothes in Souq Wagif, Lulwa said: 

We would have so much fun (Appendix III, p.101). 

As Lulwa, her aunt, and the “girls” were able to acquire clothing by sewing it at 

home – for a presumably lower cost – going to the Souq to tailor clothing was a 

pleasurable pastime. Here, women are recreational consumers. The frequency in 

which Lulwa acquired new clothing was also higher than the other interlocutors, 

indicating her comparative wealth.  
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 Women went to the marketplace to sell homemade cosmetics, an integral 

component of their dress. These cosmetics included eyeliner, henna, jujube, and 

bukhūr. Ali remembered women selling perfumes they made at home in Souq 

Alarbia (Appendix III, p.109). They sold rose, jasmine, and sweet basil perfumes. 

They also sold a scent called khamrīa, which they created from a collection of 

flowers including Damascus rose. Women collected flowers and created these 

perfumes in their homes by drying and burying their petals, then mixing that 

essence with oils. Women also made and sold bukhūr. To do so, they purchased 

perfumed herbs from the apothecary, mixed them, molded them into spheres to 

create solid fragrances, and then dried them in the sun (Appendix III, p.109).  

Shopping: Women’s Sale and Purchase of Components of Dress 

Marketplaces were not common in baḥrānī villages. To facilitate trade, 

vendors came from the cities several times a week. They traveled by donkey. 

Sewing needles and threads were the products that baḥrānī village women 

demanded the most. Vendors consequently increased their supply whenever they 

could. They did not sell their products to baḥrānī village women for cash. Rather, 

they exchanged them for the chickens that baḥrānī village women raised in their 

homes, as well as for eggs. Baḥrānī village women also bought different types of 

sweets, shampoo, and soaps (Hansen 1968, p.61). 

Women who lived in the cities visited the marketplaces to sell their products. 

When asked if it were ʿayb for women to enter the souq, Ali answered:  

Yes, of course, but there were souqs that were 
particularly for women, like Souq Alarbia. Souq Alarbia, 
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most of it, three quarters of it, was just women selling 
their products (Appendix III, p.109).8 
 

Souq Alarbia was operational throughout the twentieth century, but interlocutors’ 

observations suggested that women frequented the souq more towards the middle 

and end of the twentieth century. Other interlocutors in Bahrain specifically 

referenced Souq Alarbia as the expected and appropriate location for women to 

sell their wares. Hind said: 

Didn’t you hear about Souq Alarbia? The women would 
go and sell in it (Appendix III, p.136). 

 
Khalid said:  

Or, she has Souq Alarbia. She can sit there and sell her 
products (Appendix III, p.42).  

 
Amna said:  

I mean; women who sold their products in the 
marketplace were usually older women. Not young 
women. Younger women were constrained a little bit. 
You have Souq Alarbia. Women would go and display 
their products in Souq Alarbia. I had a short time in the 
eighties. Souq Alarbia was there. Yes, it was narrower. 
But it was still there. In our firīj there was a woman who 
would go to Souq Alarbia. She would put a bigshah and 
take a taxi and go (Appendix III, p.2).9 

 
Although interlocutors agreed that women were able to frequent Souq 

Alarbia freely, they also firmly stated that it was ʿayb for women to attend the 

marketplace if she could send a person in her stead. This means that attending 

the marketplace was only socially acceptable if women did not have an alternative. 

Bader explained that women sent their sons to the marketplace, if they had them. 

He said:  

	
8 Souq Alarbia translates to ‘Wednesday Market.’ 
9 A bigshah is a makeshift sack. 
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 It was ʿayb for women to go out and buy bread. We, 
boys, would go out to buy bread. But if a family didn’t 
have anyone, the mother went out because there 
wouldn’t be boys to go out (Appendix III, p.15).  
 

Khalid presented the same concept. He said: 
 

It would be very rare to see women in the marketplace. 
She wouldn’t go shopping for the house. It would be the 
servants or the husband. He would shop (Appendix III, 
p.34). 
 

Social class and financial capacities come into play here. The ‘servants’ that Khalid 

mentions could be women. The woman of the house was of a higher social class 

and a higher financial capacity than her servant, allowing her to perform the social 

expectation of remaining within the private sphere. The servant would need to go 

to the marketplace because this was her livelihood – and the opportunity for 

productive labor motivated her exit into the public sphere.  

Faeqa Almoayed remembers wrote about growing up in a family of wealthy 

merchants in the 1930s and 1940s. She said: 

There were some women who specialized in 
purchasing everything that housewives would need 
daily. They would stop to rest in the house on their 
ways to and from the marketplace every morning…  
and they would entertain those gathered [in the house] 
with chatter about what they’d see inside the 
marketplace [translated] (Almoayed 2015, p.23). 
 

Destitute women offered the service of shopping for wealthier women. They went 

to multiple houses in their neighborhoods to take shopping orders and cash for 

payment. They would then go to the marketplace with a jifīr placed on their heads.10 

When shopping, they would place the purchases in the jifīr. They would then 

	
10 A jifīr is a basket made from dried palm leaves. 
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deliver the products to the wealthier women, receiving a simple sum as payment 

for these services (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017).  

Hind argued that it was only ʿayb for women from higher classes to go to 

the marketplace because they were “bigger and better than the souq” (Appendix 

III, p.125). Conversely,  

The poor woman from the middle class or the poorer 
class, she would go to the souq, because who would 
run her errands? Who would buy her groceries? 
(Appendix III, p.126).  
 

Hind also estimated that most of Bahrain’s population was poor, meaning that most 

women would go shopping. It was socially acceptable for them to go either with a 

group of other women, or alone (Appendix III, p.126). Speaking about women who 

went to the marketplace themselves to make necessary purchases, Aḥmad said 

that it was 

 “Not ʿayb at all. Not at all” (Appendix III, p.26) 

Fatima and Neyla spoke about shopping as a leisurely activity during the 

1950s in Bahrain. Both were married, and Fatima’s husband was a wealthy pearl 

merchant. They had the financial means to shop as a leisurely activity. When 

asked if their visits to the market were considered ʿayb, she replied that they were 

not. She then elaborated: 

Before, well, before, we would go shopping after we got 
married. We would go every week. My sister and me. 
We would leave the children at home, and we would 
leave the car and we would go (Appendix III, p.52). 

 

After marriage, Fatima and her sister felt comfortable enough to go shopping once 

a week. They would not take a car, although they had access to one. This itself 
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indicated their financial wellbeing. Rather, they would go on foot. When asked why, 

Fatima replied, 

 No reason. A hobby. We liked to walk and hold our 
shopping in our hands (Appendix III, p.52) 
 

Both sisters remembered their shopping experiences with joy during their 

interview. They laughed when describing the shops that they went to, and how 

they entered every store in the marketplace during every trip. Their favorite store 

to purchase fabric from was called Alaradi and they fondly remember purchasing 

Kit Kat imported from the United Kingdom. Fāṭma praised the quality of products 

available to them at the time, citing that they were imported from England and 

Lebanon, not from China. She said, 

 We wore the best clothes (Appendix III, p.52). 

Muneera echoed this experience, although she spoke about Souq Wagif in 

Qatar. She remembered raw materials being imported from India. Then, the 

clothes were sewn at the souq (Appendix III, p.77). Rather than walk, Muneera 

took the taxi. It cost two riyals per trip, and four riyals in total. She also laughed 

when recounting these memories. Muneera used the plural ‘we,’ indicating that 

these shopping trips were group activities. These interviews displayed women as 

active consumers. They were people who enjoyed purchasing items that they 

considered high quality. Their shopping decisions were fueled by desire for 

enjoyment and luxury, not by obligation. This reflects their financial wellbeing. 

Conclusion 

  ‘Chapter I: Dressing the Part’ is comprised of two parts. The first part 

explores how girls and women utilized dress as a tool to increase their mobility in 
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a patriarchal society that systemically confined them within the private sphere. 

Initially, this chapter set the stage for an exploration of women’s capacity for 

productive labor via an exploration of women’s capacities for visibility and 

movement. It began with the identification and definition of the many components 

of girls and women’s dress, both clothing and otherwise: undergarments, gowns, 

over-gowns, headcovers, face covers, cloaks, embroidery styles, gold, makeup, 

henna, and perfume. It then illustrated how dress constructed womanhood. As a 

social marker, dress signified different components of the wearer’s identities. This, 

in turn, allowed other members of society to evaluate whether her presence and 

movement through different spaces was socially acceptable or ʿayb. This chapter 

presented a symbolic analysis of dress, which conceptualizes the dichotomy of 

public sphere versus private sphere. This conceptualization is integral towards 

understanding women’s lived experiences, as well as their capacities for 

productive labor.  

 Girls and women experienced varying manifestations of isolation in both 

Bahrain and Qatar. With gender segregation starting in childhood and socialization 

with women from outside their families considered ʿayb, girls learned to navigate 

strict expectations of visibility. Using components of their dress, girls and women 

extended their private sphere towards the public, somewhat increasing their 

mobility. The degrees to which girls and women could have utilized clothing to 

increase their mobility were largely dependent on social class, with members of 

the royal family being doubly covered by their clothes and the people around them 

and, conversely, destitute and enslaved girls and women being more visible. 
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Alongside signifying interpreted parameters of the private and public spheres, 

dress behaved as a social marker of different facets of girls and women’s identities, 

such as puberty, virginity, ethnicity, and social class. Girls learned to wear different 

pieces of clothing at different points in their lives to signify these identities to the 

larger community. The bikhnag signified virginity, as it was only worn before 

marriage, while different face covers signified puberty. Baḥrānī girls and women 

did not wear the ʿabāyah in baḥārna villages, signifying communal 

conceptualizations of the private sphere versus public sphere dichotomy.    

 The second part of the chapter explored dress as a commodity that women 

produced via waged and unwaged labor, as well as sold and purchased. 

Components of dress motivated women’s engagement with the marketplace, and 

the capacity for potential productive labor encouraged women’s manipulation of 

the parameters of ʿayb, as well as societies’ gradual acceptance of girls and 

women’s increased presence and mobility through public spaces. Conceptually, 

dress occupied a complicated space within girls and women’s lived experiences in 

Bahrain and Qatar. It seems that dress is only a patriarchal tool used to constrain 

girls and women, limiting their engagement with the public sphere. While this is 

true, and interlocutors shared many stories concerning how dress constrained their 

behavior either physically or as a social marker, dress was also used as a social 

tool by girls and women who extended their private sphere into the public, 

increasing their control over their own presence and movement. Moreover, dress 

formed a large component of the market, and women’s capacities to produce, sell, 

and purchase components of dress also motivated their presence and movement 
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through society. Like dress, marriage also occupied a similarly complicated space 

within girls and women’s memories of their lived experience. Marriages and 

weddings in Bahrain and Qatar set up conflicting avenues for women’s quality of 

lives and capacities for productive labor.  

The following chapter, ‘Chapter II: Weddings and Marriages,’ will explore 

how marriages operated as a social structure that was rooted in the gifting of girls 

to form homosocial bonds between men, while the simple wedding industry in 

Bahrain and Qatar increased women’s opportunities for waged labor. Within 

marriages, the ‘gifted’ girls were also sources of unwaged labor to their new 

extended families. 
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CHAPTER II 

WEDDINGS AND MARRIAGES 
 
Introduction 

Within this study’s parameters, marriage was potentially the most significant 

transition in the lives of girls and women. Before marriage, girls’ socialization with 

males was limited. Much of that socialization was with their maḥram, who were the 

family members to whom marriage would be ḥarām, or ‘forbidden’ by God in 

Islamic jurisprudence. These maḥram are the girls’ brothers, fathers, uncles, and 

grandfathers. Outside of relationships with direct family members, some girls were 

taught to read and memorize the Quran by a male religious teacher, called the 

muṭawaʿ. Others played with young boys in early childhood or saw them sitting in 

the muṭawaʿ’s classroom. A bride and groom’s relationship customarily began with 

their wedding, as courting was a nonexistent practice and engagement periods 

were either extremely restricted or bypassed altogether. The bride and groom’s 

families arranged the marriage, with the groom’s family initiating the proposal. 

Interlocutors expressed their perception of girls being commodified as young 

brides. 

Communities in Bahrain and Qatar practiced patrilocal residence. Following 

her wedding, the bride moved from her father’s home to her husband’s. In both 

Bahrain and Qatar, the overwhelming domestic formation was that of extended 

families. Extended families were either horizontally or vertically extended. 

Horizontally extended families encompassed a man’s multiple wives and their 

children. Vertically extended families included multiple generations: the man’s 

grandfather, father, brothers, children, and all their wives (Alnajjar 2000, p.27). The 
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maternal line occasionally merged into this domestic formation, with houses also 

including sisters, their husbands, and their children (Alzayani 1977, p.142).  

Anthony Giddens (1984) suggests that the nexus of agency and structure 

are central to the construction of our social reality. Engaging in the debate on 

whether individuals or social forces shape the capacity of human action, Giddens 

develops the theory of structuration. Structuration acknowledges actors’ operation 

according to the rules of social structures that they reproduce via their compliance. 

Individuals do not have unlimited knowledge or complete free will, and social forces 

cease to exist outside of people’s exercise of their agency. Structures are the rules 

and resources that agents rely on to enable their actions. These structures then 

create systems, which are configurations of social relations across space and time.  

In the parameters of this study, the arrangement of marriages was a social 

structure. That structure began with the selection of a bride, continued onto the 

negotiation of an agreement between the bride and groom’s families, continued 

again to include a multi-day wedding celebration, and concluded with the bride’s 

complete transition from her father’s home to her husband’s. Interlocutors and 

secondary sources agreed with this structure, but also displayed divergence in 

behaviors. Divergences are stimulated by everyday grievances, which emerge 

from the systems that structures produce. Structuration allows for the synthesis of 

micro and macro issues to understand social change’s movement through time 

and space, underscoring those changes’ circular cause and consequence 

(Giddens 1984). Micro issues are small-scale social interactions, while macro 
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issues are the larger systems that exist on a panel of theoretical abstraction. Social 

change often emerges from the tension between the two. 

Lévi-Strauss (1949) posits marriage as a relationship of exchange between 

men, in which women were given as gifts to cement men’s homosocial bonds. 

Different elements of the social structure that enabled the arrangement of marriage 

reduced girls to a subhuman form. These elements will be identified throughout 

the chapter. As a social structure, the arrangement of marriages produced two 

different social systems. First, brides became a symbol for alliance formation and 

a source of unwaged labor. Marriages marginalized girls socially, disrupting their 

education. Brides were expected to become pregnant very soon after marriage, 

and to have many children. Sexual education was nonexistent before marriage, 

and inadequate afterwards. This lack of information furthered girls’ 

disempowerment. As well as the responsibilities of childbirth and childcare, girls 

were suddenly burdened with unwaged domestic labors that they performed for 

their husbands and their newly acquired extended family members. Second, the 

marriage structure produced a system of women’s waged labor. Certain women 

had the opportunity to generate income, as they assumed multiple professions that 

created a simple wedding industry. These women were often formerly enslaved 

servants to wealthier members of society. Women who participated in the 

arrangement of marriages and organization of weddings were compensated for 

their labor either financially or through gifts.  

Marriage’s Four Purposes 
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 The institute of marriage served four main purposes. First, it preserved a 

family’s lineage through a patrilineal system. Traditional gulf society preferred 

female endogamy, with many people marrying their cousins, extended family 

members, or tribe members (Alnajjar 2000, p.143). Ahmed referred to a colloquial 

Bahraini saying when discussing this practice. He said:  

The family itself always says: “khalnā dākhlish ib 
dākhlish.” That means they don’t want any strangers, 
and they always insist that their in-law is from their own 
flesh and blood. (Appendix III, p.29). 
 

This saying translates to “let us remain within by within.” The word khalnā signifies 

continuity, highlighting marriages from outside of the family or outside of the tribe 

as a new and unwanted phenomenon. Fouad Khoury rationalizes endogamy in 

this context by stating that tribe members wanted to “preserve special features 

[translated]” (2011, p.11). He does not, however, detail what those ‘special 

features’ were. Khalid is a Bahraini man who did not subscribe to this practice, 

marrying a European woman in the 1960s. He provided practical reasons for 

endogamy during the pearl trade era: with no telecommunication, families 

preferred their daughters to live in the same area (Appendix III, p.38). They could 

then stay in touch with their daughters, seeing them and speaking to them more 

often than if they had moved away. As families lived together in the same firīj, 

marrying a family member ensured that their daughter stayed in the same 

neighborhood when she moved to her new husband’s household.  

Although both men and women married outside of their social groups, it was 

more socially acceptable for men to practice exogamy. It was common for conflict 
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to arise within a tribe should a woman’s deviation from endogamy occur. Hessa, 

who is a Bahraini of tribal Arab ʾaṣl, said:  

When a stranger proposed to my cousin, they kicked 
him out. No, no, strangers don’t come near us or 
anywhere near us (Appendix III, p.85). 
 

In his book Personal Column, Charles Belgrave (1972) wrote about larger tribes in 

Bahrain not allowing their daughters to marry men from other tribes. Clashes took 

place when proposals from outside of the tribe were turned down. Belgrave notes 

that these conflicts escalated to reach the civil and sharia courts. While exogamy 

was legal, it was absolutely prohibited by tribal mores. Attempts at exogamy 

happened frequently, and they caused tribulations. It was easier for women to 

marry out when the intended groom’s family was of higher social status, or in the 

cases of tribal alliances.  

 Second, marriages established relationships between different clans and 

tribes. The ruling tribes utilized marriages to secure the loyalties of other tribes 

(Khoury 2011, p.9 and Alrumaihi 1986, pp.51-53). In her biography of her 

grandfather, Mai Alkhalifa (1993, pp.23-24) explains that the Alkhalifa clan secured 

alliances with the following families through marriage: Aljalahma (aljalāhmah), 

Alzayed (alzāyid), Alfadhel (alfāḍil), Albinali (albinʿlī), and others. Her great 

grandfather Sheikh Mohamed bin Khalifa Al Khalifa was the ruler of Bahrain. His 

mother was from the Alfadhel family, and his wives were from Aljalahma, Alsada, 

and Alzayed. Her grandfather was Sheikh Ibrahim bin Mohamed Alkhalifa. His 

mother was from Aljalahma, and his wives were from Aljalahma and Alzayed. 
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 Third, marriage served the purpose of zawāj mutʿah and zawāj misyār in 

Shia Muslim communities. Zawāj mutʿah translates to ‘pleasure marriage,’ while 

zawāj misyār translates to ‘travel marriage.’ Examples of appropriate travel for 

zawāj misyār are travel for work, travel for education, haj pilgrimage, and holy site 

pilgrimage. These marriages are temporary contracts, with the date of their 

dissolution stated at their inception. The duration of the marriage may be a few 

months or a few years. Temporary wives are not legally entitled to inherit from their 

husbands. Very strict guidelines govern both forms of temporary marriage, aiming 

to protect the inheritance of the men’s children from their permanent marriages. 

While it is prohibited that men take more than four wives in Islam, there is no legal 

limit to temporary marriages within Shia Islam. Both temporary marriage structures 

were more popular between Shia religious leaders than anyone else (Alfaiki, 1989, 

p.27). Sunni Muslims recognize zawāj mutʿah and zawāj misyār as haram. 

Fourth, marriages strengthened economic influence and maintained wealth 

between affluent families. Amna said: 

For the richer people of society, this was very important. 
They would marry within their families and their 
daughters would marry their paternal cousins so that 
they could maintain their wealth (Appendix III, p.7). 
 

It was common for marriages to take place between members of families 

that operated in the same industry, such as trade or agriculture (Almoayyed 2015, 

p.26). Within the context of villages in the Bahraini countryside, marriages were 

the first step to having many offspring. These offspring were important, because 

they were future laborers in the family’s agricultural enterprises.  

Child Brides 
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 Very early marriages were the norm in pre-oil Arabian Gulf societies. This 

was true for all ethnicities and social classes. Marriages were orchestrated to 

maintain virtue within the sharia Islam framework, as well as meet the pronatalist 

social expectation of having many children. As soon as a boy turned fifteen, his 

parents considered his marriage prospects. For girls, the ages of eight and above 

were commonly accepted as appropriate for wedlock. Maryam from the baḥrānī 

village Karzakān (karzakān) in Bahrain was married to an older man when she was 

very young. She began her menstrual period four years after her wedding (Alfardan 

2016, p.66). Sawsan Abdallah (2015) observed that girls in the baḥrānī village of 

Nuwaidrat (nūaydrāt) were married between the ages of eight and fifteen before 

Bahrain’s transition to an oil economy. Ahmed is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini man of 

nontribal Arab ʾaṣl who was born in the 1950s. He explained:  

It was preferred that a woman would get married while 
young. It was safer for her and that was the consensus: 
it was better for her (Appendix III, p.29).  
 

He used the term ‘woman,’ although he was speaking about young girls. Johara is 

a Sunni Muslim Qatari woman of African ʾaṣl who was born in the 1950s. She 

echoed Ahmed’s observation but referred to the ‘girls’ accurately. She said: 

Back then, girls had to be young (Appendix III, p.56).  
 

Johara’s community considered a fifteen-year-old to be an old bride (Appendix III, 

p56). Muneera is a Muslim Omani woman who moved to Qatar with her family 

when she was seven and then married a Qatari man when she was fifteen. She 

said:  

All the girls got married at that age (Appendix III, p.76). 
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Contextually, this worldview is rooted in the idea of protecting boys and girls from 

the sin of extramarital sexual relations. However, boys were almost never married 

to older women – while this was commonly the case for young girls and older men.  

 Often, young girls were married to men who were as old as their fathers or 

older (Appendix III, p.39). Families from destitute backgrounds married their 

daughters off to assure an increase in their quality of life, as marriage was a means 

to financial security. As Islam permitted men to have four wives, it was common 

for a young girl to be the second, third, or fourth wife to an older man. Khalid is a 

Bahraini man of hawilah ʾaṣl. He said: 

My mother was nineteen years old, and they gave her 
my father. He was forty-five years old, and he had two 
wives (laughs). Polygamy was real and it was enforced 
on the woman. This was because societies accepted it 
as normal (Appendix III, p.39).  
 

Abdulhusain Abdulla from the village of Aali (ʿālī) had a daughter called Amna. She 

was blind from the age of six. In the 1930s, he decided to marry her off to a much 

older man. That older man had two wives and many children before this marriage. 

Amna moved to Manama to live with her husband and his horizontally extended 

family. He was emotionally and physically abusive, beating her often. His wives 

also treated her poorly, demoralizing her constantly (Alarrayedh 2019). Abdulla 

wanted to provide his daughter with an escape from poverty. 

 Early marriages disrupted girls’ education. In Quran classes, known as 

kitātīb, girls were not allowed to continue attendance after marriage (Alqahtani 

1994, p.9). Following the establishment of institutionalized education in Bahrain, 

married girls were permitted to attend school. A 1908 report from Albaloot School 
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showed that the majority of ten-year-olds were married (Alkhalifa 1999, p.55). 

However, early marriage was the number one reason for dropping out (Alqahtani 

1994, p.23). Hessa grew up in the 1940s and 1950s on an island off the coast of 

Muharraq. That island was populated by a single Arab tribe. She explained why 

girls dropped out of school: 

There’s no time. [The bride] just gets pregnant and 
raises her children. It was those, mā shāʾ Allāh, people 
in Muharraq and in Manama who let their daughters go 
to school (Appendix III, p.84). 
  

Hessa used the term mā shāʾ Allāh to express admiration. Girls in Muharraq and 

Manama did not drop out of school as often as girls in Hessa’s tribal hometown. A 

governmental report about education in the years 1938 and 1939 in Bahrain stated:  

Progress in girls’ schools was satisfactory. Delays in 
the age of marriage helped girls stay in school until 
fifteen or sixteen years of age (Bahrain Government 
Annual Reports, pp.26-27). 
 

Parents began comparatively prioritizing their daughters’ education in the 1930s 

and the 1940s. The perception of education as a tool to create better wives, 

homemakers, and mothers gained popularity.  

The Decision to Marry 

  Betrothal was a common custom within the framework of arranged 

marriages in pre-oil Gulf societies. Betrothals were designed at the female infant’s 

birth, and the intended groom was often one of the girl’s paternal cousins (Wahbe 

1956, p.113). Tūahab is the Arabic word for betrothal. Here, the social structure 

that enables the arrangement of marriages is embedded into individuals’ memory 
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traces via signification, as the language used is coded with social meaning.  

Tūahab translates to ‘gifted:’ the girl was gifted to her future husband.  

 Girls who were betrothed may have known whom they were betrothed to. 

Ahmed said:  

Since she was a young child, they would say Flānah is 
betrothed to Flān. And that was it. And she would grow 
up with that in mind. The problem is that sometimes the 
boy would feel like the girl he grew up with is like his 
sister. He wouldn’t feel like she is his wife (Appendix III, 
p.29). 
 

Neither her parents nor society considered the girl’s feelings about this match. 

Ahmed did not even consider it a potential problem, as he did the boy’s feelings. 

He did, however, recognize that young boys had as little freewill in their marriages 

as young girls (Appendix III, p.30). The difference is that men eventually gained 

full control of their personal lives, while women remained under their husbands’, or 

families’, guardianship. The practice of betrothing cousins began waning in 

popularity during the end of the 1940s, but it remains a practice in contemporary 

Bahrain and Qatar.     

Overwhelmingly, marriages were planned without the bride’s knowledge. If 

she were aware of a marriages’ arrangement, then her opinion was not valued and 

her objections were ignored (Wahbe 1956, 113). Girls’ unawareness and 

marginalization from the decision-making process are integral elements in the 

social structure that enabled arranged marriages. By preventing girls from 

becoming active agents in the decision of their own nuptials, this structure created 

a system that reduced girls to subhuman objects. Maintenance of this system 

through individual actions then reproduced that structure, creating a social cycle. 
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A deviation from this structure is evident in ʿajam communities in Bahrain, within 

families who emigrated from Iranian cities. In those households, parents consulted 

their daughters before accepting a marriage proposal. However, families who 

immigrated from Iranian villages merely informed the daughters at the time of the 

wedding, foregoing consultation (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017).   

Girls’ unawareness and marginalization from the decision-making process 

were evident in other communities across Bahrain and Qatar. In the baḥrānī village 

of Nuwaidrat, Um Mohamed learned of her engagement when her father woke her 

up from her sleep and told her that he had accepted a marriage proposal on her 

behalf (Abdallah 2015). As Neyla, a hawalah woman who grew up in a 

conservative community in Muharraq, put it: 

She agrees, she doesn’t agree, nobody cares (laughs) 
(Appendix III, p.47) 
 

Sara is a formerly enslaved Qatari woman of African ʾaṣl who was born in 

the 1940s. She is a descendent of enslaved peoples who served in Wajba Palace 

and Al Rayyan Al Qadeem (Appendix III, p.170). Sara’s father accepted a wedding 

proposal from an Iranian man and then finalized their marriage. Sara’s family did 

not inform Sara about either the proposal or her nuptials. The Iranian man 

approached Sara himself, announcing their matrimony by telling her that she now 

needed his permission to sit outside. When she replied with confusion, the man 

elaborated:  

It’s not up to you. Today, you’re my wife (Appendix III, 
p.171). 
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Sara was enraged and adamant to rectify the situation. As an enslaved girl, she 

approached the sheikh and asked him to intervene. The sheikh supported Sara’s 

stance, and pressured her father, and by extension Sara’s husband, to facilitate a 

divorce (Appendix III, p.171). Sara’s father succumbed to that pressure and did not 

speak to his daughter for two years afterwards. Micro and macro issues come into 

play here, allowing for a deviation from the accepted social structure. The micro 

issue is Sara’s relationship with the sheikh, as she felt comfortable enough to 

approach him for help. The macro issue is slavery as an institution of power. As 

Sara and her father’s enslaver, the sheikh had the power to compel her father into 

ending Sara’s marriage. Sara did not have the agency to do this independently.  

 Interlocutors and secondary sources presented varying perceptions of 

whether the potential brides’ mothers or fathers made the ultimate decision 

concerning marriage proposals. In most households, it seemed to be the father. 

He may discuss the situation with the girl’s mother, or he may decide 

independently. Regardless, the effective decision was his to make (Alqahtani 

1994, p.134). Ahmed, who was born in the 1950s in Bahrain and is of nontribal 

Arab ʾaṣl, made the following distinction: mothers were commonly involved in the 

selection of a bride for their sons, but did not have a role in the selection of grooms 

for their daughters (Appendix III, p.29). Bader, who was born in the 1940s in 

Bahrain and is of baḥārnah ʾaṣl, remembered things differently. He said: 

When I say the older mother, I mean either the 
grandmother or the mother. She was the one who 
decided if this boy was a good match for their daughter 
first. Even the girl’s father had no say, if the older 
mother was around. She was the one who might have 
said, “We don’t want this boy. He is not a good match 
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for our family. We don’t want to be his in-laws” 
(Appendix III, p.12). 
 

Bader argued that the matriarch made the ultimate decision. He also 

acknowledged the groom’s position in relation to the bride’s family. The family 

considers whom they want to be in-laws to; they do not base their acceptance or 

rejection of a marriage proposal only on their daughter’s wellbeing. Bader 

explained the reasons behind the matriarch’s power. He said: 

They would respect her, whether they were a poor 
family or a rich family...It had everything to do with the 
way people were raised. I mean people used to value 
their elders (Appendix III, p.13). 
 

This understanding humanizes power dynamics within the family. Bader draws an 

image of a husband and children who loved and respected the matriarch. 

Discrepancies in perceptions of whether the mother or father had the final say 

when it comes to their daughter’s marriage emphasize nuances in social relations. 

These nuances motivate tensions between individual’s action and the accepted 

social structure, preventing societies from continuously reproducing those 

structures perfectly.  

Girls and women had relatively more agency in the decision to accept or 

reject their marriage proposals if they were orphaned, widowed, or divorced. This 

deviation from the social structure underscores girl’s presentation as gifts to 

cement homosocial bonds between men. Once the patriarchal figure was removed 

– be it the girl’s father or husband – her former capacity as a subhuman object is 

compromised. A particular process was followed in the organization of orphan girls’ 

marriages in Shia villages in Bahrain. The religious leader that the girl’s family 
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followed played a crucial role in that process. The girl’s legal guardian would 

approach the religious leader and inform him of the proposal that the girl received. 

The religious leader then would have provided the legal guardian with a stick. The 

stick was used to measure the girl’s height. The religious leader also asked the 

legal guardian to test if the girl could touch her ear using the hand on the opposite 

side of her body. According to the religious leader’s evaluation, the girl would be 

mature enough for marriage if she were tall for her age. After these two physical 

tests were performed, the religious leader met with the girl, and they spoke about 

domestic chores. If she answered his questions correctly, then he would approve 

the marriage (Abdallah 2015). If the girl presented answers that did not meet his 

expectations, then she would not marry. Whilst still stripped of control over 

decisions that directly impact her life, girls in this scenario at least had an 

awareness of the marriage proposals that they received, as well as discussions 

about their potential marriages. They could also sway the religious leader’s 

decision with the answers they provided. 

Slavery is a social structure that objectified both men and women. 

Marriages between enslaved men and women were orchestrated to benefit the 

enslaver. The use of marriages as a tool to solidify homosocial bonds is not 

applicable to an analysis of marriages between enslaved peoples, because both 

the enslaved man and the enslaved woman answer to their enslaver. If an enslaver 

chose to marry a woman who he had enslaved to a man who he had enslaved, 

then the couple would reside within the enslaver’s home. Prior to this marriage, the 

enslaved man would have resided outside. The enslaver’s home is the enslaver’s 
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female family members’ private sphere, and the enslaved man’s marriage to an 

enslaved woman created an anomaly where the enslaved man could consequently 

move within that private sphere. Hind and Sara spoke about the marriage of Zilikha 

and Khairi, who were enslaved by Sara’s grandfather. Following their marriage, 

Khairi moved into the main house. Hind said: 

Why would [Zilikha] go out? She could live with her 
husband, they could work and cook and eat and drink 
comfortably with the family (Appendix III, p.51).  
 

This situation benefited the enslaver, whose family could then rely on Khairi to also 

work inside the house, alongside his previous responsibilities outside of the home. 

 While free women were objectified by the social structure that enabled 

arranged marriages and created a system of reducing girls and women to 

subhuman gifts, enslaved women were objectified by the institution of slavery itself. 

As a social structure, slavery produced a system in which enslavers treated 

enslaved women as property. That treatment included extramarital sexual 

relations, which were not socially acceptable in any other paradigm. Amna spoke 

about two instances in which an enslaver had a child with an enslaved woman: 

one as a result of extramarital sexual relations, and the other through marriage. 

Amna heard about a sheikh who had a son with a woman he enslaved but didn’t 

marry. Although that child was socially identified as the sheikh’s son, he did not 

enjoy the same quality of life as the other sheikh’s children. That son grew to 

become a bus driver and had no legal rights to an inheritance or property. He was 

not enslaved, but that may be because emancipation had taken place. In another 

example, Amna saw a relationship between a sheikh and an enslaved woman that 
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included marriage and children. Although she did not speak about details of that 

marriage, such as how it was arranged and who signed the contracts, Amna did 

say that the enslaved woman’s children inherited their father’s wealth and were 

recognized as family members by the sheikh’s other children (Appendix III, pp. 9-

10). Women’s enslavement did not mean that they were completely removed from 

the social structure that enabled arranged marriages, but that their objectification 

extended beyond that structure and could also result in her performance of 

unwaged socially framed biological roles without marriage.  

The Marriage Arrangement Structure: From Engagement to hadīah 

 The accepted social structure that enabled the arrangement of marriages in 

Bahrain and Qatar was overwhelmingly similar. Throughout, girls and women were 

objectified and reduced to subhuman gifts that reinforced men’s homosocial 

bonds. Certain women were also able to perform waged labor through a myriad of 

professions related to wedding creation, creating a system in which women’s 

generation of income was a social reality.  

 The first step in marriage arrangement is the identification of potential brides 

for the intended groom. In baḥārnah villages in Bahrain, men performed this task. 

This allocation of responsibility was rooted in the perception of men as 

considerably wiser than their female counterparts (Abdallah 2015). In other 

communities across Bahrain and Qatar, women overwhelmingly performed this 

role. Matchmaking was either waged or unwaged labor. It was waged labor when 

the groom’s family hired a professional matchmaker, known as a khaṭābah, who 

would then receive financial compensation for her services. It was unwaged labor 
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when women searched through their social networks for potential candidates 

independently.   

 The intended groom’s family hired a khaṭābah to search for potential brides 

that possessed the qualities they desired (Appendix III, p.38). The bride had to be 

obedient, reputable, from an appropriate family, and well equipped in the kitchen 

and in homemaking in general (Bin Harban 2000, p.45). Fatima, was born in the 

1930s and lived in a conservative Sunni neighborhood in Muharraq, said that 

people were looking for an answer along the lines of:  

Oh, this girl is respectable. This girl is good. We haven’t 
heard anything about this girl (Appendix III, p.47).  

 
The lack of knowledge about a girl was equated to a lack of rebellious behavior on 

her part, as people were more likely to gossip about scandalous happenings. And, 

of course, a lack of rebellious behavior was seen as a sign of obedience, which 

was a desired quality in a wife and daughter-in-law. As young girls were socially 

isolated and did not mingle with women who visited their homes, this task had its 

difficulties. The khaṭābah would often resort to entering houses stealthily to see 

that family’s daughters. A popular trick was to go to a house and ask them if they 

had eggs or milk to sell, as this was a socially acceptable reason to enter the house 

and interact with the young girls (Appendix III, p.111). Regarding girls’ socialization 

with women, the rules of ʿayb were briefly relaxed because there was an 

opportunity to produce income by selling the eggs and milk. If the khaṭābah saw a 

girl who matched the desired description, she informed the groom’s parents to 

propose marriage (Alqahtani 1994, p.135). Although the groom’s family effectively 

hired the khaṭābah to search for a bride, both the groom and bride’s families 
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compensated her financially if she successfully made a match (Appendix III, 

p.111). 

 If a khaṭābah were not hired, the groom’s mother performed this labor 

unwaged. She would visit her friends and ask to see their daughters in a social 

setting. This was difficult to do, and social diplomacy was a required asset to the 

completion of this delicate task. Johara illustrated such a scene in a hypothetical 

scenario. The hostess would call her daughters to greet the guest. The daughters 

would leave the room quickly after, rebuking the guest’s invitation to join them for 

a conversation. This is because the hostess had previously taught her daughters 

that it was ‘ayb to socialize with older women (Appendix III, p.63). There are 

several reasons. First, young girls were expected to be unaware of the details of 

reproduction. Maintaining separate social circles for unmarried girls and married 

women assured this lack of knowledge. Second, women recognized that the 

arrangement of marriages was the underlying motive behind some social calls. If 

their daughters seemed eager to socialize with women, that could be misconstrued 

as an eagerness to wed. An eagerness to wed stands against chastity and 

modesty – two desired qualities in a bride. A young girl’s accessibility in a women-

only social setting thus ironically could defer her possibility of engagement. The 

groom’s mother would ultimately select a bride. Johara summarized the groom’s 

mother’s perspective. She said:  

His eyes are my eyes. Whatever I’ve seen, it’s like he’s 
seen it (Appendix III, p.63).  
 

 Once a bride was selected, the matriarch in the groom’s family proposed to 

the girl’s mother (Appendix III, p.12). Bader is a baḥrāni man who was born in the 
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1940s and lived in Manama, and Ghada is a Qatari woman of unspecified age and 

ʾaṣl. Both interlocutors spoke about the marriage proposal, relaying similar 

phrasings. Bader said: 

 [The matriarch] would come and say, “We want your 
daughter for our son,” and this and that (Appendix III, 
p.12) 

 
Ghada additionally provided a typical answer that women in her community gave. 
She said:  

…they would say, “We want your daughter.” Then, they 
would say, “Welcome, our daughter is your daughter, 
take her, take her with the ʿabāyah on her back, and 
take her with her ʿabāyah” (Appendix III, p.179). 
 

 Next, the bride’s mother relayed the proposal to the bride’s father. The 

bride’s father would accept or reject the proposal. Then, the bride’s mother would 

relay his decision to the groom’s mother. If the bride’s father agreed to his 

daughter’s marriage, the groom’s father would visit the bride’s father to propose 

marriage again (Appendix III, p.64 and p.138). This second proposal, between 

men, is a formality. It would not take place unless the bride’s father had already 

voiced approval. If the bride’s father was absent, the groom’s father would visit the 

girl’s legal guardian (Appendix III, p.138). Hind is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini woman 

of non-tribal Arab ʾaṣl who was born in the 1940s and grew up in Muharraq. In her 

community, the bride’s father and groom’s father discussed the mahar during this 

meeting (Appendix III, p.138). 

 According to Islamic legislation, the groom is required to provide the bride 

with a mahar. This is a sum of money that the bride owns after the marriage 

contract is signed. It is hers to either spend on personal necessities, or to save if 
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she was from a wealthy family (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.212). The groom’s father 

financed the mahar because, according to Ahmed:  

The boy doesn’t always have anything (Appendix III, 
p.30).  
 

This is especially true if the groom were young, and this was his first marriage. 

Moreover, owing to women’s limited scope of legal practice at the time, the bride’s 

guardian assumed legal disposal of the mahar. He would take the sum of money 

without her approval (Alkhater 1986). Khalid said: 

Gold would be for her. Clothes would be for her. Money? 
That would be for the father (Appendix III, p.38).  
 

Her legal guardian may use this sum to increase his own family’s quality of life, 

should the family need it. Poverty and the need for money were popular reasons 

for young girls’ marriages. The social structure that enabled the arrangement of 

marriages changed the mahar’s intention and, consequently, its meaning. Rather 

than a gift from the groom to the bride, it became a sum of money from the groom’s 

father to the bride’s father. This suggests that the mahar facilitated an exchange 

between men, where money is exchanged for the bride. The groom’s father and 

the bride’s father may agree to skip the mahar. This happened if the family was 

interested in expediting the marriage, which could be the case for the engagement 

of paternal cousins (Appendix III, p.30). Belgrave (1972) compared young girls to 

commodities that were sold and bought in the marketplace after witnessing civil 

court cases about mahar. Basma is a Bahraini woman of hawala ʾaṣl. She is the 

daughter of wealthy pearl merchants and is both educated and career driven. 

Speaking about the mahar, she said: 
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It’s like a price. It’s not a price (Appendix III, p.120). 

 She did not welcome the practice and made sure to pay her husband back after 

marriage (Appendix III, p.120). The intersections of Basma’s identity allowed her 

to come to and act upon this partiality. Her marriage did not include a deviation 

from the social structure, because a mahar was presented and accepted at the 

time. Her decision to pay it back, however, is an active attempt to change her 

position from an objectified subhuman gift to a whole person and equal partner. 

 Lulwa is a Sunni Muslim Qatari woman of tribal Arab ʾaṣl who was born in 

the 1940s. During the 1950s, she moved to Kuwait with her family because of tribal 

disputes. She moved back to Qatar to marry a man in his thirties when she was 

14. She said: 

Yes, yes, they gave us a mahar. My mahar was 3000 
riyals (Appendix III, p.102). 
 

Lulwa remembered her mother using it to purchase gold and darāʿat (Appendix III, 

p.102). She said: 

Back then, we didn’t know about money… We wouldn’t 
hold it in our hands (Appendix III, p.102).  
 

Although Lulwa received some tangible material that was purchased by the mahar, 

she did not have any control over how it was spent. It wasn’t truly hers. The amount 

given depended on the groom’s financial capabilities and interest. Hind quantified 

the amount. She said: 

The mahar is 50 rupees, 70 rupees, 100 rupees is a lot 
too. With the shīūkh, it is set at 400 rupees. I mean, 40 
dinars. They don’t add to it or subtract from it. (Appendix 
III, p.138). 
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 Alongside the mahar, the groom’s family presented the bride with a dazah 

(Appendix III, p.76). Another word for dazah is jihāz. It is a selection of items meant 

to assist the bride’s preparation for her wedding and married life. The dazah could 

include gold jewelry, thūb nashil, darāʿāt that were sewn according to the bride’s 

measurements, malāfiʿ, slippers and perfumes (Appendix III, pp.76-77 and p.138). 

When worn, these new clothes signified the girl’s identity as a bride. The dazah 

also included clothes and rolls of fabric for the bride’s mother to present to the men 

and women who participated in the wedding’s orchestration (Appendix III, p.77). 

  The exact contents of the dazah were based on the groom’s family’s 

financial capabilities. Hind stated that the dazah was given in a bigshah, which is 

a rudimentary sac made from cloth (Appendix III, p.138). Johara was adamant that 

dazah was only presented in a ṣindūg mubayat, which is a wooden box decorated 

with golden nails (Appendix III, p.65). Hind is a Sunni Muslim woman of non-tribal 

Arab ʾaṣl who grew up in Muharraq. Johara is a formerly enslaved servant who 

worked for shīūkh and was witness to their traditions. Differences in the dazah’s 

presentation reflect varying customs in individual communities, as well as each 

social class’s financial capabilities. Both the dazah boxes and gold jewelry used in 

Qatari weddings were imported from Bahrain (Appendix III, p.65). Interlocutors 

from Qatar said that the bride’s family asked members of their community for 

assistance in the preparation of a dazah for their bride, if the groom was of limited 

financial means. This practice is called ‘ʿaynīah,’ which translates to ‘assistance.’  

Latifa is a Qatari woman of African ʾaṣl born in the 1950s. She elaborated:  
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Her neighbors and friends give her, somebody gives her 
money, somebody else gives her gold, somebody gives 
her fabric (Appendix III, p.89)  
 

Asma spoke about her mother’s marriage. With only six or seven riyals to their 

disposal, the bride’s family financed her wedding through the collection of ʿaynīah 

(Appendix III, p.157).  

 If the groom’s family were capable, they included gold jewelry in the dazah 

(Appendix III, p.64 and p.76). As a formerly enslaved servant to a sheikh in 

Gharafa, Johara was called on to work at the weddings in the sheikh’s community 

(Appendix III, p.65). Johara said that the bride’s parents might ask for gold for their 

daughter’s mahar: a dozen bracelets, a mirtaʿshah, a miḥbas, a marīah, or three 

or four ṣiyagh (Appendix III, p.64). She also said: 

Back then the gold was cheap and plentiful (Appendix 
III, p.64-65). 
 

Johara’s perceptions are colored by the sheikh community’s wealth. Other 

interlocutors remember gold being expensive (Appendix III, p.31). Bader said that 

gold served as financial insurance within his community in Bahrain. If a woman 

received a sum of money, she would purchase gold with it (Appendix III, p.15). 

Examples of simple gold purchases are khuzāmah, which is a nose ring, or thin 

bracelets (Appendix III, pp. 30-31) Lulwa echoed that sentiment in Qatar. When 

Lulwa’s father passed away, Lulwa’s mother remarried and then purchased a 

dozen bracelets for her daughters using the money they had saved (Appendix III, 

p.103). As Ahmed summarized with a colloquial saying, gold is: 

 Zīnah wa rizīnah (Appendix III, p.30).  
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This translates to ‘decorative and sturdy.’ Gold served an aesthetic purpose, and 

it was a safe investment. Pearls, on the other hand, were purchased for purely 

aesthetic purposes. Pearls were set in gold jewelry, such as rings, earrings, or 

necklaces. If a woman faced financial troubles, she could sell her gold quickly. If 

she attempted to sell her pearls, she would not create income equitable to the 

pearl’s value. As a result: 

Pearls don’t have value to simple people (Appendix III, 
p.16) 

 
 The milchah, which is the signing of the marriage contract, followed the 

presentation of the dazah. During the pearl trade era and until the middle of the 

20th century, most communities in Bahrain and Qatar had the milchah in the same 

week as the wedding celebrations, resulting in a very short engagement period. 

Muneera spoke about her community in Alkhor in the 1950s: they often presented 

the dazah and had the milchah on Wednesday, with the wedding party on 

Thursday (Appendix III, p.76). With time, people adopted longer engagement 

periods and separated the milchah and the wedding with several months. The 

signing of marriage contracts was done without the bride’s participation in Sunni 

communities. The participating members were the bride’s father or guardian, the 

groom, and two witnesses. This configuration emphasizes the bride’s reduction to 

a subhuman object. Many girls were unaware of the change to their marital status. 

In Shia communities, hearing a girl’s verbal agreement was an essential legal 

condition to the creation of all marriage contracts. As girls were married at a very 

young age, their parents taught them how to answer the religious sheikh’s 
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questions. Sabika Alnajjar and Fouzia Mattar (2017) interviewed an octogenarian 

woman from a Shia Arab community. She said:  

I was married at thirteen. My mother made me 
memorize the answers that I had to give to the sheikh 
when he asked his questions. That is what we were 
used to. Everybody taught the girl the answers that she 
would give [translated] (p.215). 
 

Although the girls’ verbalization of their agreement would ideally protect their 

freewill, in practice that verbalization was not a reflection of their authentic 

thoughts. Rather, it was performative and a result of manipulation. The stipulation 

of verbal agreement thus did not protect the girls.   

 Most of the brides who knew they were now legally married did not see their 

husbands until the wedding day. After the wedding, the groom had the option of 

instigating a divorce or marrying up to three other women if he did not like his bride. 

In comparison, the girl could only be patient with her circumstances and try to 

adapt. There were countless instances in which brides were shocked to find out 

that their grooms were older, unattractive, abusive, or generally intolerable. This 

was not generally the case within ʿajam communities, as engaged couples were 

socially permitted to spend time together before their wedding if they were from 

the same family. However, they would meet on their wedding night if they were 

from different families.11 

  When speaking about her community in Alkhor, Muneera said that a band, 

called a ʿidah, was hired for seven days and nights. They beat their drums from 

	
11 Conversation with Sawsan Karimi, Associate Professor of Social Anthropology 
at the University of Bahrain. 
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noon until nighttime (Appendix III, p.76). The ʿidah is a female band with upwards 

of twenty members. Bands were composed of members of African ancestry. They 

may have been formerly enslaved, or the descendants of enslaved peoples in the 

Gulf. Often, band members also worked as servants to wealthy families. This 

profession was linked to a specific social class, and it was ʿayb for members of 

other classes to partake. Their ages ranged between thirty and sixty years. The 

division of roles within the band either took the form of a democratic method or 

inheritance. A democratic method could be used in the election of the bandleader 

and deputy. Votes were mostly cast based on the candidate’s experience and age. 

The eldest member would consequently be the band’s leader. She would be 

knowledgeable of song, music, and management. In other cases, the band’s 

leader may be young but very skilled. The deputy bandleader would take the 

bandleader’s place if she were absent or ill. A few experienced women would be 

elected to be the bandleader’s consultants. These consultants were called karāsī, 

and band members were called jiʿaydah. Band positions could also be allocated 

based on an inheritance system. This is the case for bands that are made of family 

members. The main singer would focus on one of her daughters, training her 

excessively. The main singer was the band’s leader, and her daughter would be 

the next bandleader (Bin Harban 2000). 

 The band often used the bandleader’s home as their headquarters. The 

bandleader was responsible for providing tea, coffee, and some meals to the 

members who were practicing. She was also accountable for fixing instruments; 

she would replace ripped leather on the drums with new leather sheets. She was 
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the point of communicative reference with all the band’s members, adopting a 

management position. The bandleader negotiated the band’s rate with the bride 

and groom’s families. After a wedding, the band divided their pay equally between 

all members. Then, the bandleader received a chilāṭah. The chilāṭah is an extra 

sum in addition to equal pay. It is compensation for the additional time, space, and 

resources that the bandleader provided. The chilāṭah is paid with all the band 

members’ consent. (Bin Harban 2000, pp.128-129).  

 Interlocutors from Qatar spoke about bands participating in weddings 

without any expectation of financial compensation. Saif spoke about the band that 

played at his wedding. He said:  

We didn’t give her anything. They didn’t take anything. 
They didn’t take a single riyal. I mean… they were our 
neighbors (Appendix III, p.168). 

 
Hamad also spoke about the band at his wedding. He said: 
 

The drummers were local, and they wouldn’t bring 
them with a fare (Appendix III, p.172). 
 

Both Saif and Hamad spoke about the simplicity of wedding parties, saying that 

did not cost much and were rooted in community effort. In these examples, 

women’s participation in a band is an act of unwaged labor. The band was also not 

financially compensated if they played in one of their own members’ children’s 

weddings (Bin Harban 2000, pp.128-129). 

 The firshah is a room that is specially prepared for the couple in the bride’s 

father’s home. The bride and groom reside there between the wedding party and 

the bride’s move to her husband’s home. Professionals known as the farāsh and 

farāshah, decorate the firshah with seven main components. Farāsh is the male 
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conjugation and farāshah the female. The first decorative component is the ṭamām. 

This is fabric, often red with white designs, that is used to cover the room’s ceiling 

and walls. Women’s multicolored and vibrant articles of clothing are hung on the 

wall nearest to the bathroom door to beautify the area. Second are the mirrors; 

large and small mirrors with embellished frames are hung in all areas of the room. 

Third are ramāmīn. These are glass orbs that come in many colors and sizes 

(Appendix III, p.112). They are imported from India. The ramāmīn are hung from 

the ṭamām via threads. Fourth are Persian rugs, which cover the floor. Fifth are the 

dūāshig and misānid; these are the cushions that create floor seating. The dūāshig 

and misānid used for the firshah are made of textiles that are embellished with 

flower, cardamom, or almond designs. The sixth is the bed, which is made of black 

ornamented wood. It is covered with sheets and pillows. This is if the groom could 

afford it. If he could not, the bride’s family would send their children to visit homes 

around the neighborhood and ask to borrow furāsh. Furāsh are thin mattresses, 

comparable in depth to sleeping bags, which people lay on the floor and slept on 

top of. The children would borrow up to twenty furāsh, placing one on top of the 

other on the floor, until they reach the height of a wooden framed bed. The furāsh 

would then be covered in embroidered sheets. The seventh is a large ṣindūg 

mubayat. It is divided into multiple sections and holds the bride’s gold and the 

couple’s clothes. The firshah is consistently perfumed with bukhūr and oud, as well 

as rāzjī flowers, jasmine, and rose oil. Sweet smelling purple basil leaves are 

spread in different corners of the room, near the dūāshig and misānid, and under 

the bed (Bin Harban 2000, p.58).  
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 The first celebratory night is the henna night. It is the night before the 

wedding. A girl may attend her henna night without knowing that she was the bride 

(Appendix III, p.158). The khaḍābah’s job was to administer the henna paste in 

decorative lines and shapes on the bride’s hands and feet during that celebration. 

This application requires skill, as there are high levels of mastery and precision to 

some of the popular designs. There are nine essential henna designs (Bin Harban 

2000, p.113). Of course, the khaḍābah is always a woman. This reflects the 

community’s cultural and religious considerations; including the significance 

placed on modesty and the consistent separation between the sexes. Traditionally, 

all beautification professionals were women. 

 A ʿachāfah is a professional hair braider. Culturally, women’s hair was 

deemed the pinnacle of allure; “hair is half of a woman’s beauty [translated]” (Bin 

Harban 2000, p.113). Consequently, girls’ hair received a lot of attention and care. 

The ʿachāfah would begin making house calls to comb and braid a client’s hair 

once the client was around ten years old. The appointments continued until the girl 

was engaged and wed. On the wedding day, the ʿachāfah would comb and braid 

the bride’s hair as usual. Then, she would adorn the braids with gold jewelry and 

sweet smelling mashmūm leaves. She would perfume the bride’s hair with organic 

fragrances, such as homemade rishūsh (Appendix III, p.159). These were special 

additions to the regular routine. The morning after the wedding would typically be 

the ʿachāfah’s last standing appointment with her client. However, some clients 

maintained their ʿachāfah house calls well after the wedding. Typically, these 

clients belonged to the higher class. The ʿachāfah was only paid after the wedding 
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night, and her house calls before the bride’s engagement were not compensated 

financially. It was customary for the groom to give his bride a present, known as 

the ṣabāḥīah, the morning after their wedding. The ṣabāḥīah would be either gold 

or money. Basma critiqued this tradition:  

It’s as if he saw that she was good and proper and then 
he would give her the amount (Appendix III, p.120). 
 

The bride would then give the ʿachāfa a portion of the ṣabāḥīah as a gift – and, 

essentially, as payment for her labor until that point (Bin Harban 2000, p.113). 

While the ʿachāfah began beautifying the young girl at around ten years of age, 

her job was not effectively completed until the girl was married.  

 The dāīah is a professional assistant to the bride. The word dāīah translates 

to either midwife or wet-nurse, but she is neither in this context. Rather, the dāīah 

is responsible for preparing the bride a few days before the wedding. The term 

dāīah symbolizes the entwining of motherhood and marriage in a woman’s socially 

acceptable identities. To become a woman who may need the services of a mid-

wife and wet-nurse, the girl must become a wife first. For two days, the dāīah would 

massage sesame oil or coconut oil mixed with turmeric into the bride’s skin. On 

the third day, she used sesame paste. The aim is to get moisturized and gleaming 

skin, emphasizing the bride’s femininity. She bathed the bride on her wedding day, 

exfoliating her skin with dried palm leaves, anabasis, jujube, and clay. Both 

anabasis and jujube are fragrant and used for their perfuming functions. The dāīah 

then applies oud and rose oil to the bride’s neck and ears. The dāīah continues 

assisting the bride and groom for a week after the wedding. She supervises the 

bride, giving her advice and helping her transition easily into married life. In some 
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cases, the dāīah prepares coffee and breakfast. In others, she prepares all the 

meals that the bride and groom have in the firshah. The bride’s mother is 

responsible for hiring the dāīah, and she pays her at the end of the week. The 

dāīah is a luxury assistant. The wealthier the bride’s family is, the more likely they 

will employ one. In the wealthiest of families, the dāīah is hired at the daughter’s 

birth. She is the girl’s nanny, and she raises her and takes care of her until after 

her wedding (Bin Harban 2000, p115). The ḥarāsah is the bride’s guard. In very 

few cases, the bride’s mother hires a ḥarāsah to guard the bride on her wedding 

night. She stays overnight with the bride and groom in the firshah, preventing the 

groom from initiating intercourse. She also provides the bride a sense of security 

and repose, as she would otherwise be spending the night with a stranger (Bin 

Harban 2000, p.115). 

 The second celebratory night is the wedding night. On the wedding night, 

invitation spread through word-of-mouth. The number of attendees was not grand; 

it was mainly the couple’s families and neighbors (Appendix III, p.37-38). When 

men heard of the wedding, they gathered in the groom’s house directly after ʿishaʾ 

prayer. This is the last obligatory prayer of the day. The guests have tea and coffee, 

and then are perfumed with rose water and oud. The relevant Arabic saying is mā 

ʿugub alʿūd gʿūd. This means ‘there is no sitting after oud.’ The women ululate 

inside the home while the folk band members prepare their instruments outside. 

The groom then begins the ceremonial walk to the bride’s house with his friends 

and family, followed by the women of the band. Depending on the community and 

its customs, the bride’s brothers and father may join the groom’s family. The folk 
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band performs the dazah and the ʿāshūrī. In this context, the word dazah 

represents the processional wedding music, and not the selection of gifts. The 

ʿāshūrī is the name of processional wedding music, too. When they reach the 

bride’s house, the groom and his friends and family enter the firshah. The groom’s 

friends congratulate him and leave. The groom’s family leaves so that the bride 

can be carried into the firshah. The groom then prays two rakat by the edge of the 

bride’s thūb. The folk band begins singing songs of the alnajdī and alkhāmrī genres 

to collect alnigaṭ, which are sums of money gifted to the band by wedding guests. 

One of the band members stands with the collected cash in her hand and says:  

ṣalū ʿalā moḥamad yaḥfiẓ flān fī sarāyir alghaybah 
yaʿal mā tmīl ʿalayna fīh (Bin Harban 2000, p.46).  
 

This is a prayer for the groom’s protection. Then, they sing in celebration.  

 The bride is carried into the firshah on a rug. Johara spoke about her labor 

in a band. In addition to performing the music, the band also prepared the firshah, 

cooked liʾjrah, and carried the bride into the firshah room. Liʾjrah is the bridal lunch, 

which is cooked and distributed to members of the community on the morning after 

the wedding night. The bride’s family hired the band and compensated them for 

their work. However, they did not professionally outline the additional 

responsibilities at the time of the band’s hire. Under the umbrella of community 

effort, wedding chores were available for different members of the community to 

assume. However, class was a factor in the actual division of labor, as members 

of Johara’s band did the brunt of the work. Regarding whom would carry the bride, 

Johara said: 

They would look for energetic ones (Appendix III, p.65). 



	 	

143 
 

 
This statement indicates that there were both active and passive parties; the active 

party being the individuals who divided labor – the ones who ‘looked’ – and the 

passive party being the one selected to perform a chore – the ones who were 

‘energetic.’ Johara was often selected for this role.  

 Johara spoke about being hit by brides who resisted being carried to the 

grooms. She detailed an incident in which a bride painfully bit her arm, only 

stopping when another member of the band clenched the bride’s nose and forced 

her to open her mouth. Although recounting images of struggle and despair, 

Johara cast these memories in a positive light. She commended the brides for not 

wanting their marriages, interpreting their behavior as symbolic of their chastity 

and, consequently, respectability. She said:  

I mean, back then, girls were different, they weren’t like 
girls today (Appendix III, p.65).  
 

The connotation placed on ‘girls today’ is negative; she also critiques ‘girls today’ 

in other parts of her interview, describing them as spoiled and ungrateful. This 

sentiment is also evident in Hessa’s statement:  

Back then, we had good habits. What then, should she 
walk? We made fun of those who walked! ... We would 
cry! … Now the bride walks to her husband! We were 
different [laughs] (Appendix III, 85-86). 
 

 Weddings in baḥrānī villages and the Bahraini countryside were slightly 

different. Women prepare the bride by bathing her in a spring. The bride enters the 

firshah first with the dāīah, and they wait for the groom. After the groom enters the 

room, the bride and groom sit on the floor with their legs outstretched towards each 

other. The dāīah then touches the groom’s big toe on his right foot to the bride’s 
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big toe on her right foot. She places a deep dish under their feet, and she pours 

rose water and saffron onto their toes and into the bowl. At the same time, women 

begin singing mtūrab, a song that celebrates the successful conclusion of the 

wedding rituals. The dāīah then takes the dish and pours its contents onto the floor 

in a straight line, starting at the house’s front door and ending at the firshah’s door. 

Four women carried a bridal textile that was green with golden embroidery. Each 

woman held one corner; they waved the textile vertically above the bride’s head, 

while mtūrab was being sung. The mother of the bride guards the firshah’s 

bathroom, stopping guests and members of the band from using it. The 

superstition threatened bad luck if another woman used the bride’s bathroom; she 

would not have children, or she would have them very late into the marriage (Bin 

Harban 2000, p.50).  

 The following morning was dedicated to cooking and distributing liʾjrah. Hind 

spoke about the different dishes that women cooked in her community in 

Muharraq. If the groom was well off, it was a meal of rice and meat. If the groom 

was of moderate financial means, it was rice and shrimp. If the groom was poor, it 

was bread and either ḥalwā or rahash desserts (Appendix III, p.138). Fatima, who 

married a wealthy pearl trader from Manama, said that liʾjrah was “always sheep” 

(Appendix III, p.50). Johara spoke about preparing and distributing liʾjrah in 

Gharafa. She carried trays of food on her head, giving them out to neighboring 

houses. People felt comfortable asking for more food, and women rushed back to 

the main home and scrape the bottoms of the cooking pots to create additional 

portions (Appendix III, pp.66-67). Women prepared an array of desserts for their 
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wedding guests, as well as also the bride and groom’s breakfast for the next 

morning: balālīṭ, khabīṣ, ʿ aṣīdah, dates, and Arabic coffee (Bin Harban 2000, p.58).  

 The next phase of the celebrations includes a practice that further suggests 

women’s objectification and presentation as a gift through marriage: to falil the 

bride, which is to exhibit the bride. The bride and groom resided in the bride’s 

father’s home for a few days following the wedding night. During those days, 

female members of the community visited to see the bride on display. The bride 

sits in a dafah or white bisht and a gishwah. She closes her eyes and refrains from 

speaking or moving. The bride is completely passive. Then, a woman commences 

to falil the bride by flaunting her to the guests. She holds different parts of the 

bride’s body, beginning with her head, to her hands, and ending with her legs and 

feet. She would successively uncover those body parts, display them to the guests, 

and then cover them. Hind critiqued this practice. She said: 

Why do they do that? Is she a dhibīḥa that they bought? 
(Appendix III, p.139).  
 

A dhibīḥa is a carcass purchased for cooking. This woman would not be a member 

of either the bride or groom’s families, but she may be the bride’s mother’s friend 

(Appendix III, p.139). The individuals participating in this ceremony – the bride, the 

woman performing the falil, and the wedding guests who consume this symbolic 

imagery – all underscore a system in which girls and women are objects, 

reproducing the social structure that enables arranged marriages to objectify girls. 

This results in a feedback-feedforward process, which creates a cycle of 

structuration (Giddens 1984).  
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 The bride is then serenaded to her groom’s house with a traditional zafah. 

The zafah is wedding recessional music, also performed by the band. Women 

placed purple basil and alfalfa by the groom’s front door, symbolizing the continuity 

of happiness, love, and good fortune. Often, the brides were told to enter the front 

door with their right foot, a superstition to welcome good luck and blessings into 

their marital lives (Appendix III, p.138). This phase of the wedding celebrations is 

called alhadīah. The translation of alhadīah is ‘the gift,’ as the bride is being gifted 

to the groom and his family. Again, the social structure is embedded in the agents’ 

memory traces through signification, as girls and women’s objectification is coded 

in the language.  

 After the week of celebrations came to an end, the women who labored 

throughout that week were compensated. To summarize, the various professions 

and responsibilities were: khaṭābah’s matchmaking, khaḍābah’s henna 

application, ʿachāfah’s braiding, dāīah’s physical and social preparation of the 

bride, ḥarāsah’s guarding of the bride, farāshah’s arrangement of the firshah, the 

ʿidah’s music and the distribution and cooking of liʾjrah. These professions are 

easily identified, but they are not incongruent; the same woman may perform 

multiple roles.  

 The method of payment varies. The khaṭābah receives a sum from both the 

bride and groom’s families and the ʿachāfah receives a gift from the bride’s 

ṣabāḥīah (Appendix III, p. 111 and Bin Harban 2000, p.113). The other 

profession’s compensations differ based on the situation; they could be paid a fee, 

or they would be given fabric and clothing. The latter method is the most popular, 
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and women received the same compensation regardless of which roles – or how 

many of them – they had during the week of celebration. Johara, for example, was 

a member of a band, prepared the firshah, and cooked and distributed liʾjrah. She 

remembered being called by the groom’s mother on the seventh day of the 

wedding week. They would sit and distribute the fabric that the bride received as 

her dazah to all the women who partook in the wedding preparations. The bride’s 

mother would cut the rolls of fabric into individual pieces. Johara said: 

They would give me two clothes, a milfaʿ and a thūb 
(Appendix III, p.66).  

 
Men who were involved in wedding preparations were paid similarly, from the 

bride’s dazah (Appendix III, p.67). 

Two Case Studies: Johara and Fatima 

Johara is a Sunni Muslim Qatari woman of African ʾaṣl. Johara is a 

descendent of enslaved peoples, and her mother served members of a sheikh’s 

family in Gharafa. Johara was born in 1950 in Alkhor and manumitted in 1952, but 

her supposed enfranchisement did not free her from servitude. As a child, she 

joined her enslaved mother and was assigned to an older sheikh within that family. 

Due to her mother’s absence, Johara described her grandmother as her primary 

caregiver (Appendix III, p.57).  Johara’s grandmother was a true matriarch. Johara 

spoke about her, saying:  

The command was hers and permission had to be taken 
from her (Appendix III, p.57).  
 

 Johara had an absentee father, who was removed from any decision-

making regarding his daughter’s wedding. He had spoken to his mother-in-law, 
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Johara’s grandmother, and told her to do what she thought was fit, promising that 

he wouldn’t interfere. This presents a deviation from the accepted social structure, 

where the bride’s father accepted or rejected marriage proposals. The deviation is 

rooted in cyclical tension between micro and macro issues. The micro issues are 

Johara’s father’s disposition and distance from his daughter’s life. The macro issue 

is slavery’s displacement of family structures, resulting in the micro placing of 

Johara in her grandmother’s care, and the elevation of her grandmother to 

matriarch status. Johara’s father’s absence, however, did not protect Johara from 

reduction to subhuman object. This is because Johara’s grandmother, as the 

matriarch, took Johara’s father’s position in the presentation of girls as gifts via 

marriage. She considered the proposal, evaluated the mahar, and kept Johara 

uninformed.  

When a man had proposed marriage, Johara was not told. To maintain her 

control over Johara’s unawareness, Johara’s grandmother forbade the girl from 

leaving her home to play with her friends. With this drastic shift in domestic rules, 

Johara felt scared and sad. To stop her from crying, Johara’s uncle’s wife 

distracted her with sewing lessons. She fibbed:  

I will teach you, but you can’t learn how to sew unless 
you have henna on your hands (Appendix III, p.57). 
 

 Johara’s uncle’s wife’s intentions were twofold: she wanted to calm the 

young bride’s nerves while preparing her for the wedding party. She applied henna 

on the bride’s hands and feet. Johara described herself as “naïve,” saying that she 

couldn’t realize that henna and sewing lessons were completely unrelated 

(Appendix III, p.57). The groom was bringing the dazah to the bride’s house, and 
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the bride’s family was adamant that she did not find out and realize that she was 

to be wed. They locked her in a room in the house, and she could see a truck 

delivering sheep from the window. She said: 

I was scared. I mean; I wasn’t scared about getting 
married. I was just scared (Appendix III, p.58).  
 

 Meanwhile, the bride’s grandmother and the groom were having a 

disagreement. The grandmother considered the dazah to be too little. The amount 

of meat that the groom provided was not enough to feed all their wedding guests. 

Johara described her grandmother as a firecracker, saying that she had told the 

groom: 

 To either add more meat, or remove his dazah 
(Appendix III, p.58). 
 

The groom, in return, was angry. Rather than attempting to appease the matriarch, 

he loaded the dazah back on the truck, turned it around, and went off. Immediately 

after that, Johara’s uncle’s wife unlocked the door and told the young girl to leave 

the house and go for a walk. Johara said: 

And then I was happy. I was so happy. I got up and I 
walked, and I smelled the air. I saw the world! They had 
trapped me. They had closed the door from the 
outside. And my tears were streaming down my 
cheeks, four on every cheek. I was crying. Thank God! 
(Appendix III, p.58)   
 

Following this failed engagement, new suitors did not approach Johara. They knew 

entanglements with the matriarch were difficult, as she had rejected the groom’s 

proposal after he presented the dazah. Commonly, rejections transpired before 

then, and the preparation of a dazah indicated that marriage contracts would be 

signed either later that night or the next day. Johara’s aunt’s husband proposed 
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marriage to her when she was fourteen years old. Her grandmother agreed to this 

proposal, and Johara married her maternal cousin’s father. They had a son 

together. She was either his second or third wife, and he had many children before 

proposing marriage to her. They had a wedding. During the conversation with 

Johara, the subject of who signed her marriage contract was not raised.  

Fatima is another interlocutor who spoke at length about her marriage’s 

arrangement. After graduating from elementary school, Fatima began working as 

a teacher at Aysha Um Almumineen School in Manama. Her students were around 

her age; some were younger, but some were older. She said: 

I was very young. I couldn’t reach the end of the 
blackboard (Appendix III, p.46).  
 

Her future husband heard her students talk about their young teacher.  

He was an old man who eavesdropped [laughs] 
(Appendix III, p.48). 
  

He proposed marriage. Initially, Fatima’s parents were not inclined to accept the 

proposal. Her paternal uncle, however, intervened. The man proposing marriage 

was a wealthy and powerful pearl trader, and her uncle considered this to be a 

good reason for Fatima’s marriage. Fatima’s father, and by extension her brothers, 

could benefit by a familial connection to a man of his wealth and influence. 

Ultimately, Fatima’s father accepted the proposal. The groom was older than 

Fatima’s father, and Fatima was to be his third wife at that time. She was his 

seventh wife overall, but he had divorced many of the women. They were not at all 

related: she was from Muharraq, and he was from Manama. Female exogamy in 
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this context was socially acceptable because the groom was of perceptibly higher 

social status and financial standing.  

Fatima’s father and the groom had the milchah, and the bride was legally 

wed. They set the actual wedding date for a month or two after the milchah. This 

would hypothetically have given the bride and groom time to get to know one 

another and enjoy an engagement period that was permitted by Islamic 

regulations. This was also a change to the social structure of arranged marriages, 

as it had become more socially acceptable for engagement periods to be longer 

within certain social circles. However, Fatima refused to participate in this process, 

as she was opposed to the engagement. The groom would come to his bride’s 

family home. He would sit with the bride’s father and drink coffee. Fatima said,  

He wanted to see me, poor thing. He wanted to see 
me, but I wouldn’t go see him … no, I didn’t allow it… I 
didn’t want him. I didn’t want him (Appendix III, p.49). 
 

Seeing his daughter’s resistance to this marriage, Fatima’s father regretted the 

milchah. On a micro level, Fatima’s father regretted putting his daughter in a 

situation where she was unhappy. On a macro level, there was a slow social 

recognition of women’s opinions on their marriage proposals. This is evident in 

both Fatima’s knowledge of the proposal and the comparatively longer 

engagement period. The tension between these micro and macro forces motivated 

Fatima’s father to request that the groom grant his daughter a divorce. However, 

the groom objected. This continued for the entire engagement period: Fatima lived 

in her father’s home, her groom came to visit, she wouldn’t go down to see him, 

and he would leave.  
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Eventually, the wedding night rolled around. As the groom was a wealthy 

pearl trader, the party was relatively extravagant. They served dishes of rice and 

meat in addition to the traditional liʾjrah that was given to family and neighbors after 

the wedding. She was carried to her groom on a rug. When I asked Fatima why, 

her sister interrupted:  

How should I know? …They didn’t do this to me 
(Appendix III, p.49). 
 

 Fatima said: 

It wasn’t a bridal rug. It was just any rug, and they would 
put the bride on the rug, and they would throw her on 
the groom. Like that (Appendix III, p.49). 
 

Both of their tones indicated displeasure with the tradition, which other interlocutors 

accepted. Symbolically, being carried in a rug signified the bride’s nervousness 

and reluctance to marry. These were desired qualities, as they represented 

virginity and a passiveness in the marriage arrangement process. Being carried in 

a rug suggested the bride’s presentation as a gift, and Fatima’s opposition to the 

marriage and attempts at refusing the arrangement explain her disapproval of the 

tradition. After the wedding, Fatima moved to one of her husband’s many homes. 

As he resided in Manama, Fatima’s sister stayed with her, so that she wouldn’t feel 

lonely. This is a palpable benefit to Fatima’s father, who was relieved from the 

financial responsibility of caring for both daughters when one of them married a 

wealthy man. The groom divided his time between all his wives. Fatima stopped 

working. She said that he didn’t force her to quit her job, and she now regrets her 

decision. She had children, including a daughter who passed away and a daughter 

who was disabled.  
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The Marital Home 
 
 The structure of arranged marriages produced a system where women were 

a source of unwaged domestic labor. After the wedding celebrations are over, the 

bride moved to live with her husband in a room in his parent’s house. This house 

encompassed his extended family; grandparents, parents, children and 

grandchildren all lived together. Bedrooms were divided amid the different atomic 

families, and the number of children in the house was often plentiful (Appendix III, 

p.24). Extended families demanded many household services, and they are all the 

women’s responsibilities. Johara said: 

The woman is the homemaker, and everything is in her 
hands: milking, cooking, it’s all in women’s hands. The 
man doesn’t do anything (Appendix III, p.60).  
 

The new bride immediately became a homemaker, doing her part of the overall 

labor and housework (Appendix III, p.39). This, of course, is not the case for the 

homes of wealthier families, as they had slaves, formerly enslaved servants, or 

women from the neighborhood who worked for their daily meals to do the chores. 

However, daughters and daughters-in-law were responsible for housework in most 

homes. The matriarch, who was mother to some and mother-in-law to others, 

supervised their work (Appendix III, pp.77-78). The responsibilities of cooking, 

cleaning, and washing were divided according to a daily schedule. The daughter-

in-law would wake up at dawn and work until dusk on the days where she had a 

shift. On her off days, she would still carry out labors specific to her husband and 

children (Alqahtani 1994, 136). If we consider the large number of family members, 
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often surpassing thirty individuals, then we can recognize how taxing household 

chores would be. 

 Badir reflected on the matriarch and her role. He said:  

While the men were away from home, the mother 
would be the household manager. Even if she had 
children who were adults, they would not have a say. If 
the grandmother was alive, or the mother, sometimes 
it would be the mother if her character was strong and 
the grandmother was elderly … anyways, it was a 
woman (Appendix III, p.12). 
 

This observation places the matriarch firmly in command of the house and the 

logistics of its daily operations. The matriarch was either the grandmother or the 

mother, and her judgment was superior to that of her children. However, all the 

grown men were removed from the household in this scenario. They were on diving 

expeditions. This means that the matriarch’s superior role exists within a women-

only paradigm. She would still have less power than her husband.  

 The matriarch was responsible for managing household finances. The 

patriarch would supply her with a sum of money before leaving to dive. She may 

also have money at her disposal from her own economic activities. The matriarch 

would budget for the diving season accordingly. Bader said: 

She would finance the household’s lives…. and 
nobody would do anything without her input. She would 
have the final command (Appendix III, p.12). 
 

The diving economy was heavily dependent on a system of loans and tiqsām. At 

the start of the season, divers borrowed from the mumawil, who is the financer. 

They spent a small portion of that money on minimum personal equipment for the 
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diving expedition. They would give the remainder to their wives or mothers. That 

matriarch would  

Take care of the house’s matters. She would buy rice 
and tea and so on (Appendix III, p.25).  
 

Most of the spending was on food supplies, such as coffee, tea, rice, salt, and 

spices. Coffee was the most expensive of the purchases, and was consequently 

used when hosting (Appendix III, p.27). The matriarch would attempt to stretch 

those funds for the entire diving season, knowing that the primary breadwinner 

would be away for months. Of course, women generated income through a myriad 

of other means. However, those sums were simple in comparison to the amount 

they received from their husbands. Ahmed noted that:  

Managing the house, saving money, accounts, 
purchases … this would all be the woman’s job. But the 
husband is always the front; the woman is not visible 
(Appendix III, p.31). 
 

 While women had a tangible role in the financial planning of the household, they 

did not have the legal rights that could allow them to make large transactions. 

Women could own property, but the men in their lives were often the legal 

representatives. Women’s names were included in legal documents, but their 

representative would sign the documents and go to the courts without them 

(Appendix III, p.41). Legally, men had the capacity to control women’s property 

and make decisions without consulting them.  

 Young girls spent their childhood learning how to successfully complete a 

range of household chores. They learned to cook, clean, sew, and embroider in 

their own homes. The purpose of this education was to raise competent and skilled 
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housewives (Aba Hussein 1989, p.13). Rabab from the baḥrānī village Daih in 

Bahrain observed that mothers in Bahraini villages were particular about both 

teaching their daughters how to perform housework and making sure they were 

used to it from a young age. The mother would ask her daughter to sweep, or wash 

the dishes, or carry her younger sibling, or other household chores that a young 

girl could perform. Mothers would also take their young daughters to mātam and 

ask them to perform a few simple tasks that serve the mātam’s female guests 

(Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.217). 

 Along with unwaged domestic labor, women performed the socially framed 

biological roles of childbearing and childrearing. As Bahrain and Qatar societies 

were pronatalist, tt was the norm for all physically fit women to bear children. There 

were no limits to the number of children that people had, nor were there limits to 

the ages in which women fell pregnant. An abundance of offspring formed a source 

of strength for the families, clans, tribes, and sects of pre-oil Gulf societies. 

Offspring also met the demands of the laborious professions that most people 

participated in, such as pearl diving, agriculture, and fishing (Alnajjar 2000, p.17). 

Women thus endured the constant burden of pregnancy and childbirth, with all 

their pains. Following each birth, women suffered through folk treatments such as 

reduction of drinking water and the usage of salt to tighten the vagina (Alnajjar & 

Mattar 2017, p.219). The intended purpose of these treatments was to increase 

male pleasure during sexual intercourse. Of course, these treatments caused 

inordinate amounts of pain and distress. 
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 Khalid reflected on superstitions and the intention to use magic in relation 

to pregnancy and childbirth. A popular ritual is jumping across bīṣ on a ship. The 

bīṣ is first piece of wood used to construct the boat’s keel. Women who desperately 

desired a pregnancy tried jumping across it, believing that this action would yield 

results. Seamen considered this behavior a bad omen, and they consequently 

placed a guard near the bīṣ during boat building to stop superstitious women. 

Another popular superstition is the performance of nadhir, which can be translated 

to: ‘vow.’ The performance of nadhir involves people making a vow to carry out a 

specific task or behave in a specific way, in exchange for a desired development 

in their life. It is akin to making a deal with God. Women performed nadhir to 

improve their family members’ health, to ease childbirth, to have more children, to 

facilitate marriages, and to initiate engagements (Appendix III, p.37). If their desire 

was actualized, women in Bahrain went to AlKhudur (Alkhuḍur) or Nabi Salih 

(Alnabīh Ṣāliḥ) or Sheikh Sasaa (Shaykh Ṣaʿṣaʿah). Both Sunni and Shia women 

attended Shia shrines (Appendix III, pp.36-37). They took eggs with them, cooked 

them, and ate them there as a token of gratitude and a form of sacrifice (Appendix 

III, p.37). Women also acted upon a more extreme superstition, hanging 

themselves from their feet at a butcher shop for a minute or two. They did this to 

prompt pregnancies (Appendix III, p.37). Some women practiced ṭibūb, which is a 

colloquial word for magic. They performed either good ʿamal or evil ʿamal. ʿamal 

are spells. A good ʿamal was performed to give a woman good luck: to help her 

get married or pregnant. An evil ʿamal was performed to harm other people: to get 

rid of a woman who created marital disputes between a wife and her husband, for 
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example (Appendix III, p.37). Another superstitious ritual is yifichūn alfāl. Single 

girls who grew older but were not yet married performed this ritual to encourage 

marriage proposals (Appendix III, p.37).  

 The marital home involved the challenges of motherhood, which 

encompasses the rearing of many children. As birth control was not used, and 

large families were encouraged, it was not uncommon for women to have upwards 

of twelve children (Appendix III, p.29). Childcare was considered the mother’s 

responsibility only; fathers were seldom involved in the raising of their children. As 

a result, motherhood was a group practice. Grandmothers, aunts, father’s wives, 

and uncle’s wives raised each other’s children. Amna said: 

 Sometimes, fathers wouldn’t know their own 
daughters. My sister was a teacher, and she taught 
four Fatimas. They were all sisters, but each one had 
a different mother. So, she would know them as Fatma 
bint Flānah and Fatma bint Faltānah (Appendix III, p.6).  
 

Flānah and Faltānah are the generic labels that people use, instead of names, to 

anonymize identities. The daughters were identified by their mother’s names; the 

traditional method is to identify children with their father’s names.  

 As pearl divers and farmers benefited from the birth of a new generation of 

laborers, men married multiple women to increase the number of their children 

(Alnajjar 2000, p.27). Multiple wives were common in the pre-oil Gulf societies. 

According to Mohamed Aldalal (p.22), it was rare for a man to only have one wife. 

Socially acceptable reasons for men to initiate a search for a second, third, or 

fourth wife are his current wives’ inability to bear children, or his current wife not 

bearing sons. Sons were preferred to daughters, and the social consensus was 



	 	

159 
 

that women’s biologies determined the offspring’s sex. Larger numbers of children 

also gave men a more authoritative social position within their extended families. 

Of course, increased sexual pleasure also motivated marriage to multiple women. 

Sexual intercourse was religiously and socially unacceptable outside the legal 

parameters of marriage.  

 Being one of many wives was a social condition that women had no choice 

but to accept in pre-oil Gulf societies. It was possible for men to deny their wives 

a divorce, choosing instead to marry other women and abandon their former 

relationships. When this happens, women were denied the option of marrying and 

moving on with their own lives. The American missionary Sharifa wrote,  

The more time I spent with Arabic women, the more I 
felt that they needed compassion, and that they were 
deprived of it. Not only did they have to bear living with 
their husbands’ wives, but they also had to accept the 
idea that their husband could divorce them whenever 
he wanted [translated] (Allenbridge 1989, p.91).  
 

She also described a woman whose husband took another wife. She said, 

Without any warning, her family’s conditions and her 
social standing within the family members began 
dwindling. She was now considered the old wife … her 
husband won’t look at her the way he used to … that’s 
if he even looked at her [translated] (Allenbridge 1989, 
p.91). 

 
 The wealthier the man was, the more capable he became of marrying a 

second, third, or fourth wife. This is because he would afford to meet the financial 

needs of a larger family. He would then divide his time between the multiple wives; 

whether that division was fair was at his own discretion. Sabika Alnajjar and Fouzia 

Mattar interviewed a baḥrānī woman who married a wealthy baḥrānī from Al-
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Malikiya (almālchīa) village. She described her living arrangement. She was one 

of four wives who lived in one large house. Each wife had her own private wing, 

and each wife had some of the husband’s clothing and personal items. The 

husband had his own private room. The wives spent the night either in their own 

wings or in that room, according to a pre-approved daily schedule. On a given 

night, one of the wives would spend the night in her husband’s bedroom. If she 

had a newborn, she would take the newborn with her. As for the rest of her children, 

they would spend the night with one of their father’s other wives. These 

arrangements would have been organized in advance. Before her allocated night, 

the wife would go to her husband’s bedroom during the day. She would clean it, 

change the bed’s sheets, perfume the room, and bring some of her husband’s 

clothes from her wing. The morning after, she would leave the room taking both 

the sheets and the clothes that she brought with her. Another wife would then enter 

the room and prepare it in the same way. On the third day, the third wife maintained 

the routine, and the fourth wife on the fourth day, and so on (Alnajjar & Mattar 

2017, p.221). Women accepted this social system as a sound and reasonable 

basis for marital relationships (Allenbridge 1989, pp.92-93).  

Domestic Violence Against Women  

 Psychological abuse and physical abuse were not specific to a single 

community in pre-oil Gulf societies. Girls were raised with the notion that men were 

the ultimate decision makers regarding all critical aspects of their lives. This 

perverse worldview allowed for greater instances of abuse acceptance. Young girls 

were expected to obey their fathers and brothers, followed by their husbands, with 
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no discussion. If girls dared to raise an objection, they could expect violence as an 

answer. While this was not the case in every household, violence was a 

widespread method that men used to solidify their power over the women and girls 

in their households. Generally, men who respected women and valued their 

opinions and humanity were the minority. Sakina Mohamed Alqahtani said, 

The woman was like a concubine. If a man commanded 
her, she had to obey. He is permitted to hit her for the 
most trivial of reasons, as well as consistently threaten 
her with divorce. The man considered the woman to be 
like one of the slippers on his feet, he could remove her 
with a divorce or marry another whenever he wanted 
[translated] (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.158). 
 

Cornella Allenbridge (1989, p.25) went as far as saying that women in the Arabian 

Peninsula were treated like animals, which is a perspective conditioned both by 

racism and religious bigotry. Amna gave an example of inhumane treatment of 

women. She said that there were “some very rare instances” when a diver was 

unable to pay his debt, so the nūkhidhah 

…would tell him to divorce his wife and he would marry 
her instead. But this is very rare (Appendix III, p.3).  
 

Ahmed agreed that this situation was a 

 Rare occurrence but it could happen because, 
according to the diving laws, it was the mumawil’s right 
(Appendix III, p.26). 
 

In these scenarios, women are treated purely as property. They are transacted to 

pay off debt when money was not an option. Countrywomen struggled with 

normalized violence in their communities (Alfardan 2016, pp.64-78). Sabika 

Alnajjar and Fouzia Mattar (2017, p.159) interviewed a countrywoman who said: 
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My mother married her maternal cousin, my father, in 
the 1940s. A year did not pass their wedding day before 
my father married a second wife. My mother used to tell 
us that my father treated her very cruelly. He was not 
fair in his treatment of both wives. He used to beat my 
mother severely for the most trivial of reasons. He used 
a wooden board that was tacked with exposed nails. He 
would beat my mother until she bled [translated]. 
 

 Pre-oil Gulf societies also witnessed cases of honor killing. Honor killing 

was practiced in secret, and within very limited parameters; murder was illegal and 

punishable by law. A few tribes maintained the position that men had the utmost 

freedom to kill any woman in their family if they merely suspected that she had 

violated the prevailing tribal values (Alrumaihi 1976, p.347). A Bahraini 

governmental report for the years 1946 – 1947 included the following observation 

about the 1920s and 1930s: 

Cases of murder were not discovered by state security, 
owing to the murder’s motives. Reasons were limited to 
the parameters of unwanted children, or women’s 
mistakes. Cases like that took place inside women’s 
quarters in Arabic homes, making their monitoring 
difficult [translated] (Bahrain Government Annual 
Reports, p.73). 
 

Nonetheless, individual cases of honor killing were recorded. The highest numbers 

of recordings were in Hidd city. A government report for the years 1938 – 1939 

stated that: 

The frequency of killing women in Hidd is well known 
(Bahrain Government Annual Reports, p.17). 
 

A government report from 1933 – 1934 described one of the cases that were 

presented to the courts. A young diver returned to his home in Hidd. He heard that 

his sister had “dishonored [translated]” the family while he was away. He took her 
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into a room and strangled her. When he left the room, he thought that she had 

died. The girl regained her consciousness and ran away. The diver was sentenced 

to five years in prison with hard labor (Bahrain Government Annual Reports, 

p.451). Two years after his sentence, he was released on Eid. He immediately 

killed his sister and buried her in their home. Their youngest sister reported him to 

the police station (Belgrave, 1972). A second honor killing in Hidd was the case of 

a father who drowned his daughter and then escaped to Qatar (Bahrain 

Government Annual Reports, p.1). A government report included a case of honor 

killing in Muharraq. It said:  

A young woman who bore an illegitimate child was 
killed in almḥarag by her four paternal uncles. She was 
stabbed to death near her family’s home, in the middle 
of a family compound that was surrounded by houses. 
Although the neighbors heard her and were aware of 
what happened, no one tried to intervene. The four 
paternal uncles buried the girl on the property itself, 
and then escaped to Qatar for shelter (Bahrain 
Government Annual Reports, p.360). 
 

 There were also a few cases of killing that did not involve honor at all. In 

1929, two men agreed to murder a woman because they considered her to be too 

controlling of the household; one of the men was her husband, the other was her 

brother. They were all ʿajam (Belgrave 1972). Belgrave (1972) wrote about the 

case of a young Bahraini man who lived in a village close to Bahrain Fort. He killed 

his neighbor’s wife. They were having an affair. He was sentenced to execution by 

firing squad. In 1934, a woman was killed as the result of increasing envy between 

two musical groups. She was drowned, and they disposed of her body in the sea 

(Bahrain Government Annual Reports, p.531).  
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Divorce 

 Unhappy marriages did not necessarily end in divorce. It was common for 

a relationship to be over without the husband granting his wife a legal divorce. The 

wife would continue living independently, emotionally abandoned by her spouse 

but unable to move on and remarry. This was often the case for the first wife, who 

would normally be the husband’s paternal cousin and the mother of his oldest 

children. Divorce was not a socially acceptable option because it could harm 

relations within the couple’s clan (Allenbridge 1989, p.149). The most common 

reason for divorce was the husband’s desire to take a new wife after he had already 

married four women. At that point, he would select a wife to divorce (Belgrave 

1972). Divorces also took place when the husband had decided that continuation 

of married life between two parties seemed impossible. In that case, child custody 

was determined according to the regulations of sharia law and the decisions made 

by sharia judges. Of course, this was also dependent on the married couple’s 

prescribed religious doctrine. Seeing as how the social and economic conditions 

were difficult for women to live without marriage, women often remarried.  

 Johara maintained that society would not desert women in difficult 

marriages. She said that women were free to tell their family members that she 

wanted a divorce. Her family members would then inquire,  

What’s wrong with him? Is he not treating you well? 
What’s happening (Appendix III, p.74)? 
 

 If she provided a good reason for a divorce, then, 

She would get a divorce and they would support her. 
They wouldn’t leave her in a mess (Appendix III, p.74). 
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Johara said that women who did not provide a good enough reason for a divorce 

would be ignored; her desires dismissed. If her husband had complained to her 

family about her, they would interfere to mend their relationship. Of course, these 

practices are problematic for a few reasons. First, the acceptable standards of 

treatment in a relationship were very low. Women were commonly abused 

psychologically and physically, and marginalization was a way of life. Second, 

communication with family members when in an abusive relationship is very 

difficult both psychologically and practically. It would take a lot of strength for a 

woman to voice her concerns when faced with threats and fears at home. It would 

also take a set of very specific conditions: she would need to be able to leave her 

home or accept visitors and have the privacy to disclose her condition safely.  

 Johara relayed a famed story about a divorce in Alkhor during the pre-oil 

era. Islamic tradition regulates that both husband and wife cleanse after sexual 

intercourse with a bathing ritual called ghasul janābah. Water spilled down the 

street outside of traditional pre-oil Gulf houses when showers were taken, as a 

result of the plumping designs employed at the time. As a result, the spilling of 

water was associated with the completion of sexual acts. The wife in Johara’s story 

used this detail to her perceived advantage; she would spill water to imply that she 

was having sexual relations with her husband. They had not consummated their 

marriage for a year after her wedding. When the wife’s mother asked her why she 

was not pregnant yet, she divulged their secret. The mother spoke to her husband, 

who spoke to his son-in-law’s father. The son-in-law’s father then commanded his 

son to grant his wife a divorce. She married quickly after. Johara said: 
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 As soon as the divorce’s ʿidah was over, men were 
rushing over with proposals” (Appendix III, p.75) 
 

 Divorce did not influence a woman’s chances of remarriage. Moreover, Johara 

praised the wife’s secret-keeping abilities. She was considered an exemplary wife 

because of her reaction to her first marriage’s condition.  

Conclusion 

 ‘Chapter II: Weddings and Marriages’ explored the relationship between 

parameters of ʿayb and possibilities of production, including both waged and 

unwaged labor, in a study of marriage as a social institution. This chapter 

introduced marriages and weddings with a discussion of social structures and 

social systems. As a social structure, marriage resulted in two social systems. 

First, marriages created a system where brides were both symbols of alliance 

formation and sources of unwaged labor. Second, marriages created a simple 

wedding industry that provided women with many opportunities for waged labor.  

 This chapter outlined marriage’s four main purposes contextually: 

preserving a family’s lineage through a patrilineal system, establishing alliances 

between different groups, temporary marriages within the Shia community, and 

strengthening affluent family’s economic influence via the maintenance of wealth. 

To serve society’s pronatalist interests, men organized the marriages of much 

younger girls. This chapter established that most brides were children, and they 

were often married to older men. An in-depth analysis of the arrangement of 

marriages, and specifically the cultural interpretation of the mahar, underscored 

women’s exchange as gifts between men towards the establishment of homosocial 

bonds, as theorized by Lévi-Strauss (1949). This symbolically reduced girls to a 
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subhuman form, especially in scenarios where they were unaware of their 

marriage’s arrangement or marginalized from the decision-making process.  

 The arrangement of marriages dictated parameters of ʿayb. As chastity and 

modesty were two desired qualities in a bride, and women often conducted waged 

or unwaged searches for brides, girls’ socialization with older women was 

acknowledged as ʿayb. Moreover, it was ʿayb to discuss marriage and childrearing 

around young girls. This resulted in brides’ lack of awareness regarding the 

marriage’s social facets, as well as a complete lack of sexual education. It was not 

uncommon for girls to marry and then experience domestic violence. Domestic 

violence included emotional, physical, and psychological abuse. Divorce was 

mostly motivated by the man’s desire to take another wife, with many unhappy 

marriages resulting instead in the woman’s suffering or abandonment. The 

parameters of ʿayb harmed the girls’ quality of life but maintained their interpreted 

social value as gifts to be exchanged by men for the formation of homosocial 

bonds. 

 Within the marital home, brides became sources of unwaged labor. They 

performed domestic physical labor, as well as the socially framed biological roles 

associated with motherhood. Within the simple wedding industry that emerged 

surrounding marriages, women had many opportunities for waged labors. The 

different jobs that women assumed, and the responsibilities they had, included the 

khaṭābah’s matchmaking, khaḍābah’s henna application, ʿachāfah’s braiding, 

dāīah’s physical and social preparation of the bride, ḥarāsah’s guarding of the 

bride, farāshah’s arrangement of the firshah, the ʿidah’s music and the distribution 
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and cooking of liʾjrah. These professions are easily identified, but they are not 

incongruent; the same woman may perform multiple roles. Each profession had its 

own method of compensation, monetary or otherwise.  

The following chapter, ‘Chapter III: Healthcare Hegemony’ will explore 

women’s opportunities for waged labor as healthcare practitioners, as well as an 

extension to the parameter of ʿayb that allowed religious healing to be productive 

labor. It also presents society’s protection of women’s capacity for unwaged labors 

through medical tools, particularly postpartum care.    
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CHAPTER III 

HEALTHCARE HEGEMONY 
 
Introduction  

During the pearl trade and early oil era, healthcare in Bahrain and Qatar 

was comprised of both traditional and Western medicine. Traditional medicine is 

rooted in an amalgamation of Arabic medical heritage, transnational healing 

practices, and interpretations of Islamic healing. Western medicine is rooted in the 

biomedical model, which operates within a separate epistemological paradigm. It 

was first introduced to members of Bahraini and Qatari societies with the arrival of 

American missionaries, who initially set base in Bahrain but treated patients in both 

countries. As healthcare practitioners, women performed traditional medicine 

domestically and professionally. They engaged with Western medicine following 

their training as nurses and their employment at the newly established hospitals 

and health centers. As patients, women overwhelmingly preferred traditional 

medicine to Western medicine. They continued to practice traditional medicine far 

after Western medicine’s introduction, only resorting to Western medicine in 

emergencies in which traditional medicine did not prove effective.  

Traditional Medicine in Non-Western Societies  

Early ethnography inaccurately classified traditional medicine in non-

Western societies as examples of prescientific systems. Analyses of these 

systems were categorized with non-medical labels including magic, shamanism, 

and witchcraft (Tylor 1871). In 1924, W.H.R. Rivers argued that traditional healing 

practices are rooted in local interpretations of diseases, which are in turn indicative 

of emic worldviews. Rivers argued for the acknowledgement of traditional medicine 
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in non-Western societies as both an integrated system of ideas and a social 

institution. E. E. Evans-Pritchard adopted this approach in his study Witchcraft, 

Oracles and Magic among the Azande (1937). By establishing magic as a logically 

consistent system of thought, Evans-Pritchard demonstrated coherence between 

Zande understandings of misfortune, including disease, and their practice of 

magic, witchcraft, and divination.  

Victor Turner (1968) also demonstrated traditional medicine’s existence as 

an integrated system of ideas in The Drums of Affliction: A Study of Religious 

Processes among the Ndembu of Zambia. Turner performed a symbolic 

examination of illness and curing within the context of social relations. The 

Ndembu recognized illness as a force that removed people from the traditional 

social order into which they are born. The Ndembu’s rituals regulated social 

relations. By performing diagnosis and treatment, the Ndembu returned the 

diseased persons to their proper social positions. As emic interpretations of illness 

were imbued with a social connotation, the causes of illness were identified as 

social transgressions or social conflicts. This is indicative of the Ndembu’s kin-

based social worldview.  

Western medicine is unique in its consideration of the human body as 

separate from larger communal and spiritual contexts. Rooted in the biomedical 

model, Western medicine constricts ‘curing’ to the treatment of the diseased body 

only. Physicians trained in Western medicine reduce the human suffering that 

patients acknowledge in their construal of affliction to a disordered physiology 

(Hahn and Kleinman 1983, p.312). Western medicine is rooted in the cultural and 
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historical construction of Cartesian dualism as an epistemological tradition. 

Cartesian dualism disconnects mind and matter, separating perceptions of the 

spirit and the body. Western medicine appreciates the human body as a complex 

machine. Perceptions of social relations and spiritual wellbeing are discontinuous 

with physical health. Non-western cultures do not share this system of knowledge. 

Rather, they connect the spirit, body, nature, and society in monistic 

epistemologies (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987, p.11). Ethnomedical systems, 

such as the traditional medicine practiced in Bahrain and Qatar, acknowledge the 

human mind and body as both unitary and susceptible to influence by spirits, 

departed ancestors, and the desires and emotions of others (Manning and 

Fabrega 1973). 

Laura Frances Goffman (2021) studied the development of health care in 

Kuwait in the early 20th century. Her article, “A Jar of Shaykh’s Teeth: Medicine, 

Politics, and the Fragments of History in Kuwait,” presented a case study of ‘Abd 

al-Ilah al-Qina’i. Throughout the 21st century, Kuwaitis documented their history – 

including medical history – as natavist teology. Within that framework, they 

identified al-Qina’i as the first physician in Kuwait. Al-Qina’i’s medical practice was 

a hybrid of local, imperial, and transoceanic health cultures. Al-Qina’i sold 

European, Anglo-Indian and local products at his pharmacy in Kuwait’s central 

marketplace. These products represented different marketing strategies at play, 

underscoring the coexistence of varied health cultures in Kuwait. Goffman notes 

that Al-Qina’i did not develop and enforce this hybridity unto a passive community. 
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Rather, his pharmacy transpired as a practical business to match the demand for 

institutionalized health services. 

Identifying Traditional and Western Medicine Practitioners  

Traditional medicine was practiced both domestically and professionally. As 

domestic practitioners, men and women created medication and administered 

treatment to their family members. Asma’s interview with Msheireb Museums 

provides an example of traditional medicine practiced at home. Asma is a Qatari 

woman who was born in 1952, so this conversation also illustrates traditional 

medicine’s presence following the discovery of oil and the establishment of 

healthcare institutions. When asked how sickness in her community was treated, 

she said: 

We have ʿarshaj. ʿArshaj every week. Every week, on 
Wednesday, our fathers would make it for us and give 
it to us. Mā shāʿ Allāh it would clean our bellies 
(Appendix III, p.159). 
 

ʿArshaj is an herbal mixture that ‘would clean [the] bellies.’ This indicates that 

ʿarshaj had laxative properties, and that Asma associated cleansing the digestive 

system with good health. Asma’s use of the term ‘Mā shāʿ Allāh’ underscores her 

admiration of ʿarshaj’s effectiveness, connoting this healing practice positively. By 

using the term ‘our fathers,’ Asma identified ʿarshaj’s production and consumption 

as communal activities. A shared understanding of herbal healing informed the 

fathers’ mixture creation, and a shared evaluation of its benefits assured its weekly 

administration. By creating and administering the ʿarshaj to their children, the 

fathers performed domestic healing practices.  
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Another interlocutor, Ahmed, referenced domestic healing practices when 

he spoke about the financial hardships that members of his community 

experienced in Bahrain. Ahmed explained that people only purchased oranges as 

treatment for sickness, as they were too rare to purchase for regular consumption. 

He said: 

I mean, if somebody would walk down the firīj and see 
orange peels at a door, he would knock on the door 
and ask, “I hope there’s nothing wrong. What’s 
happening?” Oranges were only given to people when 
they were sick. So, he would knock on the door and 
ask, “I hope there’s nothing wrong. What’s 
happening?” And they would say, “Oh, Flān has a 
fever.” Or “Our son has this.” I mean; it was a struggle 
to survive. Fruit was very rare (Appendix III, p.27). 
 

In this example, the neighbors gave their family member oranges to treat an illness. 

When the person walking down the firīj saw the orange peels, he immediately 

inquired about the neighbors’ wellbeing. These actions establish both the 

neighbors and person’s association of oranges with treatment of a disease. The 

consumption of oranges to alleviate sickness was thus derived from a communal 

understanding of curing through food, which informed the larger traditional 

medicine framework. By feeding the ill oranges, the neighbors rooted their 

domestic healing practices in traditional medicine. Ahmed was born in the 1950s, 

so this conversation also demonstrates traditional medicine’s sustained practice in 

the early oil economy. 

While the knowledge of traditional medicine was prevalent throughout 

communities in Bahrain and Qatar, certain men and women earned reputations as 

specialists in the field. These men and women practiced traditional medicine 
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professionally for patients, and not just for household members. They were often 

financially compensated for their services (Gotting 1995). Ali spoke about the 

income that traditional medicine practitioners generated in Bahrain. He said: 

They were very simple amounts. I mean, less than a 
rupee. It would always be an āna or āntayn. They were 
simple amounts (Appendix III, p.110). 

 
He then elaborated that these amounts were paid per treatment, and that the 

repetition of treatments in a longer healing program resulted in a compounding of 

generated income. Ali said: 

The amounts paid were dependent on the patient’s 
needs. For example, the amounts paid for children 
might be figurative. But when a woman is sick with 
sciatica or some diseases such as muscle spasms in 
the arm or back or a disease in the colon or what have 
you, these, of course, need several sessions. If a child 
has a sore throat, then one session is enough. But if a 
woman has sciatica or something else, she will need 
many sessions, up to three sessions, and some of them 
need a week or more of sessions. In these cases, the 
amount will not be figurative. It will be a concrete 
amount (Appendix III, p.110). 
 

Ali provided a qualitative contextualization of the income generated by traditional 

medicine practitioners. The income generated from the treatment of children was 

generally less than the income generated from the treatment of women, because 

the treatment of women often required larger numbers of sessions. Although the 

income from a single treatment was simple, these multiple sessions resulted in 

traditional medicine practitioners generating a ‘concrete amount’ from the 

treatment of female patients. 

In Bahrain and Qatar, both men and women practiced traditional medicine 

professionally. As established earlier in the dissertation, different women used their 
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clothing to symbolize privacy and move through the public sphere. Although 

genders were segregated socially, men and women interacted during the 

exchange of goods and services. These interactions were sometimes 

accompanied by women’s exaggerated veiling, to emphasize their maintenance of 

a shield of privacy. The appearance of exaggerated veiling is a firmly held outer 

cloak over an already covered visage. Interlocutors remembered that male 

traditional medicine practitioners largely treated other men, while female traditional 

medicine practitioners largely treated other women and children (Appendix III, 

p.110). However, they also recounted instances in which traditional medicine 

practitioners treated patients of the opposite sex. With time, this practice became 

more normalized.  

Amna spoke about traditional medicine practitioners in Bahrain. She stated 

that women practitioners treated “mostly just women” (Appendix III, p.4). However, 

Amna remembered seeing Aldhaen, a male traditional medicine practitioner. 

Aldhaen’s sister also offered treatment professionally, along with many other 

female practitioners. Amna said that Aldhaen was “very famous,” indicating that 

his reputation was the reason she chose to see him (Appendix III, p.4). Amna was 

born in the 1940s, after the establishment of health centers and hospitals. She was 

educated in Bahrain and completed her undergraduate studies in Lebanon, a 

popular academic destination for individuals whom the larger Bahraini society 

considered socially progressive. Her decision to consult with a male healthcare 

provider is indicative of both her social positionality as a liberal Bahraini woman 
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and the community’s eventual normalization of female patients’ consultation with 

male doctors.  

When female traditional medicine practitioners treated male patients, both 

parties maintained physical boundaries. In Manama, Albaldania (albaldānīah) was 

a popular female traditional medicine practitioner during the pearl trade era. She 

performed cauterization, splinted broken bones, treated injuries, and remedied 

sciatica. Albaldania received both male and female patients, insisting that men did 

not remove their clothes for the treatment processes (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.88).  

Albaldania’s assertion that male patients do not undress, even though undressing 

could increase her treatment’s success, underscored both her subscription to 

gender segregation as a social regulator and her use of clothing as a symbol of 

privacy. The patients’ agreement to her condition ensured an equal upholding of 

social expectations, regardless of the practical impediments that these conditions 

created. Consequently, the treatment of patients from the opposite sex was more 

complicated than the treatment of patients from the same sex. To maintain their 

degrees of modesty and privacy, female patients always consulted female 

traditional medicine practitioners for services that required undressing and 

physical contact, such as massages and the facilitation of childbirth.       

 During the pearl trade era, childbirth and postpartum care took place at 

home. Interlocutors from both Bahrain and Qatar described a similar categorization 

of domestic and professional traditional medicine practitioners during labor and 

delivery. If labor was free of complications, female members from the birthing 

mother’s household practiced traditional medicine domestically and delivered the 
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baby without professional assistance. If complications arose, a professional 

walādah was called to take over the female household members’ roles. The 

walādah was a woman with experience in childbirth, and she charged a fee for her 

services (Appendix III, p.39, 67-68). She was paid “a sum that was appropriate for 

that time period” (Appendix III, p.126). Hibba Abugideiri studied midwives and 

reproductive culture in the Gulf, observing a similar approach to labor and delivery 

in non-Bedouin societies in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. She noted that birthing 

mothers were accompanied by their female relatives and friends, who “offer[ed] 

their company and support, during labor” (2012, p.181). Older women also 

assisted the birthing mothers. Missionary sources failed to recognize these older 

women as midwives or, in line with this dissertation's terminology, walādat (plural 

form of walādah). However, these older women performed the same undertaking 

to deliver a child as midwives elsewhere (Abugideiri 2012, p.181; Allison 1994, p. 

129). 

Neither the female household members nor the walādāt received formal 

training or official licensing. This is because these paradigms are not relevant to 

the traditional medicine system of knowledge. Instead, all traditional medicine 

practitioners in the birthing process drew from their past experiences as either 

birthing mothers or assistants in previous labors. The walādāt were recognized as 

specialists in their communities because they had considerably greater amounts 

of experience. Accordingly, the walādāt were predominantly older in age (Hansesn 

1968, p.108). Henny Hansen wrote about older walādāt in the baḥrānī village Sar 

in 1960. She connected their age with Hilma Granqvist’s observations about 
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elderly Palestinian midwives. Granqvist concluded that perceptions of impurity 

were central to midwives’ older age. Muslim women’s frequency of worship is 

dependent on their menstrual cycle, as their monthly period excuses them from 

the performance of the five compulsory daily prayers. The absence of a monthly 

cycle confirms women’s consistent worship and, according to Granqvist’s, places 

them in a position of increased purity and religious seriousness. Hansen observed 

that elderly women in Sar received greater amounts of respect due to their status 

as grandmothers and their implied menopause (Hansen 1968, p.108).  

I posit two limitations to Granqvist’s conclusion and Hansen’s extrapolation 

of that conclusion. First, the associations between the monthly period, a 

consequent lack of purity, and reduced religious seriousness are not emic to 

Bahraini, or Qatari, cultures. In pronatalist societies, such as in Bahrain and Qatar, 

fertility is celebrated. Susie Kilshaw (2020, pp.163-165) observed women’s 

acknowledgement of miscarriage as a demonstration of fertility in Qatar. Women’s 

monthly periods are also a demonstration of fertility, signaling their ability to bear 

children. Second, Hansen does not take sexual education and the accumulation 

of knowledge regarding traditional medicine into consideration. In both Bahraini 

and Qatari communities, little girls were shielded from conversations regarding 

sexuality, pregnancy, and childbirth. A lack of sexual awareness was a desired trait 

that guided the selection of a bride. However, this lack of sexual awareness 

continued well into the marriage. Girls were expected to learn about pregnancy 

and childbirth through experience, only hearing about the details of labor and 

delivery during their first pregnancy.  
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Johara spoke about her community in Gharafa. The following excerpt is 

from our interview. I asked the questions in bold, and Johara provided the answers.  

What about childbirth? Did women deliver their 
babies at home? 
Yes, she would deliver at home. Her mother and her 
mother-in-law would count her progress. They would 
take care of her. This is especially true if it were her 
firstborn. They would say, “If you feel this, or if you feel 
that, tell me. Don’t be quiet. Childbirth is a feeling in the 
stomach. It’s pain in the stomach.” And they would 
teach her. How would she know, if it were her first 
baby? They would have to teach her. 
 
Would they only teach her after she was married? 
Or would they teach her while she was younger?  
No, no, no, no. They wouldn’t talk about these things in 
front of girls. It was ʿayb.  
 
So, she only learns after she’s pregnant?  
Yes, after she’s pregnant, they teach her. They make 
her understand these things (Appendix III, p.67).   

 
 While pregnant, girls and women were cared for by their mothers and 

mothers-in-law. If it were a girl’s first pregnancy, they taught her about the pain 

associated with contractions and delivery. The mother and mother-in-law 

instructed the girl to not ‘be quiet,’ so that they know when her labor begins. They 

also ‘count[ed] her progress,’ inadvertently teaching her about a pregnancy’s 

length. It was ʿayb to speak about pregnancy and childbirth in front of unmarried 

girls, to meet the patriarchal expectation of complete sexual inexperience at 

marriage. Consequently, girls only learned about pregnancy and childbirth during 

their first pregnancy. Any knowledge the girls received was to facilitate the mother 

and mother-in-law’s management of the childbirth process. Not only was sexual 

education limited in scope, but the intentions of any offered guidance were also 
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constricted to the goal of procreation and not the girls’ empowerment through 

awareness.  

Girls were not educated about either prenatal care or their own anatomy. In 

a conversation with a Bahraini female family member who was born in the 1930s, 

I was provided with an example of girls’ limited knowledge regarding either subject. 

When thirteen years old and pregnant with her first child, my family member 

assumed her unborn fetus was in her stomach. This assumption is reflected in 

Johara’s interview, as she used the same vocabulary. Rather than use the Arabic 

words for uterus or womb, Johara said: ‘Childbirth is a feeling in the stomach.’ 

Consequently, my family member feared that the food she consumed physically 

hurt her unborn child. For the duration of her pregnancy, she constricted her food 

choices to variations of ṣālūnah, a tomato-based stew that was cooked with 

vegetables, seafood, chicken, or meat. She explained that if the ṣālūnah were to 

touch the fetus, her baby would not feel pain because ṣālūnah has a near-liquid 

consistency. This confusion caused her a great deal of stress. An education of her 

anatomy, and the use of correct names for organs, would have changed her 

pregnancy experience.  

As the traditional medicine paradigm exists externally to formal education 

and training, only repeated involvement in childbirths either as a mother or as an 

aid to the birthing mother increased women’s scope of knowledge. The most 

experienced women would thus be the oldest women, as they had more 

opportunities to learn about labor and delivery. Married girls and women who were 

not mothers were also marginalized from these practices. This marginalization was 



	 	

181 
 

motivated by two reasons. First, they lacked the necessary experience to be of 

assistance. Second, infertile women maintain a problematic status, as they were 

understood to be a source of evil eye (Kilshaw 2020, p.174).  

To believe in the evil eye (Arabic: alʿayn) is to believe that unaware glances 

that are weighted with insecurity and jealousy can curse the person being seen. 

As a supernatural concept, the evil eye is prevalent across many Muslim and non-

Muslim societies. Several scholars have highlighted the link between the evil eye 

and fertility. For example, Marybeth MacPhee (2012) studied the notions of 

vulnerability and protection in the creation of healthcare in Moroccan households. 

While living in Morocco, MacPhee became engaged to marry a local Berber man 

called Yussef. MacPhee’s status as a bride-to-be, along with her status as an 

outsider, situated her in a position of increased vulnerability. Women who had 

desired a marital match with Yussef targeted MacPhee, reciting statements that 

summoned the evil eye. To protect MacPhee, Yussuf purchased an amulet with a 

blue bead for her to wear. This facet of dress was intended to block the evil eye’s 

effect. Moreover, MacPhee adopted a range of local protection strategies, 

including the recitation of religious invocations (pp. 3-4).   

Infertile women in Bahraini and Qatari communities were largely held 

responsible for dangers to other women’s pregnancies, as their inability to bear 

children is assumed to create feelings of envy from fertile mothers (Kilshaw 2020, 

p. 174). This assumption is based on the society’s pronatalist tradition, which 

emphasized women’s socially framed biological roles related to reproduction. 

Infertile women were consequently socially vulnerable and excluded from the 
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application of traditional medicine to manage childbirth, both domestically and 

professionally. The communal fear of the evil eye also motivated women’s 

protection of their body boundaries during pregnancy, a physical state considered 

susceptible for permeation by supernatural forces (Kilshaw 2020, p.121). The need 

to maintain strict body boundaries directed the selection of traditional medicine 

practitioners to guide the labor and delivery process.   

 Johara spoke about walādāt in her community in Gharafa. In her interview, 

she did not stipulate the walādāt’s involvement with a rise in complications during 

labor and delivery. Rather, she explained that the woman giving birth was 

supported by both her mother and mother-in-law during labor. Then, two or three 

walādāt were called upon to assist the delivery (Appendix III, p.67). According to 

Johara’s assessment, the mother was not present for her daughter’s birth because 

it was too emotionally demanding. She said: 

No, no, the mother doesn’t stay. A mother’s heart is 
weak. She can’t. She can’t handle seeing her daughter 
in pain and crying like that (Appendix III, p.68). 

 
This reflects Johara’s personal understandings of familial relationships and the 

mother’s role in the delivery process and is not a statement that should be 

generalized to the larger community’s childbirth practices. As evident in 

conversations with other interlocutors and secondary sources, mothers often 

placed their daughters in harm’s way by facilitating child marriages or enabling 

female genital mutilation (Appendix III, pp.6-8). However, Johara insisted that 

assistance to the laboring mother was restricted to close relations. When 

describing the walādāt, Johara said:  
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They would be from the community. They wouldn’t get 
anyone from far away. They would be from the 
community. And they would be well known. I mean, 
Flānah knows how to deliver babies, so they bring her 
(Appendix III, p.67). 
 

The requirement of walādāt to be ‘from the community’ and ‘well known’ reinforces 

traditional medicine’s contextualization of healing in a larger social framework. As 

the birthing mother and baby are in a vulnerable state, the presence of healthcare 

providers who were from ‘far away’ was avoided. This protective position can be 

extended to include all people present at the birth or visiting the mother and child 

following delivery, not just the healthcare providers.  

Henny Hansen met two walādāt during her stay in Sar in 1960. Hansen calls 

them ‘midwives.’ She recalls that the Child Welfare Organization, which was 

established by the Bahraini government to train practicing walādāt to become 

licensed midwives, were unable to identify which members of Sar village were 

involved in childbirth practices (Hansen 1968, p.107). The term walādāt is more 

appropriate than Hansen’s designation as ‘midwives,’ because these women did 

not receive formal training and were not licensed. Their specialty in the field was 

based on knowledge in traditional medicine that they gained through many 

experiences. The community’s decision not to disclose information about walādāt 

to the British nurses from the Child Welfare Organization underscores their 

determination to protect both the birthing mothers and the newborn children from 

outsiders. 

While one walādah treated Hansen kindly, the second considered her an 

outsider to the community. Consequently, the second walādah strove to protect 
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newborn children and their mothers from Hansen’s potential danger. Hansen 

wrote:    

The second midwife regarded me with absolute 
mistrust, and her behavior later showed me that the 
way I was treated by Hashimīa [the first midwife] must 
be regarded as quite exceptional. To the second 
midwife I – as a nonbeliever – was considered unclean 
to such a degree, that on one occasion after I had 
made her acquaintance, on seeing me approach, she 
rushed out of the house (where I later heard that same 
night she had assisted as a midwife) and chased me 
away, not only from the entrance to the compound but 
drove me out in the desert where she pursued me with 
angry words for several minutes… Some days later I 
had the opportunity of paying a visit to that house and 
asked to be allowed to see the baby. I was told that the 
child was no longer in the house and had been taken 
to the hospital in town and accompanied by the mother. 
This was not in accordance with the facts. Both the 
mother and child were inside the area of the 
compound, but I was prevented from getting so much 
as a glimpse of them.  

 
In these interactions, the walādah took the social position of protector to both the 

mother and child. Recognizing Hansen as a ‘nonbeliever’ and ‘unclean,’ she first 

chased her away from the premises and then lied about the mother and child’s 

location to deter their contact. As a ‘nonbeliever,’ Hansen was not a member of the 

mother and child’s community. Her ‘unclean[liness]’ rendered her a threat to their 

body boundaries. Being ‘a believer’ both positions an individual as an insider to the 

community and reduces their threat to vulnerable bodies. It is important to 

emphasize that only one walādah adopted this position, while the other was kind 

and communicative with Hansen. The first walādah’s tolerance signifies an 

understanding of traditional medicine that did not recognize outsiders as a threat.  
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 Johara also associated being ‘a believer’ with being a welcomed presence 

around the new mother and child. When describing the walādāt in her community 

in Gharafa, she said: 

They would be old women from the firīj, and they would 
be God-fearing, and they would be religious, and they 
would be women who pray. They read Quran to her, and 
they console her. They tell her what to do (Appendix III, 
p.68). 
 

Being believers allowed the walādāt to exercise religious healing. The traditional 

medicine paradigm did not consider the physical body as discontinuous from spirit, 

and traditional medicine practices reflected that understood unity. The ‘religious’ 

women ‘read Quran’ to the birthing mother, a practice that ‘nonbelievers’ would not 

be able to do. Quran was considered to have a calming effect on the mother and 

child (Kilshaw 2020, p.114). Quran is also able to protect permeable bodies from 

infiltration by both jinn and the evil eye, according to Qatari women (Kilshaw 2020, 

p.130 and p.133). This understanding of Quran as a protective body is an 

interpretation of Islamic tradition, a component of the larger local medical system.  

 With the establishment of health centers and hospitals, childbirth became a 

medicalized process in Bahrain. The Bahraini government’s health department 

employed Indian midwives (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.193). The health department 

also selected Bahraini walādāt of lengthy experience, trained them at the hospitals, 

and granted them official licensing (Appendix III, p.39). The walādāt then continued 

their practice, but as licensed midwives. In the city of Manama and across Shia 

and Sunni villages, a walādah called Saada (saʿādah) became a licensed midwife. 

Following that licensing, people referred to her as Doctor Saada (dakhtar saʿādah) 
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(Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.97). Um John and Mahra Al Mahmeed were popular 

midwives in Bahrain (Appendix III, p.4). Um John was a Jewish-Iraqi midwife. Hind 

described Um John’s relationship with the Bahraini community. She said: 

She came in the ‘30s. She was a midwife – a Jewish 
Iraqi. She came to Bahrain. She had a disabled son 
called John and she came to Bahrain to deliver babies. 
She was popular because she delivered babies. Every 
house in Bahrain knew her. She came to Bahrain and 
lived there and delivered children (Appendix III, p.145). 
 

As a Jewish-Iraqi woman, Um John did not share Bahraini women’s religion or 

citizenship. However, she shared two imagined communities with Bahraini women. 

First, people who practice Judaism are considered ‘People of the Book.’ This 

Islamic term refers to Jews and Christians, affirming the Muslim perception of a 

shared belonging to an aggregate community of faith. Islamic regulations bolster 

this nationhood, permitting marriage between Muslim men and Jewish and 

Christian women. However, these regulations do not permit marriages between 

Muslim women and non-Muslim men. This legal and social limitation underscores 

the aggregate community of faith’s secondary status to the Ummah, the pan-

Islamic concept of the Muslim nation. Second, Um John both spoke Arabic and 

communicated in a dialect that was like that of the Bahraini people. On a micro 

level, Um John’s identities were close to those of the Bahraini woman: she was an 

Arabic-speaking ‘[Person] of the Book.’ She was also a successful midwife who 

was ‘popular’ and known by ‘every house in Bahrain.’ On a macro level, the 

midwives’ training and licensing by healthcare institutions introduced the Western 

medicine approach to labor and delivery. People were more exposed to the 

epistemological constraint that separated understandings of the body from an 



	 	

187 
 

acknowledgement of the spirit. Tensions between these micro and macro issues 

resulted in social change: the gradual acceptance of ‘outsiders’ in the labor and 

delivery process and the provision of treatment more generally. The health centers 

and hospitals in Bahrain and Qatar also employed foreign doctors and nurses, 

such as Johara’s Egyptian superiors (Appendix III, p.99-100).  

 The Bahraini government encouraged women’s training as nurses and 

overall employment at the newly established health institutions. The first Bahraini 

nurse was Fatma Alzayani, who trained in Baghdad and worked at the American 

Mission Hospital (Appendix III, p.34). Bahraini women worked non-medical jobs at 

the hospitals, too. Khalid said:  

There were Bahraini woman working with her, but they 
were assistants and not actual nurses. They were 
supervisors, assistants, involved in the kitchen and in 
patient services (Appendix III, p.34).  

 
In 1939, Jaridat Albahrain (jarīdat albaḥrayn), the first local newspaper, published 

government-run advertisements encouraging young Bahraini women to pursue the 

nursing profession (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.121). Following this campaign, 

hospitals became a socially acceptable place of employment for certain women. 

Of course, this social allowance was not extended to all women in Bahraini society. 

Upper-class women were excluded from this socioeconomic institution, preventing 

them from generating an income at its related professions.  

Basma is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini woman who was born in the 1940s. Her 

father was of hawalah ʾ aṣl, and her mother was Iraqi. Basma comes from a wealthy 

family of pearl traders, and her background allowed her a socially progressive 

lifestyle. In her interview, Basma recounted her academic and professional 
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ambitions. She recognized her privilege, commenting on the speed of her 

employment due to her father’s social connections, in comparison to other Bahraini 

citizens who needed income but were unable to find work. Basma also spoke about 

how social perceptions influenced the professions that she and her friends 

selected. She said:  

I remember when they started working as nurses in the 
1950s, [people] said [about them]: “They just wipe the 
grime.” My cousin quit very quickly, because they used 
to say: “All she does is wipe and I don’t know what” 
(Appendix III, p.118). 
 

After Basma’s friends’ employment, members of their social circle spoke about the 

nursing profession negatively. Their judgments misrepresented the nurses’ 

responsibilities by focusing on the nurses’ conduction of hygiene management, 

rather than their practice of Western medicine. ‘They just wipe the grime’ highlights 

the community’s perception of nurses’ compromised body boundaries. As ‘grime’ 

includes bodily fluids, seeking employment in nursing is read as a woman’s 

voluntary situation in a position of increased vulnerability. Basma’s cousin’s career 

development was shaped by social perception. Following her reception of these 

judgments, she abruptly decided to resign. This abruptness is indicative of 

Basma’s cousin’s privilege. As a member of a wealthy family, she did not need to 

factor her ability to generate income into her decision. Moreover, she prioritized 

social perception as both protected and impenetrable over employment. This 

underscores social perception’s capacity to mold individual behavior. Basma’s 

cousin allowed these judgments to remove her from a position of income 

generation.  
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 During the pearling and early oil era, postpartum care consisted of domestic 

healing practices that were rooted in traditional medicine. The forty days following 

childbirth were known as nifās, the postpartum period. During those forty days, the 

newborn baby’s grandmothers were responsible for the birthing mother’s health. It 

was common practice for women to move back to their parents’ homes after 

delivery. Khalid spoke about this custom in Bahrain. He said:  

She would usually go to her mother’s house for forty 
days (laughs) and this is something that women still do 
in Bahrain and will do tomorrow too. For forty days… 
they will prepare chickens for her. They would raise forty 
chickens so that she could eat one every day (Appendix 
III, p.40). 
 

Khalid joked that he expected women to return to their mother’s house ‘tomorrow 

too,’ indicating this practice’s longevity. Traditionally, the patrilocal residence is 

acknowledged as the father’s home. In this context, Bader calls it the ‘mother’s 

house.’ This is because the mother is the reason for her daughter’s move, as she 

was responsible for her wellbeing. An important component of postpartum care is 

the consumption of foods that were perceived to restore the birthing mother’s 

strength. To feed her a chicken every day, the birthing mother’s family raised forty 

chickens. If a woman did not move back to her mother’s home after delivery, her 

mother-in-law was expected to fill the mother’s social role.  

 Johara spoke about the social expectation for mothers-in-law to take care 

of their daughters-in-law in her community in Qatar. Johara said: 

People were asking my grandmother about her 
daughter-in-law. They asked her how many days it’s 
been since she gave birth. She said how many. They 
said, “She doesn’t get up. We’re sure she isn’t taking 
her medicine!” She said, “Oh, I swear, I’ve been so 
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busy. I have housework. I don’t know if she’s been 
taking her medicine.” They said, “No, God will judge 
you for how well or how badly you’re taking care of her. 
You need to monitor her. When she’s done with her 
postpartum period, she can get lost. Who cares? But 
now, now that’s in her postpartum period, God will 
judge you.” She said, “Oh, I’ll go see her.” The lady who 
was asking my grandmother is the same lady who 
raised [my uncle’s wife]. She told her, “You have to take 
care of your son’s wife.” She said, “It’s not like I hate 
her. I’ve just been busy with the housework and with 
that.” (Appendix III, p.70) 
 

In this excerpt, ‘people’ refers to members of their community in Alkhor. Although 

Johara spent most of her life in Gharafa, she explained that her grandmother in 

Alkhor raised her while her mother was busy working. Close-knit relations 

characterize the community in Alkhor. While Johara’s grandmother was busy with 

housework and other responsibilities, members of the community noticed that her 

daughter-in-law ‘doesn’t get up.’ Staying in bed signaled her lack of health. The 

lady who raised the daughter-in-law approached Johara’s grandmother to remind 

her of her social responsibility towards her daughter-in-law. The attribution of 

blame to the mother-in-law and not the woman herself reflects conflict fault-lines 

in patrilocal marriages (Qureshi 2020). Rather than encourage the daughter-in-law 

to take care of herself or arrange for a third party to take care of her, this woman 

emphasized postpartum care as the mother-in-law’s duty. She framed this 

responsibility in a religious context, telling the mother-in-law that she is answerable 

to God for failing to provide postpartum care. She also stated that the daughter-in-

law could ‘get lost’ after the postpartum period, isolating it as a time independent 

of social relations. Even if, hypothetically, a mother-in-law and daughter-in-law 

were on bad terms, the mother-in-law was still expected to care for her after 
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childbirth. In this conversation, postpartum care is identified as the mother-in-law 

making sure that the daughter-in-law was ‘taking her medicine.’ By stating that she 

didn’t know if ‘she’s been taking her medicine,’ the mother-in-law confirmed her 

failure to meet her social responsibilities.   

Following the discovery of oil and establishment of health centers and 

hospitals, doctors and nurses also became actors in the postpartum care process. 

Fatima spoke about giving birth at Alnuaim Hospital in the late 1940s and early 

1950s. Following her discharge, an Indian doctor visited her at home every day for 

10 days (Appendix III, p.50). The Indian doctor bathed Fatima’s baby and checked 

up on her wellbeing. It is unclear if this sophisticated postpartum care system was 

available to all Bahraini citizens, or if Fatima’s position of privilege as the wife of a 

wealthy pearl merchant gave her specific access.  

Within the Western medicine system, professionals underwent a formal 

training and licensing process. Nurses and doctors were trained in the biomedical 

model, earning certification from educational bodies. That certification then 

enabled their employment at healthcare institutions. Unlike in the traditional 

medicine paradigm, the knowledge associated with Western medicine is not 

readily available for communal creation and consumption. Western medicine can 

be practiced domestically, such as via the administration of pharmaceutical drugs. 

However, the scope of traditional medicine that can be used in domestic healing 

practices is considerably grander.  

Traditional Medicine: Diagnoses and the Supernatural Realm  
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The traditional medicine approach to the treatment of ailments lacks a 

robust diagnosis process. While interlocutors spoke at length about the different 

physical and spiritual treatments that traditional medicine practitioners applied to 

cure the ill, they did not reference a procedure that was conceptually like a pre-

treatment diagnosis. Hind spoke about the use of herbal remedies to treat 

ailments. She said:  

Now when the divers come back, they’re covered in 
blisters. So, they put pomegranate skin on the blisters 
they have…They put myrrh with rose water, and they 
treat the blisters. Sometimes, if it’s outside, that makes 
sense. But, if there are other diseases, diseases 
related to the stomach and to the intestines, then they 
can’t do anything (Appendix III, p.129). 

 
Hind categorized the ailments and consequent treatment possibilities along the 

lines of external versus internal. Implicitly, the treatment of external ailments was 

easier than the treatment of internal ailments because traditional medicine 

practitioners could see what was wrong and apply medication directly. Hind 

explained that traditional medicine practitioners applied either pomegranate skin 

or myrrh with rose water to the blisters on divers’ skin. This was a comparatively 

secure treatment plan, as it ‘ma[de] sense’ because it was on the ‘outside.’ 

Diseases related to internal organs, such as the stomach and intestines, were 

more difficult to remedy.  

At another point in her interview, Hind alluded to the lack of a diagnosis 

process as the reason why traditional medical practitioners ‘can’t do anything’ 

when it comes to internal ailments. She said:  

I mean; for example, there are some cures that they 
used for diseases. I mean; necessity motivated them. 
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For example, they don’t know what’s wrong with the 
stomach when it’s in pain. They wonder if it’s a burst 
appendix. They don’t know. They give her ḥalūl. They 
try to treat it with herbs. What else were they going to 
do (Appendix III, p.139)? 
 

Ḥalūl is a mixture of various herbs imported from India, such as: castor, sesame, 

frankincense, wild thyme, fennel, germanders, and fenugreek. Water is poured 

onto these herbs, and then it is boiled. The water is then drunk either warm or cold. 

Dried lemon, salt, or rose water may be added to improve its taste. The aim of 

drinking ḥalūl is to cleanse the digestive system, as it is a laxative. In the scenario 

Hind detailed, the traditional medicine practitioner was not equipped with the 

proper diagnostic methodology or apparatus to identify the patient’s illness, or 

which organ was diseased. The internal ailment was invisible, and the traditional 

medicine practitioner could not attain knowledge about the ailment’s nature. 

Consequently, the traditional medicine practitioner began treating the disease 

without a prior collection of information that could guide the treatment.  

Islamic mythology informs the worldview that associates a lack of visibility 

with a lack of knowledge. The concept of ‘alghayb’ is integral to Islam. ‘alghayb’ 

translates to ‘the invisible’ and ‘the unknowable,’ and it refers to knowledge that 

cannot be derived from the natural realm. There are six articles of faith that are 

rooted in divine and transcendental knowledge, all of which are unseen. They are 

Allah, angels, divine books, prophets, the Day of Judgment, and predestination. 

To accept these articles as true, Muslims accept that absolute knowledge is 

unfeasible to mortals. People experience both absolute alghayb and relative 

alghayb. Absolute alghayb is knowledge that is concealed from all people and is 
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only known by Allah. It encompasses future events, including the time of a person’s 

death. Relative alghayb is knowledge that is concealed from people situationally. 

It encompasses the happenings outside of a person’s sensory input. When 

healthcare providers did not have the technological advancements to diagnose 

internal diseases, the cause and nature of those diseases were relative alghayb.  

Islamic cosmology dictates that Allah created humans from mud-clay and 

other spiritual entities from fire. These entities are angels, jinn, and shayāṭīn. 

Angels were created from light and fire, jinn from smokeless fire, and shayāṭīn from 

smoke. Like humans, jinn are morally ambivalent creatures that are subject to 

salvation or damnation (MacPhee 2012, p.43). Islam explains that prophets 

approached both jinn and humans, and jinn consequently practice religions 

including Islam. Shayāṭīn are analogous to Christian demons, and they tempt both 

jinn and humans into sin. Angels, jinn, and shayāṭīn are examples of alghayb, as 

they are components of the Islamic belief system that are not rooted in the rational 

realm. This shared categorization of spiritual creatures as alghayb and internal 

diseases as relative alghayb sets the foundation for associating diseases with 

possession. Aaron Parkhurst (2013, pp.68-69) observes a discrepancy between 

religious scholar’s official stances towards jinn. The overarching position is that 

although jinn are real, they cannot play a role in the human experience. However, 

in many communities, religious scholars will agree that jinn are capable of 

possession, which can be rectified by non-physical actions such as prayer, 

submission to Allah, or exorcism through discussion.  
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 Possession by jinn and shayāṭīn were emic explanations for diseases and 

miscarriages in Bahrain and Qatar. The prevalent explanation for epilepsy and 

panic attacks in pre-oil Bahrain was possession by jinn. The traditional medicine 

body of knowledge ascribed different treatments to attempt exorcism. For example, 

traditional medicine practitioners created a mixture of sugar and eggs, believing 

that this was the jinn’s preferred meal. The traditional medicine practitioner then 

presents this mixture to the jinn, asking the jinn to accept this gift and leave the 

purportedly possessed person alone (Alnashaba 2016, p.97).  

Bahraini folklore also encouraged behaviors that protect body boundaries. 

Jinn and shayāṭīn were believed to move freely at night, and women were 

consequently warned not to sweep up outside their homes after sunset. Women 

were also careful not to spill hot water on the floor at night, so as not to hurt a jinni 

and consequently place themselves in danger of revenge (Alnashaba 2016, p.97). 

Although traditional medicine did not encompass a robust diagnosis process, 

diseases were often accepted as manifestations of spiritual infiltration. The 

categorization of that infiltration as alghayb – accepted lack of knowledge – 

encouraged an avoidance of a robust diagnosis process, creating a circular cause-

and-consequence.   

Traditional Medicine: Treatment  

Arabic medical heritage, transnational healing practices, and interpretations 

of Islamic healing combine to form the basis of the traditional medicine body of 

knowledge. Arabic medical heritage includes both local understandings of curing, 

as well as other interpretations that were prevalent in the Arab world. Transnational 
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healing practices encompass all understandings of curing that were imported into 

Bahrain and Qatar, whether from the Arab world or beyond. Interpretations of 

Islamic healing encompass the myriad understandings of how religious practices 

can cure diseases, regardless of those interpretations’ accuracy. Traditional 

medicine practitioners drew from this dynamic and unitary body of knowledge to 

treat patients.  

The use of medicinal plants for their pharmacological benefits has roots in 

many cultures that are interconnected throughout history. Greek mythology 

associated sickness and healing with botanicals and complimentary rituals. 

Folklore across the Mediterranean, which embraced herbal healing, informed 

medical practices in Egypt (Moe et. al. 2014). This knowledge, along with other 

perceptions of natural treatment, spread in the Arab world through books. Hind 

spoke about traditional medicine in Bahrain. She said that women in her 

community learned how to create herbal medication from “a book called al-Antaki 

(Alanṭāky)” (Appendix III, p.129). Dawud al-Antaki is a Syrian physician and 

pharmacist who practiced in Cairo in the 16th century.  

Ali, a Sunni Muslim man who was born in the 1950s, spoke about herbal 

healing in Bahrain. He explained that professional traditional medicine 

practitioners used herbs to treat ailments that women suffered from during different 

points in the childbearing process: pregnancy, delivery, and after childbirth. They 

also created and administered herbal mixtures to treat infertility. Ali limited his 

observations to diseases related to reproduction, underscoring his association of 

women’s wellbeing with their ability to have children. Ali said that traditional 
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medicine practitioners treated jaundice and tonsillitis in children. To treat disease 

of the tonsils, practitioners created a medicine called gārī from “dried pomegranate 

and some liquid” (Appendix III, p.110). The name ‘gārī’ is Persian in origin 

(Appendix III, p.110). The medicine’s Persian name is indicative of its import into 

Bahrain as a transnational healing practice.  

 Several interlocutors from Bahrain referenced pomegranate’s use in the 

curing of tonsillitis throughout their interviews, underscoring this ingredient’s 

prevalence in traditional medicine. Amna, a Sunni Muslim Bahraini woman who 

was born in the 1940s, spoke about women who practiced traditional medicine 

professionally. To treat infected tonsils in children, the practitioner mixed ground 

pomegranate peel and salt. She first dipped her fingers in a liquid – either water or 

oil – and then in the powdered mixture. The practitioner then placed her fingers in 

the diseased person’s mouth, applying the mixture directly onto the tonsils and 

performing a massage. The practitioner’s intention was to ‘pop the swelling’ 

through a combination of medication and massage (Appendix III, p.4). Amna and 

Ali’s description of tonsillitis’s treatment are comparable. Both interlocutors spoke 

about the creation of medicine from dried pomegranate and liquid. Amna’s 

description included more details, as she mentioned the usage of the 

pomegranates’ peels specifically, the addition of salt, and the use of either water 

or oil in the application process. Only Ali used the word gārī. In both Ali and Amna’s 

understandings of ‘curing,’ pomegranates were useful in the treatment of tonsillitis 

in children. Moreover, in both of their recounts, female traditional medicine 

practitioners both created and applied the medicine.  
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 Hind also referenced the use of pomegranate generally, as well as other 

traditional medicine treatments. I asked the question in bold, and she provided the 

answer.  

Did specific women practice folk medicine, or was 
it practiced generally?  
No, there were specific women. I mean, you go to a 
woman, and she makes it and gives it to you. 
Pomegranate skin was good for the mouth. (Appendix 
III, p.129). 
 

Like Amna and Ali, Hind specified that women both created and applied the 

medicine. Hind said that ‘specific women,’ practiced ‘folk medicine.’ This signifies 

Hind’s exclusion of domestic traditional medicine practice from her observations. 

While Ali said that pomegranate was used to cure tonsillitis, and Amna described 

how practitioners applied medication to children’s tonsils directly, Hind only relayed 

the general statement: ‘Pomegranate skin was good for the mouth.’ Hind stated 

that traditional medicine practitioners also applied pomegranate skin to treat 

blisters (Appendix III, p.129). Traditional medicine practitioners in Bahrain also 

used mixtures of myrrh and rose water to treat blisters. They additionally 

encouraged patients with tooth aches to chew on cloves (Appendix III, p.129). 

Traditional medicine practitioners soaked leaves from the sidir plant, also called 

Christ’s thorn jujube, in water. They then gave the diseased person that water to 

drink. Hind did not specify what disease this treatment targeted (Appendix III, 

p.129).   

 Hind spoke about the treatment of tonsils physically, without the use of 

medicine. She said:  
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In children, sometimes, the tonsils close. Now, each 
tonsil is separate. Sometimes, the tonsils close. 
There’s dirt between them, I mean. So, she takes a 
khūṣah and she opens the child’s mouth, and she 
moves the tonsil like this, so if there’s any dirt they 
remove it, they call it ghamiz the child, ghamāzah. 
(Appendix III, p.129).  
 

Traditional medicine practitioners used a khūṣah to treat tonsils in children. A 

khūṣah is a single dried palm leaf. Being both very thin and very long, its 

dimensions aided the practitioners’ reach of the children’s tonsils. The 

practitioner’s aim was to remove any dirt between the tonsils, curing the disease 

by reversing the ‘clos[ing] up.’ This process was called ‘ghamāzah,’ as the 

practitioner would ‘ghamiz’ the tonsils.  

Although they may have a reputation for excelling at the administration of a 

specific physical treatment, female traditional medicine practitioners often provided 

several services. Amna, Hind, and Asma remembered female traditional medicine 

practitioners both setting broken bones and providing massages within their 

communities in either Bahrain or Qatar. Massages were administered 

professionally to cure ailments. Sheikha Haya bint Ali Alkhalifa spoke about her 

childhood in Bahrain in the 1940s. She said: 

One of the women I remember is Um Bader, and she 
was considered the neighborhood’s folk medicine 
doctor, and she was the most brilliant masseuse 
(Almuhadin 1997, pp. 6-7).  
 

Sheikha Haya associated massage services with ‘folk medicine.’ Female 

traditional medicine practitioners massaged female patients to treat aches from 

injuries, such as pain in their backs or knees. They also performed post-natal 

massages during the forty days following a woman’s delivery. To do so, they visited 
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the patients in their homes (Appendix III, p.129). Hind spoke about a Noora Khalil, 

who was “famous for massaging” (Appendix III, p. 145). She provided massages 

as a treatment to cure different diseases. Hind said: 

She would massage, stuff like that. If someone was 
sick, she would massage the sick person, she’d know 
what to do (Appendix III, p. 145). 
 

Hind specified that Noora Khalil’s massages targeted illness, as she ‘massage[d] 

the sick person.’ Hind’s statement that Noora ‘kn[e]w what to do’ indicated nuanced 

knowledge in the field, as the massages she provided targeted specific objectives. 

Another popular female professional masseuse was Mahra, who worked in 

Muharraq. She was a traditional medicine practitioner who also practiced cupping 

and cauterization. Mahra either visited her patients or treated those women in her 

own home (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.88).  

Cauterization is the burning of a part of the body to reduce bleeding, 

disconnect an undesired growth, and mitigate disease. Interlocutors referred to 

cauterization with the Arabic word ‘alkay,’ which means ‘iron.’ To perform alkay, 

traditional medicine practitioners heated nails until they became red in color. They 

then pressed those burning nails onto the diseased person’s body, burning their 

skin (Alnashaba 2016, p.39). Amna listed alkay amongst the different traditional 

medicine treatments that professional female practitioners performed in Bahrain 

(Appendix III, p.4), and Asma identified alkay as a traditional medicine treatment 

performed in Qatar (Appendix III, p.159). Cauterization is derived from Arabic 

medical heritage.  
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In “Folk Medicine and Integrative Healing in West Asia: An Analysis of 

Historical and Modern Practice and Perceptions,” Tammi Moe et. al. establish 

Avicenna’s monumental influence on the formation of traditional medicine in Qatar 

and the wider Arabian littoral of the Gulf. Avicenna argued for the balancing of 

elemental qualities within the human body, such as heat and cold, in his seminal 

work The Canon of Medicine. He provided an explanation of the tools and 

techniques of cauterization, the medical technique that aims to achieve this 

balance. As Avicenna was a Persian polymath with books published in Egypt, 

cauterization is evidence of both transnational healing practices and Arab medical 

heritage. The prevalence of cauterization in Bahrain and Qatar is independent of 

understandings of healing in the context of Islam, as the prophet Mohamed 

recommended that his followers either evade this remedy or use it sparingly (Moe 

et. al. 2014, p.7).  

Traditional medicine practitioners provided treatments that were rooted in 

interpretations of Islamic healing. These treatments took two main forms: charity 

and intentional readings of the Quran. If a person had a curable disease, members 

of the community collected donations called ṣadaqat aljumʿa, which translates to: 

‘Friday charity.’ Interpretations of the Quran categorize Friday as a sacred day of 

congregation and worship. According to the Islamic calendar, nights precede days. 

Friday night thus began at sundown following the end of Thursday day. Donations 

were collected on Friday night and then distributed on Friday morning. People 

believed that: alṣadaqa tadfaʿ albalāʾ (Alnashaba 2016, p.37). This means that 

donations ward off afflictions. Tadfaʿ can translate to either ‘pay’ or ‘push away,’ 
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meaning that payments of donations can push away afflictions. Acts of charity 

include sacrifices. To cure epilepsy in baḥārnah villages, the diseased person 

commissioned the slaughtering of an ewe or sheep (Alnashaba 2016, p.37). The 

meat would then be divided and distributed to members of the diseased person’s 

community, serving as donations.  

Within the paradigm of traditional medicine, women conducted intentional 

readings of the Quran. An intentional reading is the enunciation of verses with the 

purpose of treating diseases (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.89). This approach to 

healing is rooted in the ethnomedical understanding of the human soul and body 

as both continuous and susceptible to infiltration by supernatural forces. Traditional 

medicine explained facial contractures as the result of jinn blowing onto a person’s 

face. To remedy this ailment, practitioners read verses from the Quran into water. 

They then washed the patient’s face with that water, believing that it had now 

absorbed the Quran’s healing properties (Alnashaba 2016, p.35). Traditional 

medicine practitioners also read Quran and recited supplications in the 

remembrance of Allah to treat mental disorders. The Arabic word for a person who 

suffers from psychiatric disability is majnūn. It is derived from the word jinn, and its 

literal meaning is thus: person who has been affected by jinn. An intentional 

reading of the Quran aims to protect the spirit from infiltration by jinn, returning the 

diseased person to their natural and non-permeated state. Unlike with other 

treatments, women who treated diseases through Quran recitation rejected 

financial compensation for their services (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.89).  
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 Bader, who lived in a Shi’a neighborhood in Manama and is of baḥārnah 

ʾaṣl, spoke about his mother’s professional reading of the Quran to treat diseases 

in Bahrain. She specifically read Quran to children. Bader said:  

My mother, may she rest in peace. They would bring 
children to her so that she would recite verses from the 
Quran to them. And she would reject any sum of money 
that would be offered to her. They would give her money 
and she would say she wouldn’t want it. She would 
always say, “Āna ghanīah wa aḥib alhadīah.” And this 
was all of them, of course. They would do this thing for 
God (Appendix III, p.19). 
 

According to Bader’s recollection, Bader’s mother had a habitual exchange with 

her patients’ parents. She would not demand financial compensation, they would 

offer her money regardless, and she would refuse to accept it. Then, she would 

say the phrase: “Āna ghanīah wa aḥib alhadīah.” This phrase translates to: ‘I am 

rich, and I love a gift.’ Although she was not truly ‘rich,’ this label ended the 

prospect of a conversation about receiving money in exchange for the service she 

provided. However, Bader’s mother presented an opportunity for the patients’ 

parents to give her a ‘gift.’ Rather than pay her a sum of money that acted as 

financial compensation for her reading of the Quran, the patient’s parents gave 

Bader’s mother a present that both parties agreed was not compensation. By 

agreeing that the present did not compensate for the Quran reading, the reading 

became an act of charity – a ‘thing for God’ (Appendix III, p.19).  

Bader explained his perception of traditional medicine practitioners’ 

objectives when they read Quran to the ill. He noted that traditional medicine 

practitioners considered reading Quran to treat the ill as “God’s work” (Appendix 

III, p.19). By refusing to “take something in return,” they defined this treatment’s 
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objective as “for God” (Appendix III, p.19). Bader expanded the definition of ‘God’s 

work for God’ to include other charitable acts, such as assisting a blind or elderly 

person cross the road. Rather than accept financial compensation from their 

patients, women who read the Quran to treat the ill anticipated divine rewards. If a 

woman accepted a gift from the patient, it would have been fabric, dates, or ḥalwā 

(Appendix III, p.19). Ḥalwā is dessert made from starch, oil, sugar, nuts, saffron, 

rose water, and cardamom. As a delicacy, ḥalwā was often served during special 

occasions such as weddings (Appendix III, p.138). The traditional medicine 

practitioner would have then shared any food items with ‘all of the women in her 

gathering.’  

 Hind and Sara also spoke about intentional reading of the Quran in her 

community in Bahrain. I asked the question in bold, and Hind provided the answer. 

Hind: If somebody had a mental illness, there weren’t 
doctors like there are now; [Noora Khalil] would read 
Quran to them. She was famous for reading Quran to 
sick people, like that, to a boy who was mentally ill. 
 
Did she charge for this service?  
Hind: She wouldn’t take money, no, but she would do it 
as an act of charity.  
Sara: Now let’s say I have a son and he’s cured, what 
do I give her?  
Hind: Nothing was expected but if you wanted to give 
her a present, then that was possible (Appendix III, 
p.145). 
 

Hind spoke about Noora Khalil’s practice. Alongside performing massages to treat 

ailments, Noora Khalil read Quran as a treatment. If a child suffered from a mental 

illness, she performed intentional readings of the Quran to that child. Noora Khalil 

did not charge her patients for her services. Hind, like Bader, stated that reading 
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the Quran was done ‘as an act of charity.’ Both interlocutors referenced the 

intention for charity as the reason for refusing financial compensation. However, 

like Bader’s mother, Noora Khalil also accepted gifts. Hind specified that ‘nothing 

was expected.’  

 Although all healing practices were performed with the intention of 

alleviating suffering from another human being, Bader only identified intentional 

readings of the Quran as ‘God’s work.’ He extends the definition of ‘God’s work’ to 

include additional charitable acts, but excluded other treatments rooted in either 

Western or traditional medicine. There are two characteristics that classify reading 

Quran as ‘God’s work.’ First, a religious article is used to encourage healing. 

Second, traditional medicine practitioners who performed intentional readings of 

the Quran refused to accept financial compensation. This creates a circular cause 

and consequence: the lack of fee categorizes intentional readings of the Quran as 

charity, and the categorization as charity prevents a demand for payment. 

Moreover, practitioners received gifts. This designation of the material transacted 

as a ‘gift’ and not payment is an act of cognitive dissonance. Regardless of the 

label used, traditional medicine practitioners received a material object after 

treating a disease. Consequently, all professional traditional medicine practitioners 

were open to receive monetary or material following the conduct of their services. 

 Domestic traditional medicine practitioners administered postpartum care 

for their family members, without requirement or expectation of compensation. 

Rather, their treatment was motivated by either desire or social expectation. The 

main objective of postpartum care was vaginal stenosis, induced by both the 
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administration of salt suppositories and the restriction of water intake. Amna spoke 

about this practice. She said: 

Women would die during childbirth, but not because of 
the salt. They would die because of childbirth. Because 
of puerperal fever. But the point of salt was to disinfect 
her, right? After childbirth. It was very painful, but it was 
good. It can dry the woman up… and not just dehydrate 
her. When they put salt in a woman, do you know what 
happens to her? Yes, it disinfects, and it cleans wounds. 
There weren’t any doctors, and they didn’t stitch 
wounds or anything like that. When she gives birth, it 
cleans the wound and helps it heal but it also tightens 
the vagina. And this is for, as you can say, for the man’s 
enjoyment. But it is very painful (Appendix III, p.3).  

   
Puerperal fever was a main cause of maternal mortality. To reduce the risk of 

puerperal fever, women used salt suppositories to ‘disinfect.’ This indicates both 

an acknowledgment of salt as a disinfectant, and an appreciation of the 

relationship between infections and fevers. Salt was an effective disinfectant, as it 

‘clean[ed] the wounds.’ As women relied on traditional medicine practitioners, they 

did not benefit from the healing properties that stiches provide. Salt was thus also 

used to ‘heal’ wounds. Alongside the various medical benefits that salt provided, it 

also ‘tightens the vagina.’ Amna emphasized that this physical side-effect was for 

the ‘man’s enjoyment.’ Following childbirth, the traditional medicine approach to 

postpartum care acknowledges both the woman’s medical needs and the social 

understanding of her physical body as a vessel for male sexual pleasure.  

Johara also reflected this understanding in her interview. I asked the 

question in bold, and she provided the answer.  

Did women become sick because of the salt? Would 
they get a fever? 
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No, no, no, no. Nothing happens to them. That’s 
because the salt, karimch Allāh, is beneficial. It cleans. 
It cleans, karimch Allāh, everything. It leaves the woman 
like she’s just a girl. Yes. Mā shāʾ Allāh, the salt is good.  
 

Johara emphasized salt’s usefulness in deterring fever, stating that it was 

‘beneficial.’ She provided two reasons. First, salt ‘cleans, karimch Allāh, 

everything.’ Karimch Allāh translates to ‘May God bless you.’ In polite 

conversation, this phrase is used before words that the speaker associates with 

uncleanliness. ‘Everything,’ thus refers to delivery wounds, postpartum discharge, 

or female genitals. Second, the salt ‘leaves the woman like she’s just a girl.’ As 

established earlier in the dissertation, girlhood is culturally associated with virginity. 

Salt thus returns female genitals to a virginal state, echoing Asma’s observation of 

salt used to tighten the vagina for male sexual pleasure. Johara then used the 

phrase ‘Mā shāʾ Allāh,’ demonstrating her praise of salt’s effectiveness.  

 Johara explained how salt suppositories were created and administered. 

She said:  

Back then, our medicine was always salt. Yes. And it 
would be ready for her. When they saw that she was in 
labor, they broke the salt. It didn’t come in packages. 
They brought it from Persia. It was like a rock. They 
break it and they grind it, and they roll it until it’s as big 
as a pigeon’s egg. Even bigger for a first-born. And they 
take her, and they treat her every day. They put one for 
her…  
 
Every day for the postpartum period, or every day 
for a short amount of time? 
No, no, for the entire postpartum period. The first one is 
a bit big. It’s the size of a chicken’s egg. The chicken’s 
egg is the big one. The pigeon’s egg is smaller. They 
put the big one in first. They say it’s for the head. So, 
they put the one for the head in first (Appendix III, p.69). 
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Johara identified salt as ‘medicine,’ both underscoring its intended healing 

properties and recognizing women’s creation of salt suppositories as a 

pharmaceutical activity. To prepare salt suppositories, women purchased masses 

of salt that were imported from Persia. They then broke the salt, ground it, and 

rolled it into suppositories. They made two suppository sizes: a single larger one, 

and many smaller ones. The larger sized suppository was used immediately 

following delivery, and the smaller sized suppositories were used afterwards. 

Johara compared the size of the larger suppository to ‘a chicken’s egg’ and the 

smaller suppository to ‘a pigeon’s egg.’ A larger sized suppository was used 

immediately following childbirth to heal wounds caused by the infant’s ‘head.’ The 

smaller sized suppositories were then used throughout the postpartum period. 

Khalid noted that suppositories were successful disinfectants but were also 

catalysts for complications in future labors and deliveries. These complications 

could lead to maternal or infant mortality (Appendix III, p. 39). Salt suppositories 

resulted in both dehydrated vaginal tissues and a hardened cervix, preventing the 

cervix’s natural dilation during subsequent childbirths (Allison 1994, p. 66). Evelyn 

Godfrey, an Australian nurse who had been recruited in the U.K., worked in Qatar 

from 1954 to 1956. During her residence, she also observed that the use of salt 

suppositories scarred the vagina, preventing normal deliveries in future 

pregnancies, and increasing the need for caesarean sections and blood 

transfusions (Gotting 1995, p.131). 

 The reduction of new mother’s water intake also served the female body’s 

capacity for male sexual pleasure. However, unlike salt, it provided no benefit to 
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the mother medically. The following exchange is from Amna’s interview. I asked 

the questions in bold, and she provided the answers. 

There’s something I want to say about childbirth. When 
a woman menstruates, her family doesn’t give her 
water. They’re afraid that her vagina relaxes. So, during 
the menstruation period, the water she drinks is very 
little.  
 
For the entire period? 
Yes. 
 
How much is ‘a little?’ 
In a small finyāl, two or three finyāl in a day. Only during 
mealtimes. But they’re afraid that her vagina relaxes 
because of the water. And this was a widespread 
practice.  
 
When did this stop? 
When people learned and became health conscious. 
And they started giving birth in hospitals, so it ended 
(Appendix III, p.8). 
 

Amna proposes this conversational topic, saying ‘There’s something I want to say 

about childbirth.’ This emphasizes her perception of the topic as important and 

necessary to the conversation about women’s lives in the pearl trade and early oil 

era. Earlier, Amna spoke about childbirth and salt suppositories. However, she 

revisited the topic to include details about reduced water intake. Amna said that 

the new mother’s ‘family doesn’t give her water.’ This healthcare practice was 

enforced, and not conducted by the new mother actively. Khalid echoed this 

sentiment in his interview, saying: “They would prevent her from drinking water 

[emphasis added]” (Appendix III, p. 40). Amna explained that the new mother’s 

domestic healthcare provider – which was her own mother or mother-in-law – 

reduced her water intake to prevent her vagina from ‘relax[ing].’ The objective is 
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thus male sexual gratification, and not specifically female wellbeing following 

childbirth. It is unclear from the interviews if traditional healthcare practitioners 

acknowledged the physical harm that they were causing by reducing water intake, 

or if they had misunderstood this health practice as harmless to the mother. The 

mother was offered ‘two or three finyāl in a day.’ A finyāl is a small cup used to 

serve coffee, and it can contain less than 80ml of liquid. Amna recognized this 

healthcare practice’s harm to the new mother’s wellbeing, citing ‘health 

conscious[ness]’ as the reason for its decline. She also identified the 

medicalization of childbirth as a factor for its ultimate falling-off as a component of 

postpartum care.  

  Amna and Khalid spoke about reduced water intake as a postpartum 

traditional medicine treatment in Bahrain, while Johara discussed its existence in 

Qatar. I asked the question in bold.  

When [the new mother] had her lunch and she’s ready, 
and when she feels like eating, she doesn’t feel like 
eating in the beginning, we tell her to eat, she says she 
wants some water, they don’t give her water in a bowl 
or in a pot or anything like that, they give her a finyāl of 
water.  
 
With the meal? 
Yes, with the meal. And she drinks it. We tell her to drink 
the entire thing. We tell her if she drinks it, we’ll give her 
one and a half or two next time. We tell her we’ll give 
her more water if she eats her entire lunch. And those 
chickens weren’t from machines! They went around the 
houses, and they bought the chicks. They’re all home 
grown. She has one for dinner and one for lunch. She 
tells her mother that she doesn’t want to eat. So, her 
mother tells her she’ll give her half between lunch and 
dinner. So, they make her a half chicken, it’s a chick, 
they’re all small, and they don’t give her the big ones. 
They don’t let her drink cow’s milk. They don’t let her 
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drink buttermilk. They don’t give her a lot of water. Like 
that. They give her medicine every day. Some of them 
get up after 11 days or 12 days, mā shāʾ Allāh. And 
some of them, the ones who don’t take their medicine 
properly, they don’t get up. 

 
Although the new mother was not interested in consuming food, domestic 

traditional medicine practitioners enforced a diet of relatively large meals. They 

‘[told] her to eat,’ underscoring her lack of free will. The new mother craved water 

but was presented with a small amount in a finyāl. Johara negated water’s 

presentation in a ‘bowl’ or a ‘pot’ – larger containers than a finyāl – to emphasize 

the enforced reduced intake. The birthing mother drank this small amount of water 

with her meals. She was encouraged to consume these meals with promises of 

‘more water.’ The ‘more water’ was still a small amount, only ‘one and a half or 

two’ finyāl. As Khalid mentioned earlier, chickens were raised domestically in 

preparation for women’s postpartum period. Khalid specified 40 chickens, while 

Johara recalled ‘one for dinner and one for lunch.’ As Johara was a servant to 

shīūkh in Gharafa, she is retelling the healing practices of relatively wealthier 

women. These chickens were offered alongside dishes prepared specifically for 

the postpartum diet:  ḥisū and ʿaṣiydah. These were puddings enhanced by spices 

that encouraged ‘blood’ to ‘let’ (Appendix III, p.70). This ‘cleans the body,’ 

indicating an understanding of postpartum discharge as a demonstration of health 

(Appendix III, p.70). Moreover, new mothers were also completely barred from 

consuming cow’s milk and buttermilk. Rather than only reduce their water intake, 

domestic traditional medicine practitioners in Johara’s community reduced new 

mothers’ overall liquid intake. 
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Johara recalled that ‘they give her medicine every day.’ This means that the 

domestic traditional medicine practitioners provided the new mothers with daily salt 

suppositories. Johara explained that the healthcare provider taught the new 

mother how to insert the suppository. The healthcare provider then checked if the 

new mother was using the suppositories throughout the postpartum period. If the 

mother did not, the healthcare provider was held responsible by the rest of society 

(Appendix III, p.69-79). According to Johara’s observation, salt suppositories 

resulted in women regaining their strength and ‘get[ting] up after 11 days or 12 

days.’ Women who ‘don’t get up,’ and thus demonstrated ill health, had not taken 

their medicine.  

Western Medicine 

Western medicine’s inability to replace traditional medicine in Bahrain and 

Qatar can be embedded in a larger discussion of cultural hegemony. Traditional 

medicine represents the general public’s culture, which encompasses the local 

heritage as well as the transnational influences that permeated coastal 

communities at trading centers and ports. Western medicine represents the culture 

associated with the entities that constructed institutionalized healthcare: the 

Bahraini and Qatari governments, American missionaries, and the British Agency. 

Healthcare providers’ engagement with these medical systems is fundamental to 

cultural expression and creation, and the tension between the medical systems 

themselves allows for an analysis of hegemony.  

Pierre Bourdieu (1990) wrote to reunite the antinomy of ‘social structuralism’ 

and ‘cultural constructivism,’ referring to his work as either ‘structuralist 
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constructivism’ or ‘constructivist structuralism.’ Social structuralism argues for 

explorations of human behavior to be conducted within the contexts of social 

systems. Cultural constructivism recognizes reality and knowledge as products of 

their cultural contexts. Bourdieu acknowledges the dual existence of objective 

structures that mold and restrict people’s practices, as well as the habitus that 

ultimately form social structures and classes. This synthetic approach is beneficial 

to a cultural analysis of healthcare. The cultural landscape in Bahrain and Qatar 

guided healthcare providers’ understanding of medicine. Simultaneously, 

healthcare providers demonstrated the dominance of different cultural forces on 

their societies’ worldviews via their treatments of choice.  

 Within Marxist philosophy, Antonio Gramsci’s theorization of cultural 

hegemony refers to the ruling class’s manipulation of a diverse society’s culture. 

By situating its worldview as the accepted cultural norm, the ruling class falsifies 

the larger social, political, and economic status quo. This falsification’s purpose is 

to benefit the ruling class while outwardly appearing to benefit all facets of society 

(Gramsci, Buttigieg, & Callari 2011). By continuing to operate within the paradigm 

of traditional medicine following the introduction of Western medicine in Bahrain 

and Qatar, traditional healthcare practitioners prevented the ideals associated with 

western medicine from becoming the dominant culture. Within traditional and 

Western medicine’s coexistence, healthcare providers and patients’ behavior 

underscored tensions in several components of the larger cultural landscape. 

These components are expectations for women’s modesty, acceptance of God’s 

predisposition versus attempts at medical intervention, and the general public’s 
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rejection of Christian missionary efforts. The nuanced interplay between actors in 

the healthcare systems prevented the formation of a cultural hegemony.  

The Dutch Reformed Church in New Jersey established an Arabian 

missionary service in 1888. During the 1890s, American missionaries Samuel 

Zwemer and James Cantine arrived in Bahrain. They were joined by missionary 

Amy Wilkes from Australia. Zwemer, Cantine, and Wilkes offered medical services 

from a mission home. These medical services differed from the locally practiced 

traditional medicine. In the 1900s, Dr. Sharon Thoms and Dr. Marion Wells Thoms 

arrived. As required by the Western medicine paradigm, they were formally trained 

resident doctors. Their arrival served as the introduction of professional Western 

medicine practices to Bahraini society. Mason Memorial Hospital was established 

in 1903. Bahrain’s ruler, Isa bin Ali Al Khalifa, the Mason family in New York, and 

the missionaries in Bahrain were active administrators and financers. In 1927, the 

Marion Wells Thoms Memorial Hospital for Women and Children was established 

to provide care for women and children only. Throughout their histories, both 

hospitals employed doctors and nurses who received the formal training and 

licensing that the Western medicine paradigm demanded. The Mason Memorial 

Hospital symbolizes the values associated with Western medicine, American 

missionaries, and the Bahraini government. 

 In 1905, the Victoria Memorial Hospital began operations in Bahrain. Its 

inception was suggested by British Indian merchants, and supported by John 

Calcott Gaskin, the British Political Agent in Bahrain. Gaskin assumed that the 

Victoria Memorial Hospital would divert diseased people away from the Mason 
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Memorial Hospital, positioning them under British influence (Saldanha 1986, 

p.126). The Victoria Memorial Hospital continued operations until 1948. During its 

run, it was widely underfinanced and often transferred patients to the Mason 

Memorial Hospital (Tuson 2003). The Victoria Memorial Hospital symbolizes the 

values associated with Western medicine, British Indian merchants, and the British 

Government of India.  

Bahraini women only visited these hospitals in emergencies, opting to 

receive health care from traditional medicine practitioners instead. Abugideiri 

(2012, pp.178-179) noted a similar reluctance to visit hospitals in Gulf societies 

overall. Initially, patients only resorted to receiving treatment from medical 

missionaries when traditional medicine attempts failed. When Bahrain established 

public health clinics, different municipalities hired nurses and midwives from 

abroad. In 1929, the Muharraq municipality hired an Indian nurse and two 

midwives to work in the health center located in Muharraq Souq (Bahrain 

Government Annual Report 1931-1932, p.293). In 1933, the Bahraini government 

established the first health center for women in Manama, close to the American 

Mission Hospital. The Manama municipality hired a nurse who specialized in the 

care of women and children. She was also a licensed midwife. Medical 

consultations and treatment in the clinic itself were free of charge, but patients paid 

for home services including childbirth. The Manama municipality set the midwives 

working hours to include both daytime and nighttime shifts. It also set the price 

range of midwife services at twenty to forty rupees. The Manama municipality paid 
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this price if the patient was unable to do so (Albassam 1998, pp.114-115). The 

center treated 4500 women and children in its first year of operation. 

In 1936, a health center for women was established in Hidd. In 1937, the 

Bahraini government founded a second health center for women in Manama 

(Bahrain Government Annual Report 1936-193, pp.45-46). Until 1938, the health 

centers employed three licensed midwives: one in Muharraq, and two in Manama. 

In addition to overseeing labor and delivery, they performed administrative duties. 

In 1938, the Bahraini government rented a house next to the women’s health 

center in Manama. That house was transformed into a clinic for inpatients that were 

either receiving medical treatment or were recovering from childbirth (Bahrain 

Government Annual Report 1937-1938, p.13). The first long-stay mental health 

facility was established in 1937, and it houses 12 men and women at its inception 

(Bahrain Government Annual Report 1937-1938, p.45). Although the Bahraini 

government’s policies were designed to encourage women’s receipt of medical 

care from health centers and hospitals, many women rejected admission as 

inpatients (Belgrave 1972, pp. 89-90). On the other hand, thousands of women 

received treatment from the health centers and hospitals as outpatients. By the 

middle of the 20th century, most women in Bahrain were still giving birth at home. 

They were still using traditional postpartum treatments, especially the 

administration of salt and the reduction of water intake. 

Between 1940-1941, the number of health center for women became eight: 

three in Manama, three in Muharraq, one in Riffa, and one in Souq Al Khamis. The 

number of new female patients in the years 1942-1943 was 11,719, while the 
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number of returning patients was 30,149. The number of onsite deliveries was 125: 

44 in Alnuaim, 80 in Muharraq, and one in Souq Al Khamis. No women from Riffa 

or Hidd delivered children at the health centers (Bahrain Government Annual 

Report 1942-1943). Alnuaim Hospital established a childcare clinic in 1942 that 

received patients on Saturdays throughout the year. For the first time, babies were 

being weighed on a weekly basis and formula was offered to families of limited 

financial means. Later in the year, Alnuaim Hospital began doing home healthcare 

inspections, for which healthcare inspectors were hired. The inspectors visited 70 

houses in Manama and recorded 46 clean houses, 24 unclean houses, and 7 

houses that kept animals in the home (Bahrain Government Annual Report 1942-

1943). The Second World War resulted in many Indian staff members to return to 

India, creating a deficit in the number of trained nurses. This deficit continued until 

the end of the 1940s.  

 Before the establishment of hospitals in Qatar, missionary doctors and 

nurses based in Bahrain conducted routine visits to treat patients. A missionary 

nurse wrote about her trip to Doha in 1940. Following a six-hour journey, the nurse 

was provided with accommodation in a local Qatari home. She treated female 

patients at the Director of Custom’s house. Within two weeks, she treated 800 

women (Gotting 1995, p.163). People who were interested in receiving healthcare 

rooted in Western medicine also traveled to missionary hospitals in Bahrain, Iran, 

Kuwait, or Oman. Consequently, the Mason Memorial Hospital in Bahrain treated 

both Bahraini and Qatari patients (Hatfield 2015). Sheik Abdulla bin Jassim was 

the emir of Qatar until 1940, when he abdicated the throne to his eldest son. 
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Following his abdication, he worked to establish a Western medicine hospital in 

Qatar. He first contacted the British political resident in Qatar in 1943. His proposal 

was rejected, motivating his approach of the American Mission. The American 

Mission agreed to finance and construct this hospital, resulting in its establishment 

in 1947. The American Hospital in Qatar had a 12-bed capacity and was staffed 

by a single doctor. This employment position operated on a rotating basis, with the 

American Mission referring a doctor to their hospital in Qatar routinely. All the 

doctors were formally trained and licensed, operating within the Western medicine 

paradigm. By the early 1950s, the American Mission stopped transferring medical 

personnel to Qatar, resulting in the government’s full takeover of the 

establishment. Until that point, the American Mission Hospital symbolized both the 

values associated with the American Mission, the ruling family and Western 

medicine. Following the American Mission’s retreat, the Hospital only symbolized 

the ruling family and Western medicine’s values. The Qatari government was 

concurrently planning the foundation of the first public hospital. In 1957, Al 

Rumailah Hospital was open to the public. Al Rumailah Hospital symbolized the 

Qatari government and Western medicine’s associated values.   

  As part of the American Mission Hospital’s ethos, Christianity was 

preached to Bahraini and Qatari Muslim patients. Amna said: 

[The American missionaries] used to gather people… a 
man who was older than me … he used to say that his 
mother used to go to the American Mission Hospital. 
What would they do? They would gather them in a hall 
and a woman would come and she would sit, and she 
would tell them stories and she would speak to them 
about Christ and their aim was to convert them to 
Christianity. He said that the lady would speak, and 
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speak, and speak, and speak, and when she was done 
speaking the audience would say “Alāhuma ṣal ʿalā 
Muḥamad wa ʿalā ahlah” (laughs). And then they 
discovered that there was no use, so they stopped 
these gatherings (Appendix III, pp.8-9). 
 

Amna, who was born in the 1940s, relayed the memory of an older man. His 

mother frequented the American Mission Hospital, providing an example of a 

female patient who received Western medical care from a health institute in 

Bahrain. When frequenting the hospital for treatment, she sat in a hall with other 

patients. Then, a woman would join them to preach Christianity. Amna explained 

that the Muslim patients listened to her speech, only to reply with: Alāhuma ṣal ʿ alā 

Muḥamad wa ʿalā ahlah. This translates to: O Allah, bless Muhammad and the 

family of Muhammad. It is a conformation of their belief in Islam. The missionaries 

ultimately stopped preaching Christianity to Muslim patients in a gathering at the 

hospital as, according to Amna, ‘they discovered that there was no use.’ As 

patients, women created and reinforced culture. American missionaries presented 

Western medicine alongside Christianity to Bahraini and Qatari Muslims. The 

patients rejected Christianity but accepted medical treatment, separating the two 

concepts. This separation allowed patients to seek treatment rooted in Western 

medicine, while comfortably maintaining their Islamic faith.  

 Hind spoke about female patients’ interactions with Christian missionaries 

at the Mason Memorial Hospital in Bahrain. First, she recounted her experience. 

She said: 

The American wasn’t here to treat the sick; he was here 
to preach Christianity. They wanted to make us 
Christians… I used to go with my mother. I was a child, 
and I used to go with my mother I mean, a lady would 
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come, they called her Um Sara (ʾUm Sārah), and she 
would read the Bible to us (laughs). In the hospital, she 
would read the Bible to us, and she would read. We 
didn’t mind her. She wanted to read the Bible; let her 
read the Bible (Appendix III, p.128). 
 

Hind recognized the American Mission’s objective to preach Christianity to 

Muslims. As a child, she accompanied her mother to hospital visits. She did not 

specify if she or her mother was the patient, but she insinuated that their visits were 

frequent. A woman called Um Sara read the Bible to Hind and her mother at the 

hospital. Implicitly, Um Sara was a Christian missionary who read the Bible to 

teach Muslims about Christianity, aiming for their ultimate conversion. Hind 

recounted her and her mother’s perception of Um Sara’s religious practice: they 

were both unbothered and were neither offended by nor interested in her 

preaching. By continuously visiting the hospital, listening to the religious preaching, 

rejecting conversation to Christianity and accepting medical treatment, Hind and 

her mother separated Western medicine from religious connotations.  

 Hind’s mother was an active member of the community, and she often 

escorted sick or laboring women to the hospital to receive treatment. Hind’s mother 

took Um Humood, and Hind joined them on their trip. At the Mason Memorial 

Hospital, Hind, her mother, and Um Humood saw Um Sara. Um Sara spoke to Um 

Humood about Christianity, using an allegory. First, Um Sara assured Um Humood 

that she agrees with Mohamed’s designation as the Muslim prophet. Then, she 

asked Um Humood which gesture she considered to be more generous: if she 

were sent a wedding invitation with a person’s son, or a person’s servant. In this 

allegory, the person sending the invitation represents God, the invitation 
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represents religious doctrine, the wedding represents salvation, the son represents 

Jesus, and the servant represents Mohamed. Um Humood, unaware of the 

allegory, answered that sending the invitation with a son was more generous than 

sending it with a servant. Um Sara then answered that Um Humood was in fact 

speaking about Christianity, as “[God] sent us his son” (Appendix III, p.128). Um 

Humood was upset, and decided she had to leave. She told Hind’s mother to “get 

up” and “take [her] away” (Appendix III, p.128). Hind’s mother was confused by 

Um Humood’s attitude. She explained that Islamic doctrine acknowledges 

Mohamed as God’s slave, and consequently Um Humood did not offend Mohamed 

or behave blasphemously by partaking in the allegory. She then encouraged Um 

Humood to “ignore” Um Sara (Appendix III, p.128). In doing so, she encouraged 

another patient to draw a distinction between religion and Western medicine. By 

‘ignoring’ Um Sara, Um Humood benefited from the diagnosis and treatment 

rooted in Western medicine without feeling like she compromised her faith. 

With the gradual acceptance of Western medical practices, local 

perceptions of modesty changed as well. This is evident in the case of cesarean 

sections. Hind explained that with the establishment of the Mason Memorial 

Hospital, women were encouraged to attend the hospital if childbirth was 

obstructed. There were two male doctors who performed cesarean sections, 

successfully delivering babies and preventing unnecessary deaths. Religious 

leaders ordained men’s observance of women’s uncovered bodies as ḥarām, 

rejecting medical surgery as appropriate conditions for the lifting of modesty 
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regulations. Not all members of Bahraini society accepted their judgment. Hind 

said:  

First, the ʿulamāʾ protested. Then the people reacted 
to the ʿ ulamāʾ. They said: “You’re what are ḥarām. God 
wasn’t going to punish you when surgery wasn’t an 
option, but now women might die and we say we want 
to help them, we’ll carry them, we’ll support them, and 
you’re trying to stop us?” A man took his wife to the 
hospital. She was in labor, and a woman came to her 
house to deliver the baby, and she said, “There’s no 
use because I can feel the son’s head in her side.” So, 
he grabbed [his wife] and took her to the hospital. They 
cut her stomach and removed the healthy child and 
sewed her up, and she was in God’s protection. This 
lady went, then this lady went, then this lady went, and 
the Muslims progressed. (Appendix III, p.127). 
 

The word ‘ʿulamāʾ’ means ‘knowledgeable men,’ and is used to signify religious 

leaders. They opposed the doctors’ conduct of cesarean section surgeries on 

patients, citing the religious requirement of protecting women’s modesty. The 

Bahraini people reacted to their opposition, citing the availability of medical 

advancements that can save women’s lives. They argued that letting women die 

due to obstructed labor was not punishable by God when an alternative was not 

available. However, preventing women from using that alternative now was 

punishable. A man took his wife to the hospital, where she had a successful 

cesarean section operation and survived an otherwise deadly labor. Hind stated 

that the woman was in ‘God’s protection,’ separating God’s will from the religious 

leaders’ interpretation of religion. In doing so, Hind mirrors the society’s changing 

stance regarding modesty. As surgery saved women’s lives, it was an extension 

of ‘God’s protection.’ The compromise of modesty regulations to access that 
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protection was consequently acceptable. With time, the number of women who 

had caesarean sections increased, ultimately normalizing male doctor’s 

performance of surgery on female patients. Hind said, ‘the Muslims progressed.’ 

Progression may refer to either the nuance interpretation of religious doctrine, the 

acceptance of Western medicine practices, or both.  

Conclusion 

 ‘Chapter III: Healthcare Hegemony’ began with a conceptualization of 

traditional medicine in non-western societies. This chapter then presented an 

identification of the traditional and Western medicine practitioners in Bahrain and 

Qatar. Traditional medicine practitioners worked both domestically and 

professionally. Domestically, they created and administered medicine to their 

family members. Professionally, a select few who established reputations as 

specialists in their field practiced medicine to non-family members in exchange for 

financial compensation. These traditional medicine practitioners included both 

men and women.  

 Typically, traditional medicine practitioners who were men treated only men, 

and traditional medicine practitioners who were women treated only women. These 

parameters of ʿayb were relaxed in multiple instances, paving the way for the 

ultimate normalization of patients consulting with doctors regardless of their 

genders. Conversations with interlocutors indicated that women who visited male 

traditional medicine practitioners were often from socially progressive families, 

while female traditional medicine practitioners who saw male patients had 

additional rules regarding dress and body boundaries. The parameters of ʿayb 
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were relaxed to both ensure the female patient’s reception of proper medical 

treatment, as well as increase the female traditional medicine practitioner’s 

opportunities for productive labor. The parameters of ʿayb were not relaxed when 

the traditional treatment women received concerned childbirth and postpartum 

care. This only took place with a gradual change following the introduction of 

cesarian sections – within the framework of Western medicine – to the 

communities.   

 Within the traditional medicine framework, practitioners performed 

intentional readings of the Quran as religious healing. Religious healing is 

understood as charitable acts that are motivated by divine rewards and are not 

conducted for monetary gain. The parameters of ʿ ayb were broadened to transform 

religious healing into productive labor by categorizing gift giving – rather than 

financial payment – as a socially appropriate compensation. Although the gifts 

were accepted by the practitioners, they were not expected. This lack of 

expectation maintains their intentional reading of the Quran as charitable and, 

consequently, an act of religious healing.  

   Western medicine’s introduction to Bahraini and Qatari societies did not 

replace understandings and practices of traditional medicine. Women behaved as 

practitioners and patients within both medical paradigms following the 

establishment of hospitals. Western medicine’s stipulation of practitioners’ formal 

training and licensing prevented its addition to the traditional medicine paradigm, 

which was historically molded by transnational healing practices. Within either 

medical paradigm, women interpreted and reinforced culture. In their provision of 
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treatment rooted in traditional medicine, they reflected understandings of 

transnational healing practices, local medical heritage, and Islamic medical 

practices. In their provision of antenatal care, they underscored an understanding 

of women’s body as a vessel for male sexual enjoyment. This is a prioritization of 

women’s capacity for productive unwaged labor, as it underscores women’s 

reduction to a sub-human form via an exchange between men. Within the western 

medicine paradigm, they epistemologically separated religion and medicine 

through their simultaneous rejection of Christianity and acceptance of Western 

medicine at missionary hospitals. People in society rejected rigid interpretations of 

religious doctrine, opting for nuanced analyses that prevented the unnecessary 

loss of female life. This rejection’s motivation by cesarean sections, and the 

increased possibility of healthy deliveries, augments society’s pronatalist values.  

The following chapter, ‘Chapter IV: Educational Endeavors,’ continues the 

conversation about the parameters of ʿ ayb with a study of the relationship between 

women’s opportunities for waged labor within educational institutions. It also 

highlights education’s influence, as a social institution, on women’s desire to 

educate their daughters, motivating their activity towards social reform.   
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CHAPTER IV 

EDUCATIONAL ENDEAVORS 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 This chapter explores the beginnings of organized education in Bahrain and 

Qatar, the institutionalization of Education, and the expansion of the public-school 

network. As a social institution, education greatly expanded the parameters of ʿ ayb 

that girls and women operated within. It provided girls with a mostly socially 

acceptable reason to be present and move in the public sphere and it increased 

their opportunities for waged labor. Most importantly, it created a circular cause 

and consequence, where educated girls raised families that prioritized education 

and accordingly ensured their daughters’ education. This is evident in both Bahrain 

and Qatar, but the origin of the demand for education in either country varies. 

In Bahrain, women commonly pursued religious education outside of the 

socially accepted kitāb before the establishment of institutionalized schooling. 

Once public schools were developed for boys, girls and women rallied for the 

development of a public school for girls. They were also opinionated regarding the 

schools’ teaching goals, critiquing the focus on needlework. In Qatar, the 

government paved the way for establishing girls’ institutionalized education, 

forming the first public school from the most popular kitāb. Although the 

parameters of ʿayb in both countries expanded to allow for girls’ and women’s 

education, the transition towards social acceptance was not always smooth. This 

chapter also covers instances in which girls’ capacities for unwaged productive 

labor were prioritized over the individual and social benefits of education, resulting 
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in families removing their daughters from schools to perform domestic duties 

including marriage.   

 
KITĀB: The Beginnings of Organized Education 
 

Before the establishment of modern institutionalized schooling in the 

Arabian littoral of the Gulf, children’s education was limited to Quran lessons. Male 

and female instructors held classes in their homes, in stores, in public 

passageways, in mosques, and in the marketplaces (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, 

p.223). These classes had three accepted names: muṭawaʿ, muʿalim or kitāb. 

Muṭawaʿ translates to ‘the pious man.’ Its female form, ‘the pious woman’ is 

muṭawaʿah. This label emphasizes the overlap between religion and education in 

the pre-oil Arabian Gulf context. Religious men and women taught reading, 

because the community’s ultimate educational objective was training young 

Muslim boys and girls to memorize the Quran. Students concurrently internalized 

linguistic knowledge, including reading skills, correct enunciation, and Arabic 

grammar. Muʿalim translates to ‘teacher,’ as the pious men and women’s core 

vocation was teaching. Kitāb means ‘writers,’ and it is in plural form. The word 

kitatīb is also plural and refers to multiple kitāb. All three words – muṭawaʿ, muʿalim 

or kitāb – are used interchangeably to refer both to the classroom and the teacher. 

To avoid confusion, this dissertation will only employ the term kitāb, unless quoting 

or referring to an interview in which interlocutors used either ‘muṭawaʿ’ or ‘muʿalim.’  

The physical structure of kitāb was traditionally a single room. There could 

be a chair for the instructor to sit on. Usually, there was a carpet made of dried 

palm tree leaves for the students. This carpet was known as ḥaṣīr. Students carried 
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a piece of wood that was covered in viscous clay. They used this apparatus to 

learn the alphabet, carving letters into its surface. Kitāb operated year-round. 

Lessons began in the morning and ended following the Zuhr prayer. Some kitāb 

took a break for lunch and then returned to study in the afternoon, between Asr 

and Maghrib prayers. Maghrib prayer is observed before sunset, so those lessons 

stop at dusk. On Fridays, lessons began before Fajr prayer, which is observed at 

dawn, and stopped at sunrise. They then resumed after the Friday prayer and 

continued until Asr prayer. The kitāb were free to reprimand students who were 

not diligent with attendance, misbehaved, or did not complete their assignments.  

The kitāb’s main intention was Quran memorization. Students finished the 

program only when they had memorized it completely. They attended the kitāb 

every day. They did not have days off (Appendix III, p.92). This usually continued 

for a year (Appendix III, p.36). With sustained practice, some students 

remembered the holy text as adults. Hessa, a Sunni Muslim Bahraini woman who 

was born in the 1940s, attended a kitāb in Alhalat in Bahrain. She said,  

Yes, I thank God that I memorized the entire Quran 
(Appendix III, p.83). 
 

 Interlocutors recalled the kitāb’s limited curriculum. Khalid said:  

The muṭawaʿ would help children memorize the Quran, 
only… just help them memorize it. Repetition. Until 
they have memorized the entire Quran (Appendix III, 
p.36). 
 

 Hessa said,  

We would go to the muṭawaʿ and she would teach us 
to read and to memorize the Quran, the whole thing. 
(Appendix III, p.83)  
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Johara is a Sunni Muslim Qatari woman of African ʾaṣl who was born in the 1950s. 

She said:  

We used to read at the muṭawaʿ. He would read with us 
(Appendix III, p.92). 
 

The kitāb’s program did not include religious interpretation, nor did it encourage 

critical thinking. Amna said,  

…people were naïve. They took religion as they 
received it, inherited from their parents (Appendix III, 
p.8).  
 

To train children to memorize the Quran, the kitāb taught students to read 

the Arabic alphabet phonetically. The students then sat with a Quran book in their 

hands, repeatedly reading segments of the holy text until they were memorized. 

Johara said,  

And we would sit and read, and he would open the 
page and he would outline for us and say this is the 
sūrah you need to start with, and we would read 
(Appendix III, p.92).  
 

The only mentioned deviation from reading and memorizing the Quran was 

learning how to pray (Appendix III, p.92). Muslim prayer incorporates recitation of 

memorized Quran passages, so this deviation is a commonsense extension of the 

core kitāb objective. Johara worked as a servant to a sheikh. He referred to the 

Arabic alphabet as the “prayers’ letters,” connecting the two concepts of learning 

and worship (Appendix III, p.92). Traditionally, understandings of education and 

Islam were closely associated. To demonstrate that her family was 

“knowledgeable” and “cultured,” Lulwa referenced her grandmother’s hajj and 

pilgrimage to Jerusalem (Appendix III, p.102).  
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As the kitāb were a cornerstone of Bahraini and Qatari communities long 

before the establishment of modern schools, parents were often comparatively 

more comfortable sending their daughters there (Appendix III, p.36). Fatima 

remembered her initiation into kitāb in Muharraq in Bahrain. She said,  

My paternal uncle, may he rest in peace, took me. My 
mother was worried about me, and my father was 
worried about me. My uncle, may he rest in peace, held 
me by my hand and I had a small Quran in my hand, 
and a burlap bag under my arm (Appendix III, p.44). 
 

Interlocutors generally considered communities in Muharraq to be more 

progressive, underscoring Fatima’s specific family as socially conservative. This 

may be one of the reasons why Fatima’s parents were reluctant to enroll her. 

Another could be genuine parental worry for her physical wellbeing. Following an 

incident where the kitāb threw his slipper at Fatima, her mother confronted him 

and said,  

This one is very young and very small. Why would you 
even hit her? (Appendix III, p.44)  
 

Fatima recalled that incident with laughter, maintaining that she was smarter than 

her peers and had been hit because she “turned around” (Appendix III, p.44). Still, 

the kitāb practiced corporal punishment.  

The kitāb were often co-ed, with boys and girls attending and learning 

together (Almuhadin 2002, pp.13-14). Jassim Mohamed Murad (jāsim muḥamad 

murād) remembered studying during the 1930s in southern Hala in Bahrain. Girls 

sat on one side of the room, and boys sat on the other. They all faced the instructor, 

who sat across them in the front of the room (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.223). Sara 

Salman Siyadi (sāra salmān siyādī) had a similar memory of attending a co-ed 
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kitāb during the 1930s in the Siyadi neighborhood in Muharraq. However, that 

classroom’s configuration was slightly different: boys and girls sat on opposite 

sides of the classroom, facing each other (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.223). Shaikha 

Ibrahim Hubaishi (shaykhah ibrāhīm ḥubayshī) corroborated these memories; she 

too attended a co-ed classroom in the 1930s. Hers was in the Bin Saloom (bin 

salūm) neighborhood in Manama (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.223). Afifa Ahmed 

Alqishamy (ʿafīfah aḥmad alqishʿamī) attended a kitāb in Barbar in Bahrain in the 

1940s. She said:  

I memorized the Quran at home. My mother was a 
teacher who welcomed students to our house. We 
learned how to memorize the Quran, girls and boys 
mixed in one class. There was nothing ʿayb about it 
[translated] (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.224). 
 

Salah Almadany (ṣalāh almadanī) and Karim Ali Alarrayedh (karīm ʿalī alʿarayidh) 

maintained that it was not socially acceptable for girls to attend classes that were 

taught by a male instructor, but it was socially acceptable for boys to attend classes 

that were taught by either a male or female instructor (Almadany and Alarrayedh 

1994, 247). However, their argument is not a reflection of the wider educational 

experience. Many interview responses indicated that girls attended co-ed classes 

with a male muṭawaʿ, and that it was not ʿayb at all.   

The consensus in interviews conducted with both Bahraini and Qatari 

respondents indicated that co-ed kitāb were not only commonplace, but that it was 

almost ridiculous to assume otherwise. Hind is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini woman 

who was born in the 1940s. She is of non-tribal Arab ʾaṣl, and she grew up in 
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Muharraq. When talking about whether girls went to a male or a female kitāb, Hind 

asked:  

What difference does it make? They all teach you how 
to read (Appendix III, p.130).  
 

Her response does not complement the culture of sex segregation that was 

widespread in the Arabian littoral of the Gulf. This implies that the kitāb falls outside 

of the assumed sex segregation realm. There are many possible reasons for this 

separation. A combination of these reasons is most likely at play to differing 

individual degrees of influence, depending on the person and circumstances in 

question.  

First, the kitāb were designed to educate the community’s youth. While 

Islamic tradition dictates that sex segregation should be practiced in social 

settings, these regulations are limited to adult Muslims. They do not prevent 

children from co-education. Kitāb are also academic institutions and not social 

settings, further removing them from Islam ordained segregation. However, people 

in Bahrain and Qatar did not treat girls as children in other areas of life. Some, but 

not all, female students were removed from kitāb to be wed. This means they were 

perceived as young enough for co-education, but old enough for marriage.  

 Interpretations of Islamic regulations also dictate that women speak in 

hushed tones and refrain from raising their voices. Johara from Gharafa 

remembers this regulation being put in place within the kitāb she attended. She 

said,  

… [the kitāb] would turn and his face would be towards 
us, and he would say, “You girls, don’t read so loud.” 
So, we girls would study quietly. The boys are men, so 
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they could read really loudly. But us girls, no, the 
muṭawaʿ would warn us. He would say, “You girls are 
women, and your voice shouldn’t be loud enough that 
the boys and men could hear you.” We would say, “in 
shāʾ Allah.” We wouldn’t say, “No. Why do they 
strengthen their voices?” No. No. We can’t say that. We 
say “in shāʾ Allah.” Just “in shāʾ Allah (Appendix III, 
p.93).  
 

The kitāb told girls that they were ‘women,’ and told boys that they were ‘men.’ By 

imbuing these identities to his students, the kitāb justified his differential treatment 

of boys and girls. However, this differential treatment is not an accurate reflection 

of Islamic regulations. While the kitāb requested that girls read the Quran quietly, 

he also ‘turn[ed] and his face would be towards [the girls]’ (Appendix III, p.93). 

According to Islamic tradition, men are required to qaḍ albaṣar from women. Qaḍ 

albaṣar is the custom of looking away. It is the applied subversion of the male 

gaze. By looking directly at his female students when speaking to them, the kitāb 

chose only to apply Islamic regulations in one area of his teaching. To control their 

volume, he identified his students as women; when it came to controlling his own 

gaze, he identified them as girls. This specific kitāb’s behavior alludes to his 

perception of his students’ existence as both social entities – girls and women – 

concurrently. This perceived coexistence also allows the female students’ and their 

male contemporaries’ co-education but prohibits their socialization under other 

circumstances.   

Second, men and women may be willing to overlook sex segregation 

practices to assure their children’s memorization of the Quran. This compromise 

indicates that memorization is valued as more important than segregation. Bader 

from Manama in Bahrain said,  



	 	

234 
 

They would all learn and memorize the holy Quran side 
by side (Appendix III, p.22).  
 

Ahmed from Bahrain said,  

I studied with a muṭawaʿah, a woman. There would be 
women muṭawaʿah, and men muṭawaʿ (Appendix III, 
p.28).  
 

Amna remembers the kitāb as being the only source of religious ‘awareness,’ other 

than Friday sermons. She said,  

There wasn’t religious awareness back then. Not like 
today. There weren’t lectures and I don’t know what. 
There weren’t religious promoters… That was it. There 
was only the Friday sermon (Appendix III, p.8).  
 

Denying their children kitāb attendance because of co-education was denying 

them the sole source of religious training targeted to children, and half of the 

established sources of religious “awareness” available to all.  

Third, women may have been willing to overlook sex segregation to 

guarantee childcare. Women were the assumed primary childcare providers. While 

children were at the kitāb, their mothers were busy accomplishing a multitude of 

different tasks, such as: cooking, cleaning, taking care of infants, producing goods 

to be used or sold, and providing domestic services in exchange for financial 

compensation, food, or clothing. Relaxing sex segregation rules allowed for 

heightened efficiency. Women did not need to search for a male kitāb for their sons 

and a separate female kitāb for their daughters. They were not spoilt for choice. 

Often, children went to the closest kitāb to their homes. Fatima from Muharraq in 

Bahrain said,  

Yes. Co-ed. We were very young, at the muṭawaʿ, and 
we were from the firīj (Appendix III, p.44). 
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 Hind from Muharraq in Bahrain said,  
 

You take your son to a muṭawaʿ, and you find girls with 
the boys, you take him to a muṭawaʿah, and you find 
boys with the girls, it’s all the same. In our firīj there’s a 
man … and he taught my mother how to read 
(Appendix III, p.130).  

 
Both Hind and Fatima’s remarks mention firīj. While they do not explicitly state that 

the kitāb’s location within the firīj is the reason for their attendance, none of the 

interlocutors described scenarios where they left their firīj to attend kitāb in another 

area. Hind’s mother learning at a male kitāb also indicated that girls had access to 

coed Quran lesson at least a generation prior. In one interview, Lulwa from Alkhor 

in Qatar recalled segregation in kitāb. She said,  

[They] had put a room for the girls and a room for the 
boys, and we used to go to them to study Quran 
(Appendix III, p.101).  
 

Girls were taught by a Syrian expat called Sameeha (samīḥa), while her husband 

Taher (ṭāhir) taught boys. However, this instance of segregation could be rooted 

in availability. It was an option. Another interlocutor from Khor attended a coed 

kitāb. She said,  

I mean, they didn’t ask, “Why do you put the girls and 
boys together?” No. We were together (Appendix III, 
p.93).  

 
Her tone and phrasing indicate how normal and accepted co-education was. 
 

Coed kitāb were not normalized within Baharna villages, as girls were 

initially excluded completely from Quran classes. With time, this exclusion was 

erased and separate kitāb were conducted for girls and boys. While interlocutors 

did not identify this distinction, anthropologist Amina Alfardan reflected on 
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children’s educational experiences in Karzakan villages in her research. She 

wrote: 

Teaching the Holy Quran in kitātīb was limited to male 
students. This [limitation] was facilitated by Quran 
teachers being men. This continued until some Quran 
teachers began teaching their daughters. These women 
learned the Holy Quran and became teachers to girls 
and women in the village, until female-only kitātīb 
became popular [translated] (Alfardan 2016, p.48). 
 

Girls in Baharna villages had opportunities to access additional educational 

sources. Kitāb in Bahrana villages gave grammar and religious history lessons, in 

addition to traditional memorization training. This heightened the girls’ reading 

levels and prepared them for mātam attendance (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.226). 

Mātam itself was a source of Shia Islam education, as it housed rituals, such as 

the Mourning of Muharram, as well as religious lectures.   

 After completing their education at the kitāb, boys and girls had different 

prospects. Boys could choose to labor in a hereditary profession, potentially 

following in their fathers and grandfathers’ footsteps. Alternatively, they could 

continue their education at a more advanced stage and then work in a profession 

that required reading and writing. Examples of such professions include the 

balancing of diving account books and the creation of notes regarding trade or 

deals. Otherwise, they could enroll in a religious education academy in Alhasa in 

Saudi Arabia or Najaf in Iraq. Sunni students attended the former and Shia 

students attended the latter. This was only an option for students who displayed 

academic excellence at the kitāb. On the other hand, girls’ educational 

advancement beyond the kitāb was ʿayb (Wahbe 1956, p.113). In many cases, 
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parents did not even provide their daughters with the opportunity to complete their 

basic Quran education because of the student’s engagement to marry or the 

student being too occupied with housework. Another socially acceptable reason 

for a girl to be pulled out of kitāb is that she simply became too old to continue 

leaving her home (Alqahtani 1994, p.9).  

 Although the social norm was girls’ halted education, both girls and women 

attempted to pursue educational opportunities outside of the kitāb. This was 

especially true in Muharraq. Muharraq was the Bahraini capital, the center of 

government, the residence of the ruling family, the dwelling of major liberal trade 

families, the setting for multiple cultural and literary majlis, and the location of the 

first institutionalized school for boys. These details all cultivated an environment 

that encouraged girls to actively push for an education. Yousif Alshirawy (yūsif 

alshīrawī) said: 

My grandmother says that Sheikh Isa bin Ali Alkhalifa 
had a judge called Alsayed Sharaf. This man would hold 
religious seminars in his majlis. My grandmother 
remembers that she, as well as a few girls from her 
generation, would go and listen to him talk to the men. 
When the judge found out they were there, he created 
a curtain and integrated them in the majlis [translated] 
(Almuhadin 2002, pp.12-13).  
 

Noora Alshirawi (nūra alshīrawī)’s family members attended Alsayed Sharaf’s 
majlis. She said: 
 

Sheikh Sharaf announced his readiness to teach 
reading and writing to the women-behind-the-curtain 
who may be interested. Some of the women 
approached him and learned from him. He would place 
a curtain and sit behind it and recite aḥādīth and have 
discussions with women. He would teach them the 
letters of the alphabet from behind the curtain by 
asking the student about a particular letter, which she 
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would then point to with her finger. In this manner, 
many girls from the Alobaidali (alʿubaydlī) family 
learned from him: Aysha, Fatima, Aldana, and their 
half-sister Lulwa. The other religious leaders did not 
like what Sheikh Sharaf was doing, so they attacked 
him and complained to the judge Shaikh Qasim bin 
Mihza (shaykh qāsim bin mihzaʿ) [translated] (Alnajjar 
& Mattar 2017, p.227). 
 

Again, the associations between education and worship are clear. To pursue 

educational opportunities outside of kitāb, women headed to religious lectures. 

Sheikh Sharaf’s schooling was like the kitāb in his usage of religious material to 

teach reading. It differed in his exploration of aḥādīth, which are transmitted reports 

about the Prophet Mohamed’s words and actions. Sheikh Sharaf had ‘discussions 

with women,’ which allowed students to learn by understanding, not by 

memorizing.  

Kitāb empowered women in the Arabian littoral of the Gulf, because it 

presented women with more opportunities for socially acceptable employment. A 

student who had memorized the Quran could then initiate a kitāb in her home, 

teaching other students. Interlocutors from Bahrain used the term muṭawaʿah 

before the female kitāb’s name:  

There was muṭawaʿah Hessa and muṭawaʿah Latifa 
(Appendix III, p.28).  
 

Their vocation served as a title. Interlocutors from Bahrain repeatedly noted that 

the female kitāb was a respected member of society. Ahmed said:  

She was appreciated and she was a noble woman 
(Appendix III, p.29).  

 
Ali said:  
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In all these areas they would have an important role 
and this role was respected and it is not of less value 
than the muṭawaʿ (Appendix III, p.110). 

  
Ali’s comparison of the male and female kitāb insinuates that in other fields men 

may be treated with more respect than women. Both Ahmed and Ali’s evaluations 

of kitāb as a profession indicate that using muṭawaʿah as a title demands 

admiration to that woman from other members of her community. A potential 

explanation for this comparatively higher degree of deference is the strong 

association between religion and education, again. Members of Gulf communities 

extrapolated the reverence placed on Islam to people who teach its different facets: 

Quran recitation, Quran memorization, and prayer. Ultimately, lesson plans 

developed to include non-religious courses as well. However, Gulf societies 

continued associating religion with education, making ‘teachers’ one of the first 

socially acceptable modern employment options that women had.  

Qatari researcher Khalid Almulla wrote about female kitāb’s objectives. 

Their goal was ajir, which are divine rewards. Their secondary goal was khamīsīah, 

a weekly salary (Almulla 2017). His research is rooted in secondary documents. 

Almulla also weaved personal understandings of his culture throughout his 

writings. He did not interview or consult any kitāb to determine their professional 

objectives. Consequently, his evaluations are inaccurate and problematic. Almulla 

generalized two motives, assigning different levels of importance to them, to a 

large and varied group of practicing professionals. Kitāb may have found 

themselves in this vocation because of many different factors. Examples include 

academic curiosity, religious curiosity, religious faith, religious fear, social 
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expectations, and financial necessity. The degrees of each of these factors’ 

influence would have also varied from person to person. However, Almulla’s 

presumed goals indicate how members of society may have understood the kitāb. 

People may have comfortably assumed that all kitāb are interested in divine 

rewards first and a weekly salary second because they so strongly associated the 

kitāb’s educational vocation with religion. Ahmed from Bahrain provides another 

example of how society viewed the kitāb. He describes the muṭawaʿah: 

She was efficient, she was strict, she wasn’t simple, and 
she managed things very well (Appendix III, p.28)  
 

His description wasn’t limited to her profession; it also encompassed her 

professionalism. He said,  

This is a job, of course, and by the way it was a well-
paying job (Appendix III, p.29).  
 

Regardless of kitāb’s potential practice for ajir, all kitāb did indeed receive financial 

compensation.  

The khamīsīah was paid on its namesake day: khamīs (Thursday). 

Interlocutors in Bahrain said that the khamīsīah could be half a rupee or a full rupee 

(Appendix III, p.110). Almulla wrote that the khamīsīah was two rupees (Almulla 

2017, p.8). This discrepancy may be caused by variance in economies. The kitāb 

earned a weekly sum from every student she taught. In addition, the kitāb earned 

a second sum once her student had memorized the Quran in its entirety (Appendix 

III, p.110). This amount was called a khatmah, and both the students’ parents and 

other members of the community paid it. Ali from Bahrain said:  

“[The graduating student] would go around with the 
khatmah and the firīj would give money. Some of it 
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would be the student and some of it would be for the 
muṭawaʿah.” (Appendix III, p.110).  
 

The khatmah held celebratory significance. Khalid from Bahrain remembered:  

When a child memorizes the entire Quran, she would 
go out with him on a sort of parade to the child’s house, 
so they would give her a present (laughs). It was a 
special occasion, and she would get a present out of it 
(Appendix III, p.36).  
 

The present in question is a financial sum. Although the khatmah was an expected 

compensation, both the kitāb and the khatmah’s financiers treated it as a gift. 

Neither party discussed the khatmah before a student’s enrollment. The khatmah’s 

amount may vary from one student to the next, depending on the number of firīj 

members who were chipping in. It is not a predetermined figure. The muṭawaʿah 

could also work complimentary jobs to the kitāb position. During celebrations of 

the Prophet’s Birthday, known as mūlid, members of Ahmed’s Sunni Muslim 

community in Bahrain called the muṭawaʿah to recite ʾadhkār. She would then be 

compensated for her services (Appendix III, p.29). 

Hessa and Johara’s retellings of their experiences with the kitāb offer insight 

into situations in which kitāb and slavery overlap. Hessa grew up in Alhala, 

Bahrain. She was part of a conservative community with Bedouin roots, and her 

father had a high social ranking within their tribe. Her father had many slaves who 

lived in houses around their main family home. One of her father’s slaves was 

Saada (saʿdah). Saada’s father, also a slave, memorized the Quran and taught his 

daughters how to read it properly. His daughters then worked as a kitāb for all the 

firīj’s children, not just their ʿam, or slave master. Saada was Hessa’s kitāb. 
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Saada’s students went to her house, where she conducted her classes. When 

asked if Saada was paid, Hessa said:  

No, no, well, I don’t know. Maybe. She was my father’s 
slave. If he paid her, I don’t know. It was something 
between them. But she taught a lot of children 
(Appendix III, p.84). 
 

Hessa may not know the financial details because she was a child at the time. 

Generally, enslaved people practiced different professions alongside their 

domestic work. In some cases, their ʿam did not interfere with their income. In 

others, he would take it for himself. It is thus difficult to determine whether Hessa’s 

father would have paid his daughter’s kitāb. However, he provided her with the 

house she lived in and conducted classes in. Moreover, it is likely that the other 

children’s parents paid her both the khamīsīah and the khatmah. Johara, on the 

other hand, was an enslaved girl in Qatar. After emancipation, she continued to 

work as a servant to her former ʿam. In her case, her former ʿam paid for her kitāb. 

She said:  

They would give them money, because the muṭawaʿ 
wouldn’t teach us to read for free. He would teach us 
to read at the ikbārīah’s expense. The ikbārīah, the 
fathers, the ʿamām (Appendix III, p.92). 

 
Institutionalizing Education in Bahrain and Qatar 
 
 In both Bahrain and Qatar, education was institutionalized after kitāb had 

been operational for decades. American Missionaries from the Dutch Reformed 

Church arrived in Bahrain in 1890. Their presence spearheaded the development 

of the first modern school, which had separate classrooms for boys and girls. The 

Bahraini government developed a network of public schools years later. The first 
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public school was an all-boys institution. There are competing narratives about 

how the first all-girls public school came to be. Charles Belgrave’s memoirs 

repeatedly cited his wife’s efforts as the catalyst (Belgrave 1972, pp.94-96). 

Interlocutors and Bahraini publications, however, reference a separate series of 

events: the immigration of expatriate teachers from the Levant to teach in the all-

boys schools, the teacher’s family members socializing with the Bahraini female 

community, the spontaneous start of casual classes, and the subsequent 

discussions about those classes in formal majlis. In Qatar, however, the 

establishment of modern schools was a top-down campaign.  

Generally, the kitāb formed the first block in institutionalized schooling in 

Qatar. The most noteworthy muṭawaʿah is Amna Mahmoud Aljayda (āmnā 

maḥmūd aljaydah). She established her own classroom in 1938. Although it wasn’t 

the first female led kitāb in Qatar, it was the most popular. This is due to Aljayda’s 

excellence in recitation and intonation. Due to her kitāb’s importance, it was 

developed into the first semi-formal school for girls in Qatar in 1954. The Qatari 

government merged all existing female kitāb and relocated their classes to Amna 

Mahmoud Aljayda’s home, appointing her the principal. The school was 

colloquially known as Banat Aldoha (banāt aldūḥah), which translates to ‘Girls of 

Doha.’ In 1958, the Qatari government rented a large house with seven rooms in 

Jasra. The establishment was transferred to that house until 1961, after which it 

was moved to its new location in a proper school building in firīj Abdulaziz bin 

Ahmed (ʿabd alʿazīz bin aḥmad). There it remained until 1984 (Almulla 2017).  
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Amy Zwemer led the establishment of Jozat Albalut School (madrisat jūzat 

albalūṭ) in 1898 as part of the American mission’s developments in Bahrain. The 

school’s early stages took place on the Zwemer household’s porch, with a handful 

of students. The first student to enroll was a Jewish girl called Tifaha (tifāḥah). She 

was popularly known as ‘Tifaha Alyahudia (alyahūdīah),’ which translates to ‘The 

Jewish Tifaha.’ After a few months of operation, the school employed an Arabic 

instructor. There were twelve students by 1901. While most students were Muslim, 

some Jewish and Christian students enrolled as well. At its beginnings, the majority 

of the school’s students were of Persian ancestry. Persian Bahraini communities 

were more accepting of girls’ education. In 1902, two separate Jozat Albalut 

School classrooms were created on the Mason Memorial Hospital’s soil: one was 

assigned to girls, and the other to boys. Students from different socioeconomic 

backgrounds attended the school. Reports stated:  

We noticed the attendance of girls from a higher 
socioeconomic background. We accepted the poor 
people’s children, who covered their bodies with torn 
rags, and they began attending the same school as 
students dressed in gold-embroidered velvet clothing 
[translated] (Alkhalifa 1999, p.38).  
 

Schooling covered reading, writing, pronunciation, spelling, creative writing, 

arithmetic, and the study of a few non-religious texts. Khalid said,  

They would learn the Arabic language, mathematics, 
English, and home economics (Appendix III, p.34).  
 

Older students were taught embroidery and sewing during the second part of the 

school day. A dedicated building was constructed on an empty plot of land adjacent 

to the Mason Memorial Hospital in 1907. This new school building neighbored a 
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new church on the same plot. The church was intended for student use. Jozat 

Albalut School stopped being co-ed that year.  

Table 1: Student Numbers Over the Years (Alkhalifa 1999, pp.32-72) 

Year Number of Students 
1901 12 
1908 30 
1910 51 
1912 61 

 
The number of enrolled students increased fivefold between 1901 and 1912. In 

1922, the school’s name was changed to Alraja (alrajāʾ) School for Girls. Students 

from the first graduating class were employed as teachers (Alkhalifa 1999).  

Although kitāb were co-educational, schools were completely segregated. 

The American mission in Bahrain aimed to use education to convert Bahraini 

Muslims to Christianity (Alkhalifa 1999, p.14). The inauguration of a girls’ school 

was prioritized over the establishment of one for boys. The underlying premise was 

that Bahraini families were more effectively converted to Christianity through 

Bahraini wives and mothers (Alkhater 2000, p.23). Sheikha Haya bint Ali Alkhalifa 

(haya bint ʿ alī alkhalīfa) studied in the American mission’s school in the 1940s. She 

said:  

Bible studies were a required part of the curriculum that 
we studied and were examined on. They would take us 
with them to church to pray. The funny thing was that 
they would take us to church on Friday morning, then 
we would be given Saturday and Sunday off 
[translated] (Almuhadin 2002, p.7). 
 

While the American mission failed to convert Muslims, it did succeed in 

establishing a culture of gender segregation in education. Kitāb were socially 

organic institutions that happened to be co-educational. The American mission 
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established the first modern school in Bahrain, separating students according to 

their sex. Public schools, which were developed shortly after, followed suit. 

Segregation in education isn’t a direct outcome of religious and traditional mores, 

but a continuation of a decision made by a foreign body. This decision may reflect 

the missionaries’ own conservatism, as well as their response to local 

considerations on the best method of educating older children.   

The establishment of the first public school in Bahrain began with the 

formation of a management body known as hayʾat alidārah alkhayrīa liltaʿlīm 

alḥadīth, which can be translated to: The Charitable Administrative Authority for 

Modern Education (CAAME). CAAME launched hayʾat aliktitāb, a second 

association that was responsible for donation collection. These donations were 

used to construct the school’s building and to fund its administration. Membership 

in CAAME was limited to Sunni Arabs and Sunnis of Persian descent. They 

identified Muharraq as the prime location for the first public school: it was the 

capital, it was the center of government, and it was the chosen residential area for 

both members of the ruling family and members of major trade families (Bahrain 

Government Annual Reports, p.34). Incidentally, the members of these families 

were also Sunni Arabs and Sunnis of Persian descent. Power relations are 

unmistakable: individuals in power made decisions that ensured the continuation 

of that power, via education, only to people of similar social backgrounds. 

Bahrainis who lived in villages did not have easy access to this educational realm 

due to the physical distance between their residences and the school.  
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 Both religious leaders and conservative personalities strongly opposed the 

establishment of public schools. They sent letters to Bahrain’s ruler, Sheikh Isa bin 

Ali Alkhalifa, to dissuade his approval. CAAME expected such a reaction, and had 

preemptively appointed the ruler’s son, Sheikh Abdulla bin Isa Alkhalifa, as the 

project’s head. They also sought approval from judge Shaikh Qasim Almihza, who 

gave them his blessings (Alkhalifa 1999, pp.123-124). CAAME leased Ali bin 

Ibrahim Alzayani’s (alzayānī) home in the Alzayani neighborhood in Southern 

Muharraq in 1919 (Alkhalifa 1999, pp.109-112). This house became the school’s 

temporary headquarters while the official building was concurrently constructed. 

The official building was ready in 1923, and the staff and students moved there 

directly. Since its inception, the school was called Alhidaya Alkhalifia School 

(madrisat alhidāyah alkhalīfīah). It continued its operations with civil donations until 

1925, when the government took over both its management and financing 

(Alkhalifa 1999, p.117). This institution was an all-boys school. 

 CAAME proposed and deliberated the creation of a public school for female 

students, ultimately founding one in Muharraq in 1928. There were six key forces 

in this process. First were the members of the higher class who had the capacity 

to influence change due to their social position. Historical sources cited the roles 

of CAAME President Sheikh Abdulla bin Isa, CAAME Vice President Sheikh 

Ibrahim bin Mohamed, and Mohamed Ali Zainal (zaynal). Zainal was an active 

member and known trader. Belgrave praised his successful efforts in cultivating 

social acceptance for the education of girls and women (Belgrave 1972, p. 94). 

Jassim Mohamed Murad attributed the Bahraini traders’ support of girls’ education 
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to their many travels to India and their consistent contact with Indian society. He 

said,  

India enjoyed a large education renaissance, 
compared to the Gulf. Bahrainis saw girls’ education in 
India. They saw them speak in English. The Indian 
woman traveled and worked, and when Bahraini 
traders returned to Bahrain, they demanded female 
education and they pursued it [translated] (Alnajjar & 
Mattar 2017, p.233).  

 
Second was the Crown Prince Hamad bin Isa’s blessings and encouragement. 

Third was his wife Sheikha Aysha bint Rashid Alkhalifa’s support of girls’ 

education. Fourth was the endorsement and encouragement that both Charles 

Belgrave and Marjorie Belgrave presented. Fifth were the aggregate efforts of 

Othamn Al Hourani (ʿūthmān alhārūnī) and other expat teachers. Othman Al 

Hourani was a Syrian nationalist who moved to Bahrain in 1926, where he worked 

as a history and geography teacher at Alhidaya Alkhalifia School. In 1927, he 

became the school’s principal. He also recommended the employment of his expat 

colleagues to educate girls. Interview responses, along with local historical 

research, emphasize this force as the trigger that set off the first all-girls public 

schools. Sixth, and most importantly, was the female students’ eagerness to attend 

classes and receive a formal education beyond the reading lessons at kitāb. The 

agency of Bahraini women comes out strongly both with the establishment of the 

first public school for girls, as well as with the expansion of the schooling system 

and construction of syllabi. 

Othman Al Hourani arrived in Bahrain with his sister, Om Zakariya (um 

zakarīā), and her two adult children, Zakariya Albayat (al bayāt) and Fatima 
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Albayat. Zakariya worked alongside Othman in the all-boys school in Muharraq. 

Om Zakariya and her daughter Fatima socialized with the women of many families 

in Muharraq, visiting them in their homes. With time, the relationship between 

Bahraini and expatriate women deepened. When she had earned their trust, 

Fatima Albayat suggested that these families send their daughters to her after 

sunset. She proposed teaching them writing, sewing, and embroidery. Noora Al 

Shirawy wrote, 

Ms. Fatima Ali Al Obaidly said: We would be at Fatima 
Albayat’s house, and our total number reached twenty 
girls. We all knew how to read, and that’s why we didn’t 
have the slightest difficulty learning how to write, and 
math too… There weren’t designated hours, but with 
this simple [allotted time] we were able to write and 
perform simple math functions, such as addition, 
subtraction, division, and multiplication, and that’s how 
we memorized multiplication tables [translated] 
(Alshirawy 2007, pp.182-183). 
 

As Fatima Albayat’s brother, Zakariya Albayat, was an employed teacher in the 

all-boys public school, he easily sourced education materials for this makeshift 

classroom. He provided Fatima with notebooks, pencils, and books that she used 

to teach her students reading and writing (Appendix III, p.127). Her curriculum was 

attentive to employing the knowledge that students had gained at kitāb to non-

religious education. The books that Zakariya brought in were not religious texts.  

Fatima’s curriculum also extended to practical skills and visual arts. She 

taught the students different sewing styles, such as: “madrisah, tīch and sharak 

and laf” (Appendix III, p.132). She gave classes in painting, which was a novel 

pursuit. Fatima instructed her students to procure starch, mung beans, legumes, 

lentils, wooden planks, and metal cans from their homes. She would melt the 
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starch and mix in the ingredients to create paint. The students used the planks and 

cans as canvases. One of the students brought in a shaving brush, per the 

teacher’s request, and then used it as a painting implement (Appendix III, p.133). 

These lessons were all given at Albayat’s home. They motivated discussions about 

institutionalizing education for girls, culminating in the ultimate establishment of the 

first all-girls public school in Bahrain. Accordingly, the establishment of a modern 

school for girls was the result of both organic and grassroots efforts. The teachers 

were expatriates, and the educational goals they set were foreign to the community 

at the time. However, Albayat and her students created a community of teaching 

and learning after both parties decided they were interested in doing so. There 

wasn’t a top-down decision, and non-religious education was not forced onto 

unwilling students.   

 Hind retold her father’s observations and involvements in a historically 

noteworthy conversation at CAAME President Sheikh Abdulla bin Isa’s majlis. 

Upon hearing about Fatima Al-Bayat’s classes, Sheikh Abdulla asked:  

They say the girls are going at night to Zakaria Albayat’s 
sister. What’s their system? Do they get together every 
night? (Appendix III, p.133)  
 

Hind’s father then explained that the students were learning how to write. At that 

point, Othman Al Hourani suggested that the students move their makeshift 

classroom to the daytime. Hind’s father provided a culturally sensitive explanation 

of this phenomenon. Hind remembers that he said:  

Because the daughters of these big families don’t go 
out during the day. They learn at night (Appendix III, 
p.133).  
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Al Hourani then proposed formalizing the makeshift classroom, turning it into a 

school and allowing whoever would like to enroll to do so. This suggestion was 

intended to normalize the students leaving their homes during the day, as it 

provided the classroom with the same level of formality that the kitāb had. 

Moreover, Al Hourani emphasized the importance of making this school a welcome 

environment to the students who were interested, but not enforcing attendance on 

all girls in the community. According to Hind’s retelling, Al Hourani said:  

Now, you’re teaching the boys. Tomorrow, when the 
boys want to get married, they’ll marry girls who they 
consider to be ignorant. Why don’t you teach the girls, 
like you’re teaching the boys? And you already have a 
principal: Fatima Albayat (Appendix III, p.133).  
 

Al Hourani argued that girls should be provided with institutionalized 

education so that they could then be better wives to educated men. This premise 

was maintained throughout the development of a public-school network in Bahrain, 

repeatedly cited in the Government of Bahrain’s Annual Reports. While the motives 

were problematic, the result was positive: educated girls grew to become 

empowered women. Al Hourani was also quick to nominate his niece as the 

school’s principal. This nomination was merited, as she had already encouraged 

a group of women to attend her makeshift classroom. Sheikh Abdulla bin Isa 

presented this proposal to the crown prince, Sheikh Hamad bin Isa. With his 

blessings, CAAME started setting the groundwork for the first all-girls public school 

in Bahrain. The government chose the late Abdulrahman Alzayani’s house in the 

South of Muharraq City as a school. They appointed Fatima Albayat as principal. 

They hired the late Latifa Alzayani as the first Bahraini teacher. Othman Al Hourani 
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took the initiative of preparing the chairs and desks and fixing the boards in the 

classrooms (Alshirawy 2007, pp.183-185). 

 The historian Khalid Al Bassam evaluated Othman Al Hourani’s role as 

central to the establishment of institutionalized schooling for girls, mainly through 

his  

…activism [with] a group of his colleagues, along with 
cultured personalities in Bahrain, to defend the project 
and spread awareness of its necessity and the 
importance of its establishment to the people 
[translated] (Albassam 1991, p.52).  
 

This testament is not in line with Charles Belgrave’s narrative, which maintained 

that his wife Marjorie was the catalyst instead. Belgrave said that Marjorie 

expressed her disappointment in Bahrain not providing girls with the same 

educational opportunities that were provided to boys in a conversation with 

Sheikha Aysha bin Rashid Alkhalifa, Sheikh Hamad bin Isa Alkhalifa’s wife. 

Sheikha Aysha liked the idea of a school for girls and immediately pledged to 

provide her support to the endeavor, prompting Marjorie Belgrave to organize its 

formation (Belgrave 1972, p.94). Belgrave simultaneously repeated, in the 

Bahraini government’s annual reports, that institutionalized schooling for girls was 

the brainchild of both Sheikh Abdulla bin Isa Alkhalifa and the trader Mohamed Ali 

Zainal. Charles and Marjorie Belgrave were active players in the school’s 

administration.  

As expected, conservative members of Bahraini society opposed this 

development. Religious leaders attacked the girl’s school in their weekly khuṭbah, 
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which are sermons conducted every Friday in mosques. Mohamed Al Rumaihi 

described this reaction:  

Mosque imām addressed this ‘heresy’ harshly and 
violently, and they attacked the opening [of a girls’ 
school] in their Friday sermon. Their claim was that if 
girls learned how to read and write, nothing would 
prevent them from communicating with men without 
their guardians’ awareness [translated] (Alrumaihi 
1976, p.183). 
  

Al Hourani argued that education was important for girls to become better wives; 

mosque imams claimed that education would allow girls to communicate with men. 

The debates about institutionalizing education for girls often considered girls as an 

extension to the men around them: their fathers, brothers, husbands, and arbitrary 

men in their communities. Rarely, if at all, was education discussed purely for the 

benefits that girls would independently reap. Conservative members of society also 

argued that a girls’ school would negatively impact the students’ marital prospects, 

as men would not be interested in proposing to educated girls (Bahrain 

Government Annual Reports, p.110). The judge Sheikh Qasim Al Mihza, who fully 

backed the opening of a boy’s school a few years prior, condemned the prospect 

of a girl’s school in his Friday sermon (Bahrain Government Annual Reports, 

p.144). Different members of society also approached the Bahraini ruler with a 

petition against this “dangerous heresy.” They also presented this petition to 

Charles Belgrave’s office (Belgrave 1972, p.94).  

News of the new all-girls school spread immediately after its approval. 

People began reciting these lines of poetry condemning the situation:  

Yā nās chūfū ilī jarah ilī jarah mā yinkitib mā yingarah/ 
ishlah albint fī almadrisah dakhtarah hī walah 
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muhandisah/ walah wazīrah fī majlisah walah istāth ib 
madrisah/ yā nās fī galbī ḥarīj mā ʿād lī damʿ warīj/ 
āchūf bintī fī alṭirīj jidām rīāīl alfirīj (Alshirawi 2007, 
p.188). 
 

 Their translation is the following:  
 

Oh people, look at what happened, what happened 
cannot be written or read/ why is the bint at school, is 
she a doctor or is she an engineer? / Or is she a vizier 
in his majlis, or a teacher at school? / Oh people, 
there’s fire in my heart and I no longer have tears/ I see 
my daughter on the way in front of the firīj’s men. 
 

All the listed occupations in the poem are in the masculine conjugation. While 

feminine conjugations of the professions exist in the Arabic language, they were 

not used. This expresses the dissonance between the girls in question and the 

occupations of male doctor, male engineer, male vizier, and male teacher. 

Moreover, the word bint is used twice, a synonym of both ‘girl’ and ‘daughter.’ This 

reinforces the society’s patriarchal view towards girls as daughters, dependent on 

their guardians for both protection and consent. Lastly, the poem emphasizes the 

offence in a girl being on her way to school. The word alṭrīj means ‘the way,’ but 

could also mean ‘way’ as in avenue, road, or street. It is thus especially offensive 

for girls to be in the public sphere, removed from the private sphere that social 

mores dictate they live in, and be visible to men in society.  

 Regardless of the opposition that the all-girls school faced, sources indicate 

that it was less than the opposition received by the all-boys school a few years 

prior. Hind remembered,  

My father says that a man called Alṣaḥāf had said that 
Isa bin Ali was an apostate. Why was he an apostate? 
Because he opened a school to teach boys (Appendix 
III, p.133). 
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In conversation with Isa bin Ali, her father argued that all the religious leaders who 

had previously opposed the establishment of modern schools for boys eventually 

enrolled their sons. He expected society to slowly accept the all-girls schools as 

well. To ease the transition, Hind recalls her father’s suggestion:  

So, we’re not forcing anyone. Whoever wants to enroll 
her daughter can do so, and who doesn’t want to won’t 
be forced into it (Appendix III, p.133).  
 

It’s important to note that Hind’s recollection places the student’s mother in the 

center of the decision-making process. Hind continued to explain that Bahraini 

communities were quick to adapt to change. She repeatedly mentioned during her 

interviews that this adaptability could be traced back to the country’s active marine 

ports. Hind maintained that continuous exposure to different cultures encouraged 

Bahraini people to be flexible in their ways, adapting to progress quickly. She again 

places the students’ mother in the center of a hypothetical conflict regarding the 

student’s enrollment in a modern school. She said:   

If somebody insulted her and said, “Girls who went to 
school and learned how to write would write to men”, 
they’d tell them “Let her write to men!” My father, may 
he rest in peace, said the women’s renaissance, or 
what they call the women’s renaissance in Bahrain, 
started when a woman in the north held her daughter’s 
hand and took her to the south to study and learn 
(Appendix III, p.134). 
 

The statement ‘Let her write to men!’ is a contextually shockingly blasé response. 

Relationships between men and women existed within very strictly defined 

parameters. It would never have been socially acceptable for a young girl to ‘write 

to men!’ The statement is thus a challenge to the status quo. The speaker 
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underscored the comparative importance of girl’s education against the adherence 

to cultural restrictions. Moreover, the image of a mother holding her daughter’s 

hand and walking a long distance towards a school, daily, showcases the subtle 

shedding of former mores. In a society where women’s movements in the public 

realm were heavily controlled, and education was often restricted to opportunities 

within the firīj, this image is progressive.   

Consequently, the first all-girls school in the Arabian littoral of the Gulf was 

established. It was entitled Alhidaya Alkhalifia School for Girls (madrisat alhidāyah 

alkhalīfīa lilbanāt.) Othman Al Hourani wrote to the first batch of Bahraini students 

studying in Beirut:  

Thank God we have succeeded in making our way 
towards opening a school for girls … and I congratulate 
you from the bottom of my heart on this grand step that 
makes Bahrain proud to be the first country in the 
Arabian Gulf to makes it way in the education of the girl 
… And I would like to tell you that we received many 
obstacles … but all these difficulties were overcome 
because of the Bahraini people’s awareness and 
maturity, which its enemies lack [translated] (Albassam 
1991, pp.52-53).  
 

Othman Al Hourani recognized both the obstacles that this project faced, as well 

as the social characteristics that propelled their overcoming. He describes them as 

‘awareness and maturity.’ When it comes to girl’s attendance of modern schools, 

interview responses indicated a wide spectrum of perceptions. Some interlocutors 

maintained that there was a smooth transition towards institutionalized education. 

Khalid said,  

But as soon as formal education started in Bahrain, 
there was complete acceptance of it and there was no 
opposition at all (Appendix III, p.36).  
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This, of course, is a generalization and generalizations are inaccurate. However, 

Khalid’s statement is indicative of his perception of social acceptance. As an 

educated Sunni Muslim man of hawilah ʾaṣl with a European mother, Khalid may 

not have awareness of the obstacles that girls and women faced. He may also 

have been surrounded with pro-education stances, given his eventual study of 

medicine in the United Kingdom. Khalid’s evaluation implies acceptance of formal 

education within at least one social circle in Bahrain.  

When Ali was asked if the idea of ʿayb prevented some parents from 

enrolling their daughters, he said: “Surely not” (Appendix III, p.107). After a beat, 

he recognized an initial “reluctance to accept” (Appendix III, p.107). As with any 

phenomenon, it is common for general opinions to change while the public 

acclimates to the new normal. The beginnings of institutionalized education were 

Fatima Albayat’s classroom. Hind said,  

No, the Arabs knew. There was nothing wrong with it – 
that these girls were going to learn how to write 
(Appendix III, p.132). 
 

 In this context, ‘the Arabs’ is synonymous with ‘everyone.’ Hind isn’t specifying an 

ethnicity. Her insistence that there was ‘nothing wrong with it’ is realistic because 

these students would have not been able to physically leave their homes and 

attend Albayat’s class without their parents’ knowledge. Their knowledge, of 

course, denotes their approval. Moreover, the students in Albayat’s classroom 

were all from the higher social class. This means they lived according to a set of 

social mores that were specific to their lives and community. Ali clarified: 
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I mean, or they might be poor families or there might be 
prejudiced families, families that have tribal prejudice or 
are religiously extreme, to the point that they wouldn’t 
approve of a woman leaving her home … but most of 
Bahraini society was accepting, especially the 
daughters of rich families. In the beginning, honestly, 
there were the most accepting, the most cultured, the 
most prepared for their daughters to enroll in these 
schools (Appendix III, pp.107-108).  
 

Those students’ seamless attendance is, to a degree, unrelated to perceptions of 

the general public’s opportunities for education. However, it is important to note 

that the students in Albayat’s classroom were chaperoned. Hind explained,  

The servant would take them. Zilikha (zilīkha) would 
take them… Zilikha would go and walk behind them 
until they reach the house. There she’d sit and wait until 
their lesson was over. And the same was true for the 
Fakhro girls; the lady who would bring them was called 
Saeeda (Appendix III, p.132). 
 

The presence of servants improved social perceptions of these students’ mobility 

outside of their homes. The servants themselves, although also women in the 

Arabian littoral of the Gulf, were excluded from social judgment for being outside 

of their home. This is due to their ages, ethnicities, and social class. Although not 

stated explicitly, the servants were probably of either African or Baloch descent. 

They were also either enslaved people or formerly enslaved people, as the Arabic 

term for ‘servant’ is often used as an incorrect, but intended politely, placeholder 

for ‘slave.’   

Other experiences showcased a reluctance to accept institutionalized 

schooling for girls. The two main sets of reasons were apprehension towards non-

Islamic education, which extended to boys’ schooling too, and a concern that 

schooling would lead to immoral behavior. Of course, the second concern is limited 
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to girls only. The first modern school had strong ties to Christian education. Hind 

said that religious scholars protested its establishment. In her words, they argued:  

The Christians are teaching them, and they’re steering 
the students away from Islam, and they’re telling them 
Christ is God, and Mary the Virgin was pregnant 
(Appendix III, p.127).  
 

However, Hind expressed the religious scholars’ limited influence on the Bahraini 

people. While they were influential enough to underscore the people’s commitment 

to Islam, their influence did not extend towards an actual closure of the school. 

Rather, the school continued to function, students continued to attend, but the 

students did not convert to Christianity (Appendix III, p.128). As for the fear of 

immoral behavior, this was associated specifically with girls and their relationships 

with men. Throughout the interviews, the Arabic terms for ‘girls’ and ‘men,’ were 

used in this context. Not ‘girls’ and ‘boys,’ or ‘women’ and ‘men.’ This may be 

because the Arabic term for ‘girls’ is so heavily associated with virginity, implying 

that a relationship with a ‘man’ would counter that trait. This implication isn’t as 

clear when speaking of ‘girls’ and ‘boys.’ Girls and boys often played and learned 

together, with no social disapproval.  

Hessa, who came from a conservative tribal family in Bahrain, spoke about 

girls’ enrollment in modern schools:  

It was ʿayb. Back then, our family was extremely 
conservative. They would always be worried that their 
daughter was going to be a whore. I’m saying the truth 
(Appendix III, p.84)!  

 
‘Whore’ is a strong statement. Hessa’s granddaughter, who was listening to the 

interview, felt the need to apologize, amidst laughter, for her grandmother’s 
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vocabulary choice. This reaction propelled Hessa’s declaration ‘I’m saying the 

truth!’ Lulwa, a Qatari woman of tribal ʾaṣl, echoed the same sentiment. She said:  

Some girls weren’t allowed to study. Their parents said 
if she studied, she would be burūʿ. … burūʿ means 
strong. Their fathers wouldn’t allow it. They didn’t want 
her to write. They’d be afraid of other things, like flirting 
and stuff like that (Appendix III, p.102). 
 

Burūʿ has a negative connotation as well. Strong can be either a positive or 

negative descriptor for women in the Arabian Gulf. Strength is appreciated when 

associated with concepts such as motherhood, wifedom, piety, and patience. This 

is not the case when strength is associated with some forms of progress, or with 

the quality of being outspoken. The words ‘whore’ and ‘burūʿ’ are the only two 

offensive terms mentioned throughout the interviews, and they were mentioned 

when conversing about educated women. Regardless of these stances, modern 

schools were quick to spread, and a network of public schools became available 

for students in Bahrain and Qatar.  

The Expansion of Public Schools in Bahrain and Qatar 

Bahraini and Qatari girls and women played different roles in the growth of 

public schools in either country. In Bahrain, Bahraini teachers were hired very early 

on. Students completed their elementary education – or were removed from the 

final years of schooling – to receive formal training and return to the school as 

employed teachers. This increased opportunities for women’s movement and 

public visibility, both in Bahrain and abroad. Bahraini students and teachers were 

also strongly opinionated on matters related to teaching goals. Interlocutors 

expressed their frustration with the syllabi’s emphasis on teaching wifely skills, 
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such as sewing, at the expense of academia. It is unclear whether the public 

schools’ conservative teaching goals reflected Charles and Marjorie Belgrave’s 

personal opinions on what is appropriate for any girl’s education, or if they were 

indicative of the Belgraves’ specific considerations of conservatism within Bahraini 

communities. However, some members of Bahraini society were more progressive 

than the official government approach. In Qatar, on the other hand, there were less 

self-motivated initiatives in female education. The state began to intervene heavily 

to encourage education for both genders, with subsidies on allowances, 

equipment, and food. State intervention was successful, and the number of Qatari 

students and teachers in public schools grew with time.   

After the opening of Alhidaya Alkhalifia School for Girls by eight months, the 

total number of students surpassed 100. The core faculty was comprised of Fatima 

Albayat, who also acted as the school’s principal, her mother Om Zakariya, and 

the Bahraini teachers Latifa Alzayani and Shaikha Alzayani. The curriculum 

included reading, writing, arithmetic, sewing, and drawing. The school became 

popular amongst the Bahraini people, and incoming students were not limited in 

age. Rather, girls and women who were interested in enrolling were all welcome. 

A single classroom often encompassed both children and adults (Government of 

Bahrain Annual Report, Revenue and Expenditure for year 1928-1929, p.109-

110). Jassim Mohamed Murad noted that the students who enrolled for the first 

academic year came from families who were considered somewhat socially liberal 

(Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.241). The late Sakina Mohamed Al Qahtani spoke about 

the circumstances of her enrollment in the third academic year since the school’s 
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establishment, 1930-1931. Upon enrollment, Sakina was examined in both the 

Arabic language and her knowledge of the Quran by the school’s principal. She 

was then immediately placed in the third grade. She recalled her classmates’ 

names: Shaikha Ali Alzayani, Ruqaya Mohamed Alzayani, Lulwa Ahmad Aldoy, 

Fatima Yousif Alzayani, Aysha Yousif Alzayani, Hessa Ali Alobaidly, Maryam 

Ahmed Alzayani, Sabyka Hashem, Ruqaya Abdallatyf, Moza Yousif Fakhro, Amna 

Alshaykh Abdulrahman Alzayani, Salama Mubarak and Doula Mohamed Alkhlasy 

(Alqahtany 1994, p.18). All the students were from Sunni families. Shia families 

that resided in Muharraq were majorly Baharna, and they did not allow their 

daughters to enroll in the school (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.242).  

Schools empowered women not just by teaching students, but also by 

providing women with socially acceptable employment opportunities. This is an 

evolution of the socially acceptable profession of kitāb. The religious associations 

remained, but the job’s parameters changed. Rather than work from home, women 

began teaching at school. This was not a large leap in girls’ socially acceptable 

mobility, as girls and women were employed to teach at the same schools they 

had previously attended as students. Alongside teaching, girls and women were 

employed as administrators, janitors, and chaperones. Lulwa remembers janitors 

sweeping the “with brooms made of dried palm leaves (Appendix III, p.101).” Latifa 

worked as a chaperone in a school in Qatar. She is a formerly enslaved woman of 

African descent. She said:  

I worked in a school… I used to take girls and bring 
food to them and bring things to them. I would go to 
Doha with the teachers and the driver. The driver and I 
would take them, and we would go in and take their 
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things and bring them whatever they wanted (Appendix 
III, p.90). 
 

This profession does not differ largely from that of a servant at home. Latifa’s race 

and social class predisposed her employment as a chaperone in a school, and not 

as a teacher. Of course, all these jobs were paying. Women received salaries, as 

opposed to the traditionally organized financially compensation they received as 

kitāb. Fatima said,  

Yes, the salary is hers. If her family needs help, she 
would help her family. If they don’t need help, they let 
her keep her salary instead of spending on her 
(Appendix III, p.52). 
 

Women thus began working several professions in public schools in both Qatar 

and Bahrain.  

In Bahrain, public school faculty members received a monthly salary. In 

Muharraq, Fatima Albayat received 150 rupees as the principal. Latifa Alzayani’s 

teacher’s salary was 50 riyals, while Shaikha Alzayani’s was 30 rupees. In 

Manama, Hajar Rashed and Saleema Hussain were both paid 30 riyals as 

teachers. Sinia Adham received 200 rupees as the principal of the girl’s school in 

Manama (Government of Bahrain Annual Report for Year 1929-1930, pp.144-145, 

150). She was a Syrian teacher who had qualifications from the Teaching College 

in Syria. Sinia emigrated with her husband Faeq Adham, who was hired to oversee 

education in Bahrain (Government of Bahrain Annual Report for Year 1930-1931, 

pp.138-139). Fatima AlBayat worked as a principal for two years, and then she left 

Bahrain. The government then hired the Lebanese sisters Arifa Supreeh and 

Khanzadah Supreeh. Arifa replaced Fatima AlBayat as the principal in Muharraq, 
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while Khanzadah was appointed as a teacher in the same school. The Bahraini 

government hired three more Syrian teachers for the 1930-1931 academic year. 

In 1938, the Bahraini government funded the first female student’s education 

abroad. Lulwa Mohamed Alzayani was trained to be a teacher at the British Council 

in Beirut, after completing her schooling in Bahrain (Government of Bahrain Annual 

Report for Mar. 1937-Feb. 1938, p.17). 

The need for teachers increased with the incremental expansion of the all-

girls schools. To meet this demand, the Ministry of Education began hiring students 

who had completed at least three years of schooling. The first such hire was 

Maryam Ahmed Alzayani, who had completed the third grade in the school in 

Muharraq. The second was Sakina Mohamed Al Qahtani, who had completed five 

months of the fourth grade before being appointed a teacher in the same school. 

The practice of hiring new teachers from within the student body before they 

completed their education continued well into the 1940s. Aysha Isa Alfa’iz (alfāʾiz) 

recalled being pulled out of the sixth grade in Muharraq to begin her career as a 

teacher in the same school (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.246).  

Teachers were leaving their jobs to become housewives immediately 

following marriage. This was especially taxing because teachers had completed 

their education up to graduation, and then gained experience for a few years. 

Fatima taught for a few years before marriage. She then stopped working and had 

children. Following her husband’s passing and her children’s growth, she went 

back to school to both teach and learn. She said:   

And then I went back to teaching. And then I went back 
to school. I took a lot of courses while I was working. I 
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did a course on business management. I did Doctor 
Nasser’s course. I did Doctor Saidawi’s course. I did a 
lot of courses in the school I was teaching in, too 
(Appendix III, p.50). 
 

Eventually, Fatima became vice principal, and then principal. Her drive stemmed 

from three different facets of her identity. Fatima was married to a wealthy pearl 

merchant. His social status allowed her to dictate, to an extent, what was socially 

acceptable. Fatima’s husband had passed away. She was at a stage in her life in 

which women often received less scrutiny than their younger, still unmarried, 

counterparts. Fatima’s personality was also extremely driven. She persuaded her 

parents to enroll her in a public school while they were not fully accepting of girls’ 

education. She also instilled her values of hard work and an appreciation for 

knowledge in her children, encouraging them to pursue opportunities that were 

unavailable to her.  

The social expectation placed on young girls to marry was evident in the 

design of public schools’ syllabi. Marjorie Belgrave was appointed supervisor to 

girls’ education in the 1939-1940 academic year. The Ministry of Education hired 

Adrian-Vallance to prepare a report about schools in Bahrain and potential modes 

of improvement. Adrian-Vallance submitted his report to the ruler Sheikh Hamad 

bin Isa Alkhalifa on September 1, 1939. The section pertaining to girls’ schools 

stressed the importance of theoretical education, warning of it is neglect in favor 

of home economics. This perspective did not influence the Ministry of Education’s 

strategy. The public-school curriculum was concerned with preparing young girls 

for their impending roles as wives, homemakers, and mothers. Sheikha Lulwa bint 

Mohamed Alkhalifa recalled learning cooking, sewing, and homemaking at school 
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(Almuhadin 1997, p.11). The Bahraini government’s annual report for the same 

year stated a renewed focus on home making and childcare classes in girls’ 

schools. The same report asserted financial independence as the goal for boys’ 

education. It justified the discrepancy between the two by highlighting women’s 

limited employment opportunities compared to men, with jobs only available in the 

fields of health and education (Government of Bahrain Annual Report for Feb 

1939-Feb 1940, pp.32-33).  

Girls’ public schools began hosting an embroidery exhibition during the 

1934-1935 school year. In 1942, the public annual exhibition of needlework was 

held at the ruler’s palace in Manama. Students from all schools partook in the 

creation of embroidered artwork (Alnajjar & Mattar 2017, p.250). In their interview, 

Hind and Sara expressed disapproval of the annual needlework exhibitions. The 

conversation began with Hind angrily cursing Marjorie Belgrave. When asked for 

the reason behind her irritation, she presented her observation of Belgrave’s 

interest in needlework as unnecessary and tiresome. According to Hind, Belgrave 

pressured both the all-girls’ public schools’ teachers and students into 

embroidering “massive” sheets of fabric (Appendix III, p.135). When reflecting on 

their size, she asked,  

These weren’t sheets… I mean, what were they? 
(Appendix III, p.135).  
 

Hind said: 

 …she diverted the school’s focus from education to 
sewing and embroidery to the extent that each school 
would conduct an exhibition for sewing. I mean; now this 
is an elementary school. You’re supposed to teach them 
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and develop their writing and help them (Appendix III, 
p.135).  
 

Moreover, some teachers worked overnight to complete these projects. Sara 

spoke about Hind’s sister, who taught in a public school and sewed sheets for the 

exhibitions. She said:  

…her sister told me that day would break, and they 
wouldn’t have gone home yet (Appendix III, p.136).  
 

Hind and Sara’s assessment was that the teachers and students were taken 

advantage of, and Belgrave’s interest wrongly swayed towards needlework. Hind 

said: 

If the advisor’s wife really cared about education, more 
than she cared about sewing, schools would be very 
different (Appendix III, p.136). 
 

By 1946, needlework was given more attention in the girls’ curriculum. A Syrian 

principal was hired to supervise needlework and the arts, specifically drawing, 

tailoring, cutting, sewing, and embroidery, in all the schools. A needlework teacher 

was assigned in each campus. With the help of the British Council, the Ministry of 

Education started importing thread and fabric from Egypt. The Government of 

Bahrain’s Annual Report justified this increased attention to needlework as follows:  

The hijab system prevents women from working outside 
of their homes. Knitting and embroidery do not just 
provide girls with a profession; they also help her 
generate income at home after leaving school. A lot of 
students who completed their studies made an income 
by sewing in their homes [translated] (Government of 
Bahrain Annual Report 1946, pp. 42-43). 
 

This justification falls in line with the original reasoning behind schooling for girls: 

to mold better homemakers and wives. Bahraini girls and women’s continued 
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frustration with the focus on home economics, as well as their interest in a more 

academic curriculum, highlights their relatively progressive positionality. These 

Bahraini girls and women were active actors in the development and expansion of 

public schools.  

In Qatar, state intervention motivated the development of women’s 

education. To encourage enrollment in public schools, the Qatari government 

offered students, and by extension their families, multiple benefits. Sheikh Khalifa 

bin Hamad Al Thani, the Minister of Education, spearheaded these benefits in the 

1956-1957 academic year. First, education was completely subsidized. The Qatari 

government funded citizens’ schooling, including all educational supplies. The 

students’ parents thus carry no financial burden. From the academic year 1956-

1957 until the academic year 1962-1963, the Ministry of Education rewarded all 

students a monthly stipend. At the start of every Hijri calendar month, the school 

accountant administered these allowances in the classrooms. Lulwa remembered,  

The government gave us salaries. They gave us 45 riyals 
every month, and they enrolled us, and they held us 
accountable (Appendix III, p.101) 
 

Khalid AlMulla maintains that students received a different amount: 15 rupees, with 

a five-rupee annual raise. AlMulla writes:  

The daily allowance I received from my mother, may 
she rest in peace, was half a rupee. Four ānas (the 
equivalent of half a riyal today) was enough to spend on 
the rest of my day, either purchasing sherbet or samosa 
from bism Allah restaurant in Souq Wagef or buying 
some sweets from the alshāfʿī cold store in firīj albārḥah 
[translated] (Almulla 2017, p.27).  
 



	 	

269 
 

The discrepancy in Lulwa and Khalid’s salaries may be due to their enrollment in 

different years, or different schools, or simply due to the fallibility of human 

memory. Regardless of the amount, students certainly received a stipend that they 

used to make purchases. After 1963, this stipend was offered to higher education 

students only. Eventually, it was allocated to high school science majors as well. 

Second, students were provided with meals at school. This was an essential 

benefit of enrolling; students in cities were offered breakfast and lunch, while 

students in villages were presented with an allowance for meals. At the designated 

break time, the class presidents and scouts would leave the classroom to retrieve 

meals for everyone else in a large wooden crate. Alternatively, all the students 

would line up at the nutrition department within the school where meals would be 

given to them individually. Each student typically received a transparent plastic bag 

that had either an apple or an orange, a carton of milk, two triangles of cheese, 

two boiled eggs, and two pieces of bread. Students often took these meals home 

to their families, choosing to eat another snack from traveling salespeople near the 

schools. Students were able to purchase these snacks using their government-

allotted stipend. Lulwa recalled:  

And we had a jifīr filled with sweets and samosas from 
Doha. And she would bring us some lemon and we 
would buy breakfast for half a riyal. Our parents gave 
us half a riyal. And when we went to the khabāz we 
would buy khubiz and each girl had a jifīr of chickpeas 
and a jifīr of fava beans and khubiz from the khubiz. 
One of them would run and buy a can of sauce. We 
wouldn’t even have a can opener for it. We would put 
it on a rock and pop it and pour it onto the khubiz 
(Appendix III, p.101).  
 

She also described how water was made available to the students. Lulwa said: 
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They would also give us glasses for water; we would 
drink from them. We called them bāldy. They were 
made from metal. And we had a pool of water in the 
middle of the school. It was a pool made of cement and 
we would drink from it. The water tanker would come 
and pour water into it (Appenduix III, p.101). 
 

This provision continued until the 1965-1966 school year, after which meals were 

limited to students in industrial schools only. 

 Third, the Qatari government provided male and female students with 

clothing. Each student was given two outfits for the winter and two outfits for the 

summer, along with a pair of shoes. Students’ family members often wore those 

outfits and shoes as well, due to their limited financial abilities at the time. This 

continued until the 1962-1963 school year. The government also provided students 

who were orphaned or from underprivileged families with the necessary social 

support to sustain their education. It also stipulated all students with the 

requirements for extracurricular activities, maintaining the necessity of a 

stimulating environment outside of school. Students could join sports teams and 

become scouts, receiving the essential clothing items, tools, devices, meals, and 

transportation. Healthcare was also provided for all students; the Ministry of 

Education began insuring it in the 1954-1955 academic year via one physician and 

two nurses. This service was then expanded to a school health administration that 

provided all prevention and treatment amenities. The Ministry provided 

transportation for all students to schools in either the cities or villages, as well 

(Almulla 2017).  
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In Qatar, the elementary curriculum’s central foci were instilling the 

principles of Islamic faith, inspiring pride in the Qatari nation, and imparting 

awareness in that nation’s values, traditions, and legacy. Academically, the 

curriculum aimed to provide students reading, writing, and arithmetic skills. It also 

promoted the students’ social and psychological development. The Ministry of 

Education targeted complete reliance on female educators for both all-boys and 

all-girls elementary schools, citing the positive impact that the feminine has on the 

students’ early education. Women were considered better teachers than men, due 

to their perceived greater emotional sensitivity and maternal instincts.  

In both Bahrain and Qatar, education encouraged society to accept 

women’s mobility outside of the previously stringent physical parameters. In 1927, 

Othman Al Hourani proposed the provision of a scholarship to outstanding 

students to complete their studies abroad. In the 1939-1939 academic year, the 

Ministry of Education provided two female students with scholarships to study 

teaching in Lebanon. They were Sharifa Mohamed Alzayani, Lulwa’s sister, and 

Zafarana Saeed (Government of Bahrain Annual Report for Mar. 1938 – Feb. 

1939, p.27). In the 1949-1950 school year, the Ministry provided a student with a 

scholarship to finish the seventh grade in an English school in Baalbek, Lebanon 

(Government of Bahrain Annual Report for Oct. 1949 – Oct. 1940). In Qatar, 

sponsorship was not limited to elementary, middle, and high schools. All citizens 

also had higher education scholarships. Their purpose was to encourage students’ 

matriculation in either Arab or Western universities. These scholarships included 

the tuition, housing fees, a monthly allowance, travel tickets, and financial 
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compensation for textbooks. Moreover, the top ten students to graduate from the 

dār were given further studies scholarships to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and 

other Arab Gulf countries (Almulla 2017). These scholarships caused a ripple 

effect. As the government was encouraging girls to travel abroad, society began 

accepting girls’ independent travel. Khalid from Bahrain remembered,  

…Some girls went on their own tab. Families that were 
well off sent their daughters to London to study. Others 
sent them to Beirut, to Baghdad, and to Cairo 
(Appendix III, p.35).  
 

Basma from Bahrain also remembered,  

Women began taking off and they started going and 
coming everywhere, do you know what I mean? In the 
late ‘50s we also went to Beirut, and we studied and so 
on and so on (Appendix III, p.118). 
 

She studied first in Lebanon, and then continued her education in both Paris and 

the United States. 

CONCLUSION 

 During the pearl trade and early oil era, girls and women were active within 

educational institutions in Bahrain and Qatar. Within the kitāb paradigm, girls 

attended classes to memorize the Quran – which imparted them with reading skills 

– while women conducted classes that resulted in their payment both weekly and 

annually. Girls and women were also active in the establishment and development 

of public schools in Bahrain. Via grassroots efforts, girls and women gathered to 

teach and learn non-religious subjects. This was a deviation from the kitāb’s 

curriculum. Girls and women then critiqued the focus on home economics once 

public schools were officially established, frustrated with the weight placed on 
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needlework. In Qatar, on the other hand, the establishment and development of 

public education was a top-down affair. Government intervention encouraged girls 

to enroll as students and ultimately work as teachers. Girls and women’s 

involvement in educational institutions increased their public visibility both locally 

and abroad.  

 In both Bahrain and Qatar, education provided women with the capacity for 

waged labor. Within the kitāb structure, women received both a weekly khamīsīah 

as well as a khatmah upon each student’s complete memorization of the Quran. 

Following the institutionalization of schooling, girls and women became employed 

as both teachers and principals. With time, increased education allowed for 

women’s employment in other fields including medicine, which was discussed in 

‘Chapter III: Healthcare Hegemony.' Girl’s and women’s education also influenced 

women’s capacities for unwaged labors. The expansion of the public schooling 

network and the normalization of girls’ education resulted in an increase in girls’ 

mean marital age. Most importantly, many women rallied for their daughters’ 

education, stating ‘Let them write to men!’ when asked if they feared for the girls’ 

chastity and modesty (Appendix III, p.144). This change in perspective ultimately 

resulted in further social reform.   
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CONCLUSION 
 

“The past is not dead. In fact, it’s not even past.” – William Faulkner 

My mother enrolled me in a private co-ed school when I was four years old. 

I wore a Pocahontas sweater and thick black leggings on my first day, because my 

uniform was not ready yet. After that, I attended kindergarten and primary school 

in a white button-down shirt and a light green pinafore, with a matching light green 

sweater for the colder months. For middle and high school, students wore a white 

polo shirt and forest green trousers. During our final year, we wore black hoodies 

decorated with a stallion, the school’s mascot, in bright yellow. On my first day, in 

early January 1996, I played football with girls and boys who became lifelong 

friends. We graduated together in the summer of 2008. Since then, I graduated 

from both American and British universities. I exclusively read books, watched 

television shows, and listened to music in English. Along with my education, the 

Western media I consumed shaped my worldview. I decided to wear the hijab 

when I was 14 years old, and at 26 I opted for a modernized arranged marriage. I 

occupy a delicate space as an Arab woman who identifies with both local and 

Western cultures.  

Like other forms of scholarly enquiry, anthropology is not neutral. With roots 

in settler colonialism, anthropology traditionally objectified non-European peoples, 

labeling them as ‘primitive’ or ‘ancient’ alongside a graded scale of civilization. As 

an Arab woman interested in studying her own society throughout history, I 

approached this research project with an acknowledgment of the field’s unethical 

pitfalls. My own identity should mitigate a long-standing problem. While writing 
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about local cultures to a British university may otherwise have classified me as a 

‘native informant,’ I used my positionality as an academic to write both for and with 

the Gulf. I aim to make Gulf women more historically visible by approaching women 

narrators as partners in knowledge production.   

 This research project set out to fill an important gap in the academic 

literature on the Middle East. It encapsulates women’s lived experiences in Bahrain 

and Qatar during the pearl trade and early oil era. More importantly, it encourages 

a consideration of how traditional approaches to data collection, synthesis, and 

presentation can be adapted to more gently and respectfully represent non-

Western cultures. Language is a component of nationhood and group 

consciousness. To prevent misinformation, I opted to translate the interviews – 

with exceptions. Those exceptions were words that either did not have a direct 

translation in the English language or were specifically weighted with culturally 

sensitive connotations in Arabic. Those Arabic words were then transliterated, with 

definitions and explanations provided in the footnotes of the interview transcripts. 

As an Arab woman with emic understandings of the language interlocutors knew, 

I assumed that I would accurately distinguish which terms required deeper 

understandings. However, my partial translation is also a reflection of my own 

worldview. While objectivity is impossible, it is imperative that I acknowledge this 

potential area for researcher bias. As an Arab woman translating interviews by 

Arab women, I am potentially adding a layer of synthesis that both dilutes the 

interlocutors’ message and includes my own positionality.  
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Although this research project began with a focus on women, conversations 

with interlocutors directed its scope to also include girlhood. The four dominant 

conversational themes – dress, marriage, health, and education – encompassed 

experiences from the interlocutors’ childhood. They also directed this dissertation’s 

exploration of how women lived in the past, by identifying the economic and social 

roles that women played during the pearl trade and early oil era. Interlocutors’ 

experiences showed instances in which the parameters of ʿayb were broadened 

to accommodate for the possibility of production through waged labor. These 

parameters were also both broadened to encourage unwaged labor, as well as 

narrowed to enforce it. While this dissertation divided its synthesis of data into four 

distinct chapters, it is important to recognize that girls – and women – experienced 

those four facets of their lives simultaneously.  

As members of pronatalist societies, women’s capacity to bear and raise 

children dictated much of their lives. These roles were so essential to a woman’s 

identity that little girls were recognized as ‘women’ immediately following their 

weddings. Regardless of their age or physical maturation, child brides became 

socially perceived as ‘women.’ As marriage and socially acceptable sexual activity 

were exclusively bonded, to become a ‘woman’ is to become socially capable of 

bearing children. Pregnancy, childbirth, and breastfeeding were, and still are, both 

socially framed biological roles and unwaged labors.  

Women performed both social and economic roles through dress. Mothers 

dressed their young girls in bikhnag to signal their unmarried status and, implicitly, 

their virginity. These signifiers motivated degrees of social isolation, because 
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certain conditions dictated that it was ʿayb for girls and women to move through 

the public sphere. Donning the bikhnag, girls attended coed kitāb, or a girls-only 

school, and only socialized with girls their age. Mothers taught their daughters to 

avoid socialization with women outside of their immediate families. Women were 

socially responsible for the planning of engagements, and girls’ socialization might 

inadvertently signal an eagerness to marry. This presumed eagerness counters 

the socially desired requirement of a sexually unaware bride. Girls were child 

brides, reduced to a subhuman form in an exchange between men that created 

homosocial bonds. At the point of marriage, girls were socially identified as women: 

they began performing womanness through a change in their dress, and the 

parameters of ʿayb that dictated their movement through the public sphere 

changed. Immediately, girls were removed from their kitāb – or school – and 

moved into their husband’s family’s home. With time, schools’ retention of female 

students and girls’ average marital age both increased.  

 All women were responsible for the bearing of children, but only women who 

did not belong to the higher social class were additionally responsible for other 

labors. Within their own families, women performed unwaged labors such sewing 

and embroidering clothing, as well as treating the ill with traditional medicine. 

Women lived in patrilocal residences, and consequently performed household 

chores for their extended family members. Often, unwaged labors were associated 

with a social component. Women would gather to wash clothes during the morning, 

or to sew and embroider clothing later in the day. As women’s movement through 
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the public sphere was often constrained, these gatherings’ social acceptance 

encouraged women’s completion of their unwaged labors.   

 The social institutions of dress and marriage both emphasized the social 

value place on women’s childrearing. Although strictly restrictive to girls’ 

opportunities, the social institutions’ related industries created countless prospects 

for women’s waged labors. Those waged labors included the construction of 

clothing for sale, as well as the multiple professions related to marriage 

arrangement and wedding orchestration. Women also performed waged labors as 

traditional medicine practitioners, hospital employees, kitāb, and educators and 

administrators within the public-school network. Interlocutors repeatedly asserted 

that it was not ʿayb for women to work and receive income. Women who partook 

in wedding orchestration often performed several services, receiving 

compensation in the form of gifts from the bridal party. Traditional medicine 

practitioners and educators received pre-determined financial compensation. 

Women were also financially compensated for the clothing they created and sold, 

although the customer determined the price. Women who were servants, 

enslaved, or formerly enslaved servants were not compensated for their services 

financially. Servants were provided with meals and clothing, but they returned to 

their homes at the end of the working day. Enslaved women lived with their 

enslavers. Formerly enslaved servants often maintained the working and living 

conditions of their enslavement but identified themselves as free following their 

emancipation or manumission.    
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 To perform these waged labors, women left their homes and moved through 

the public sphere. While this movement ostensibly runs counter to society’s 

expectation for women’s exclusive occupation of the private sphere, it is instead 

an extrapolation of that thought process. Women used their dress as a tool to 

symbolically extend their private sphere into the public. By donning the appropriate 

face-covers and cloaks for their social status, they maintained their privacy while 

earning waged labors. Women from the highest social class had no requirement 

to make a living and were consequently shielded away from the public sphere the 

most. Their movement out of their residences was minimal and done with 

exaggerated coverings. On the other extreme of the social stratification pyramid, 

enslaved women were permanently in the public sphere. Regardless of their 

symbolic dress to maintain their privacy, they lived with their enslavers and 

routinely worked alongside men. This is evident as well in wedding orchestration, 

as many women who worked in the wedding industry were either enslaved or 

formerly enslaved servants. Whilst it was ʿayb for women to occupy space in the 

public sphere, it became socially acceptable for them to do so if they both needed 

to generate income and dressed in a manner that symbolically maintained their 

privacy.  

 Oscillations in the parameters of ʿayb also paved the way for larger 

developments in Bahraini and Qatari society’s history. The increased availability 

of Western medicine eventually motivated women’s physical movement to 

hospitals to receive healthcare. Women’s acceptance of healthcare and refusal of 

missionaries’ Christian education prevented hegemony formation, with 
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conservative Muslim hegemony on one hand and Christian colonialist hegemony 

on the other. Women’s grassroots effort at establishing education for girls is 

evidence of their careful manipulation of ʿayb’s parameters. Initially, women met 

to teach and learn under novel circumstances, which were still socially acceptable. 

They met at night, in a home, accompanied by servants, and without the 

attendance of boys or men. This evident demand for girls’ education ignited the 

establishment of an all-girls public school. Women then enrolled their daughters, 

gradually increasing the social acceptance of educated girls. This, in turn, 

positioned schools as a socially acceptable institution for employment.  

 An important research objective was to identify the specific experiences 

women had in relation to intersections in their identity. An understanding of those 

experiences considering women’s identities prevents the formation of 

generalizations and, ultimately, stereotypes. While this synthesis augmented the 

shared experiences between women of similar identities, there were still many 

overarching shared experiences. Discrepancies in the timelines of shared 

experiences are a recommendation for further research. While some girls were still 

attending the kitāb, others were pursuing higher education abroad. While some 

women had fully accepted labor and delivery at hospitals, others were still 

undergoing home births. Today, homebirths are illegal in Qatar. This places labor 

and delivery on a timeline in which the movement away from homebirths is a sign 

of progress. While it may seem that the social acceptance of various behaviors 

changed to encompass more contemporary ventures with time, girls and women 

often occupied space in overlapping variations of the same social institution. To 
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achieve a more detailed understanding of why certain girls and women had 

different opportunities, interviews would have benefited from increased 

timestamps. The interviews conducted were conversational in nature and asking 

interlocutors to identify the years of certain experiences would have been 

unnatural. However, secondary interviews or follow-up questions might rectify that 

problem.  

 The transmutation of the interlocutors’ messages through the requirements 

of academic research, the interlocutors’ overlapping timelines, and my partnership 

with narrators in the production of knowledge about their own lives resulted in a 

fundamental realization: my conduction and presentation of this research is the 

culmination of the spaces women occupied during the pearling and early oil eras. 

The grassroots efforts for increased education opportunities paved the way for the 

development of new schools, with more rigorous syllabi. The reshaping of 

educated women’s social perception into one of higher value and respect 

encouraged my mother’s enrollment of her daughter, as well as her own education. 

My experiences are a continuation of my interlocutors. Although recorded histories 

and captured photographs would suggest otherwise, many women in Bahrain and 

Qatar were just as visible in the pearling and early oil era societies as I am today. 
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APPENDIX I: INTERLOCUTORS’ BIOGRAPHIES 
 

The following short descriptions give insight into the interlocutors’ distinct 

identities. The interlocutors either provided this information in their interviews, or I 

was able to infer it from contextual cues. I did not ask the interlocutors about 

religious sect or ethnicity, owing to the sensitivity that these topics may have. In an 

interview conducted by Msheireb Museums, Hala (Hāla) was listing different areas 

of residence. One of the areas’ names contained the word baḥārnah. Rather than 

comfortably saying the word, as she did with the names of all the other areas of 

residence, Hala whispered it. Her behavior indicated reduced comfort levels, 

especially as the conversation was not even about Sunni or Shi’a Islam. The 

interlocutors’ religious sect or ethnicity was sometimes evident because of their 

name, dialect, or are of residence. The interlocutors’ exact ages were also difficult 

to decipher, as many of them simply were not aware of their year of birth. However, 

I provide rough estimates.  

 Amna (Āmna) was born in the 1940s. She is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini 

woman who lives in a predominantly Sunni neighborhood in Muharraq. She 

completed her schooling in Bahrain and her undergraduate studies in Lebanon. 

Amna is fluent in both Arabic and French. She worked in various governmental 

organizations and ministries in Bahrain until the age of retirement. She described 

her family’s financial circumstances as ‘poor.’12 Her ʾ aṣl is Arab. Although she does 

not have tribal roots, she mentioned that her grandmother is a tribal Arab. She 

	
12 Interview with Āmna (Appendix I). 
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never married and does not have children. Amna declined a second interview, 

saying that she does not have anything else to share.  

 Bader (Badir) is a Shi’a Muslim Bahraini man who was born in the 1940s. 

His ʾaṣl is baḥārnah, and he lives in a predominantly Shi’a neighborhood in 

Manama. Bader completed his schooling in Bahrain and graduated from a 

university in England. He worked as an educator in Bahrain and spent his 

retirement practicing public speaking and writing. Bader never married and does 

not have children.     

 Ahmed (Aḥmad) is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini man who was born in the 

1950s. His ʾaṣl is nontribal Arab. He completed his high school education in 

Bahrain, and immediately began working in a publishing house. At the time of the 

interview, Ahmed was employed in a governmental institution responsible for the 

coordination of cultural events. This is reflected in his interview, as his perspective 

is in line with official historical narratives. This does not discount his answers’ 

accuracy, but Ahmed’s employment in a governmental institution that is focused 

on culture and history must be recognized.  

 Khalid (Khālid) is a Bahraini man who was born in the 1940s. He is a Sunni 

Muslim of hawilah ʾaṣl. Khalid completed his schooling in Bahrain and moved to 

Ireland to study medicine. There, he met and married a European woman, and 

they had children. Khalid and his family then returned to Bahrain, where he forged 

a career as an academic professor and medical doctor. He still works as a medical 

consultant. Khalid’s rich knowledge and experience in the field of medicine support 

the statements he makes about the history of pregnancy and childbirth in Bahrain.   
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 Eman (Iymān) was born in the 1960s. She is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini 

woman. Eman is a member of a prominent family of pearl traders. She married a 

man from another prominent family of pearl traders. They currently live in a 

suburban town with their children. Eman completed her schooling in Bahrain, 

graduated from a university in Lebanon, and worked in accounting until she had 

children. She is of tribal Arab ʾaṣl.  

 Fatima (Fāṭma) is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini woman. She is of hawalah ʾaṣl. 

She was born in a predominantly Sunni Muslim neighborhood in Muharraq in the 

1930s. She described her family’s financial situation as “average” (Appendix III, p. 

51-52). She completed elementary education in Bahrain and then immediately 

began working as a teacher. At a very young age, she was married off to a wealthy 

pearl merchant who had multiple wives. Following her wedding, she moved to a 

metropolitan city. At the time of the interview, she was retired and widowed. Since 

then, she passed away. Fatima had many children and grandchildren. 

 Nayla (Naylah) is Fatima’s younger sister. She is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini 

woman of hawalah ʾaṣl. Nayla was born in the 1930s. She moved in with Fatima 

following Fatima’s marriage to a wealthy pearl merchant. This was common 

practice, as the pearl merchant had multiple wives and thus lived in multiple 

houses. Nayla resided in Fatima’s house with her, providing her with company. As 

he was wealthy, Fatima’s husband financed Nayla’s wellbeing. This was a great 

benefit to both Nayla and, by extension, her father. Nayla completed her 

elementary education in Bahrain but did not pursue a career. Eventually, she wed 

and had children of her own.  
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 Johara (Jwhara) is a Sunni Muslim Qatari woman of African ʾaṣl. She was 

born in 1950. Johara is a descendent of enslaved peoples, and her mother served 

members of the Althani family. As a result, Johara’s grandmother was her primary 

caregiver. Johara was manumitted in 1952. However, her servitude began after 

her supposed enfranchisement. As a child, Johara joined her enslaved mother and 

was assigned to an older sheikh within that family. Eventually, Johara was married 

off to her aunt’s husband. She had children. At different times, she worked at a 

school and a hospital. Growing up, Johara lived between the Qatari desert in the 

winter, and Alkhor (Al Khwr) for the rest of the year. She moved to Doha as an 

adult, but ultimately returned to Alkhor. Johara assertively praised the past, 

extolling the virtues of obedience while describing situations of slavery and abuse. 

She had an unreliably positive outlook on her life and its circumstances. Johara 

gave two interviews and provided photos of her passport and manumission papers. 

Since the interview, she passed away. 

 Muneera (Munyrah) is an Omani woman. Muneera is a Muslim, but her sect 

is unclear. Her ʾaṣl is unclear as well. She was born in the 1940s. When she was 

seven years old, Muneera moved to Qatar. When she was 15, she was married off 

to a Qatari man. They were not related. At 17, she had the first of her children. 

Muneera only gave birth at hospitals. She grew up without servants and did not 

travel. She lives in Alkhor.  

 Dana (Dānah) is a Sunni Muslim Qatari woman who was born in the 1960s. 

She is of tribal Arab ʾaṣl. Dana participated in the interview to share stories from 

her mother and grandmother’s lives. Her interview was conducted in English. Dana 
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attended the meeting wearing jeans and a blouse. This is notable because it is 

atypical: Qatari women always wear traditional dress locally. Her attire shows that 

she is distancing herself from Qatari tradition. Dana described the culture shift her 

parents experienced when they moved from Bahrain to Qatar. She calls her 

Bahraini grandmother a “liberal” woman (Appendix, p.80). Dana is a single parent 

to one daughter. She currently lives in Doha, where she runs her own business.  

 Hessa (Ḥiṣa) is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini woman. She was born in the 

1940s. Hessa is of tribal Arab ʾaṣl. Her father was the tribe’s sheikh, and he 

enslaved many peoples. One of them raised Hessa. Another taught her, along with 

the other children in the community, how to read the Quran. At 17, Hessa was 

married off to her paternal cousin. He was Qatari, so she moved to Qatar to be 

with him. There, they set roots and had many children. Hessa currently lives in 

Doha.   

 Latifa (Liṭyfa) is a Sunni Muslim Qatari woman who was born in the 1950s. 

She is of African ʾaṣl. She married when she was “20 or 30 years old” (Appendix, 

p.88). Her vague answer indicates that Latifa might not have been comfortable 

sharing personal information. She was part of a folk band and used to sing in 

weddings. To supplement her answer to a question on marriage, Latifa sang a line 

from a folk song. When the interview was ending, she sang a few lines from 

another folk song. The lyrics and translations are included in the interview. She 

lives in Alkhor.  

 Lulwa (Luwlwah) is a Sunni Muslim Qatari woman who was born in the 

1940s. She is of tribal Arab ʾaṣl. Lulwa learned how to read the Quran. She then 
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attended school for four or five years. Her education was interrupted by a move to 

Kuwait because of tribal disputes. At 14, Lulwa was married off to a man in his 

thirties. He was a Qatari and from her family. She moved back to Qatar, where she 

had four daughters. Lulwa completed her elementary studies by attending a 

continuing education institute. During that process, she had a fifth daughter. After 

graduation, she had a sixth. She currently lives in Doha. During her interview, she 

told two traditional folk stories.  

 Ali (ʿAly) is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini man who was born in the 1950s. He 

did not share his personal experiences. Rather, Ali spoke about the different 

professions that women had during the pearl trade era. This conversation included 

details about beautification, irrigation, matchmaking, medicine, perfumery, sewing, 

and wedding preparation. He maintained that society was very accepting of 

working women. Ali also briefly spoke about women’s schooling and spending 

habits. 

 Abdulla (ʿAbdallah) is a Bahraini man who was born in the 1950s. He is a 

Sunni Muslim. His family members have historical roots as pearl merchants in 

Bahrain, and he continues to work in the pearling industry today. Abdulla 

modernized the marketing and sale of pearl jewelry, involving his son and three 

daughters in the family business. He spoke about the importance of middlemen in 

the pearl trade industry. Abdulla introduced me to Hind, who sat for two interviews. 

Basma (Basmah) is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini woman who was born in the 

1940s. Her father was of hawalah ʾaṣl, and her mother was Iraqi. Basma comes 

from a wealthy family of pearl traders. She completed her schooling in Bahrain. 
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She then went to Lebanon for her undergraduate studies. Basma received her 

doctorate in political science from an Ivy League university in the United States. 

She thrived as an academic professor in Bahrain and the United States, and she 

remained politically active throughout her career. Basma married a Saudi man, 

and they lived together in Bahrain. Basma is now divorced. She has two sons and 

six grandchildren.  

Hind (Hind) is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini woman who was born in the 1940s. 

She is of non-tribal Arab ʾaṣl. Hind grew up in Muharraq. Her father was a 

prominent social figure in Bahraini society. Consequently, he attended many 

majālis (singular: majlis) and witnessed a lot of policy making firsthand. Hind 

shared some of her father’s stories, particularly the development of formal 

schooling in Bahrain. Hind is a published author. She is not married and does not 

have children. Hind lives her niece, Nada (Nada). 

Nada is a Sunni Muslim Bahraini woman. She is Hind’s niece, and is present 

in both interviews with Hind. Her initial role was assistive, as Hind is hard of 

hearing. However, Nada shared some of her memories and asked Hind some 

questions as well. Nada was born in the 1960s. She is of non-tribal Arab ʾaṣl. She 

is not married and does not have any children. She lives with her maternal aunt, 

Hind, and manages her writing career.  
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APPENDIX II: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
	
The topics and questions are:  

1. Tell me about your childhood. 
2. What was the first book you read? Do you know how to read? Where and 

when did you learn? What is your interpretation of ‘school’ and the ‘school 
system’? Was the first book you read the Quran? What is your religious 
education? How did religion shape your everyday activities and decisions?  

3. Tell me about your family. What responsibilities did you share with your 
sisters? What responsibilities did you share with your brothers? What were 
the similarities and differences in your upbringing? Did you get married? 
How many times? How old were you? Who arranged the marriage and what 
role did you play in its proposal? Did you have a choice, and if so, why did 
you choose to marry, or not marry? If it wasn’t your decision, whose decision 
was it? What about your friends? Is your story common? How old was the 
groom? Tell me about him. How did you feel? Are you a mother? Tell me 
about your sexual education, pregnanc(ies) and childbirth(s). Is motherhood 
a solitary experience? What do you think about mothers today, how are they 
different or the same from mothers then?  

4. Did you travel? Where? Why? When? With whom? What was it like? How 
did it feel?  

5. Tell me about your social life. Did you visit friends? Did you have visitors? 
Would you meet women in public spaces? Was this done independently, or 
with a chaperone?  

6. How did you live? Did you have maids? Who were they? Who paid their 
salaries? What was your relationship with them like? Did you have slaves? 
Who were they? Describe your relationship with them. What did you know 
about the people you lived with? How did you know them? 

7. Are you a Muslim? How did you learn about Islam? What do you remember 
about your Islamic education? How did Islam shape your life? 

8. Growing up, what were you excited about? What were you scared of? What 
did you worry about?  

9. Who in your family was responsible for the finances? What did that 
responsibility mean?  

10. Tell me about your daily life. As a child, as a young woman, and as a mother 
(if applicable).  

11. How did your family make a living, and how were you involved?  
12. How did you dress? Did you make your clothes or purchase them? What 

were the motives behind your selection of different garments (practicality, 
fashion, price)? 

13. Did you wear a ʿ abāyah? When did you wear it? Why did you wear it? When 
did you start wearing it? What were the benefits of wearing a ʿ abāyah? What 
were the disadvantages? How did you obtain your ʿabāyah (as a gift, as a 
purchase, or as a borrowed item)? What were the different types of ʿ abāyah 
and which one did you prefer to wear? Why? 
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14. Describe your relationship with money. Did you have an income? Where 
did it come from? Who dictated how and when you spent it? How would you 
usually spend it?  

15. Describe your experience in the marketplace. Did you like to shop? What 
would you enjoy purchasing? Where did the good(s) come from? What were 
your motives behind the selection of these goods?  
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APPENDIX III: INTERVIEWS 
	
Amna 
 
I’m talking to you about Bahrain now because there are commonalities between 
the Gulf States and there are some things that certain countries excel in. For 
example, Bahrain had trade, pearling, and agriculture – because agriculture was 
a necessity in Bahrain. Bahrain even exported agricultural products. 
 
Women had a role in the pearling period. First of all, women in Bahrain would go 
to sea. Women would take care of the ḥuḍūr.13 Women would sell fish. This is 
related to the sea. Some women, who were well off, would own boats. It’s true that 
men would manage the boats, but women owned them. They would have either 
purchased them or inherited them. This was the situation in Bahrain, at least in 
ways relating to the sea. Of course, within agriculture, women played a necessary 
role because Bahrain was an agricultural country. Women would enter the fields, 
and their roles differed in the city and the countryside. Their social roles were 
different. Women in the city back then, well, you could say men were in charge. 
Women didn’t go out of their homes. But there are also differences. I mean 
women… when I say they don’t go out, I’m referring to women of higher social 
classes. These were the women who wouldn’t take a single step outside of their 
homes. There was even a saying about them: “Min bayt ʾabūhā lay bayt zūjhā lay 
algabir.”14  
 
Women in the middle class, these were the minor traders’ wives, and the poor 
women had something in common: they would work. I mean women in the middle 
class would, for example, sew. Sewing was a necessity, whether it was sewing 
clothes, embroidery, or kūrār… these were all women’s jobs.15 For example, one 
woman would be the main embroiderer and the rest would pass threads to her.  
 
Wasn’t it ʿayb for women to work?16 

	
13  Ḥuḍūr are fishing traps. 
14 “From her father’s house to her husband’s house, to the grave.” 
15 Kūrār is the embroidery of golden zarī threads in thūb nashil. It was produced at 
home by teams of four or six women (Appendix III, p. 32). The teams were 
comprised of a single qaṭābah and many dawākhil. The qaṭābah was the main 
embroiderer, and the dawākhil were team members who sat on the floor across 
from her. They transferred gold zarī threads from their right hands to their left, 
passing them along to the qaṭābah. She would then embroider the fabric. Without 
their teamwork, the qaṭābah wouldn’t be able to carry through a kūrār. 
16 The literal translation of ʿayb is ‘flaw.’ Contextually, ʿayb is a social interpretation 
of certain behavior as shameful. There is no correlation between ʿayb and ḥarām, 
with many ḥalāl behaviors being considered ʿayb. Within an Islamic context, the 
term ḥarām refers to practices that are forbidden and term ḥalāl refers to practices 
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No, no. It was shameful for women to work if they were from the higher classes. 
As for everyone else, work was organic. It had happened spontaneously. Women 
would help their families. It was very rare for women to set up and sell their 
products in the marketplace. I mean; women who sold their products in the 
marketplace were usually older women. Not young women. Younger women were 
constrained a little bit. You have Souq Alarbia (Sūg Alarbiʿā).17 Women would go 
and display their products in Souq Alarbia. I had a short time in the eighties. Souq 
Alarbia was there. Yes, it was narrower. But it was still there. In our firīj there was 
a woman who would go to Souq Alarbia.18 She would put a bigshah and take a taxi 
and go.19  
 
Would women keep the money they make?  
Women would contribute the money they make to their families. But, if their 
husband or father was unjust, and didn’t have, as you say, flexibility, he could 
possibly take her money away from her. But generally, men wouldn’t extend their 
arms towards their wives’ income. And if the man would go to work, even if he were 
poor, his wife wouldn’t have to work. But mostly you’d see women working if the 
man was old and unable to work, or if she was an orphan, it’s possible, and she 
would go out. She would go and come.  
 
They would sell at homes. I mean in Bahrain you would see in a firīj … there would 
have to be one or two houses where women would sell from her home and sell 
fabric and sell a lot of things. Things like this, like sewing needles, things women 
need. There is always that one house. In my childhood, there was a lady called 
Almuhsin House (bayt Almuḥsin). Her children are still around. We used to buy 
fabric from them. The whole firīj would buy fabric from them. And our firīj, there 
would be shīūkh, there would be people who were well off, and there was us.20 I 
mean, the poor people. And everyone would go to Almuhsin House and buy fabric 
for Eid (ʿyd) and for things like that.21  
 

	
that are permissible. To a degree, ʿayb guides social decisions that both women 
and men make within Gulf societies.  
17  Sūg Alarbiʿā is the name of market. The literal translation is: ‘Wednesday 
Market.’  
18 A firīj is a neighborhood with specific cultural connotations. A firīj would be 
comprised mostly of relatives. People in the firīj who were not relatives would have 
been treated as if they were.  
19 A bigshah is a form of makeshift luggage created out of a square piece of fabric. 
The fabric would usually be colorful, and the opposite ends of the square would be 
tied to each other with items carried in the middle.   
20 The plural form of sheikh. A sheikh is a leader of an Arab tribe or an Arab 
community. In this context, the speaker is referring to members of the Alkhalifa (Āl 
Khalīfah) family. 
21 Eid is a Muslim holiday that takes place twice yearly. The first is Eid Al-Fitr (ʿyd 
alfiṭir) and the second is Eid Al-Adha (ʿyd alaḍḥ ā).  
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Were they both women and men selling? 
Women. Just women. Almuhasin’s wife and her daughters and these were the 
ones who would sell from their house. They would allocate a part of a room in their 
house or a whole room and sell there. There were also ābār.  
 
What is ābār?  
Ābār… maybe today they’re in Qatar. They are women and they are of Iranian 
origin. And she would have a bigshah or a bag and she would sell a lot of things 
that women were interested in. They were, for example, sewing needles, threads, 
beauty products like dūram and things like dūram.22 These things. These things 
would be in a bag, and she would carry the bag on her back and wander from firīj 
to firīj and call, “Ābār … ābār.” We saw them. I mean; these women were from Iran 
but they’re not in Bahrain anymore and I heard they moved to Qatar. 
 
Were the women who worked at sea a minority? 
A very small minority. They would take care of the ḥuḍūr. Notice that during the 
pearling season, women’s husbands would be gone for four months and ten days. 
He’d be away from her. So, when he’s away from her, whom does the responsibility 
go to? Towards the older men if they are there. And most of the time they would 
be because we lived with extended families. You’d see a grandfather and his 
children, maybe six or seven, and then their children together in one house. Each 
of the grandfather’s children would have a room. So, the divers, of course, were 
the poorest of the poor. And, like you’d say, they’re tied to debts that they’d never 
be free of… for their whole lives! And they’d pass that debt on to their children and 
here, the woman whose husband has gone pearling; she’d be given a tiqsām. 
Tiqsām is a sum of money that the nūkhidhah gives to the diver and this tiqsām is 
a very small amount of money.23 And the diver must buy his diving materials and 
he has to give money to his family. And it wouldn’t be enough for his family. So, 
the woman would have to figure things out and work. Some would work as maids 
when they go to the firīj’s richer families. You would see women going there to help 
them. Sometimes they wouldn’t be paid, but they would give her her meal and her 
childrens’ meal and they would dress her. I mean they would give her an Eid dress, 
a winter dress, a summer dress. Or they would just give her money. It depends. 
 
I’ve heard stories of divers who were unable to pay their debt, so the 
nūkhidhah would take the diver’s wife as settlement. Have you heard of 
stories like this?  
Some very rare instances. He would tell him to divorce his wife and he would marry 
her instead. But this is very rare.  
 
On childbirth:  
Women before, when they’re about to give birth, they’d make her some salt. The 
salt would be like a rocket or a capsule. And it would be a piece of salt, like a 

	
22 Dūram is lip tint.  
23 The nūkhidhah is the captain of the ship. 
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capsule of salt, and they would put it in her. Women would die during childbirth, 
but not because of the salt. They would die because of childbirth. Because of 
puerperal fever. But the point of salt was to disinfect her, right? After childbirth. It 
was very painful, but it was good. It can dry the woman up… and not just dehydrate 
her. When they put salt in a woman, do you know what happens to her? Yes, it 
disinfects, and it cleans wounds. There weren’t any doctors, and they didn’t stitch 
wounds or anything like that. When she gives birth, it cleans the wound and helps 
it heal but it also tightens the vagina. And this is for, as you can say, for the man’s 
enjoyment. But it is very painful. 
 
Who would administer this procedure?  
Women. A portion of them would help other women give birth. Look, I will tell you 
about women who helped other women give birth. Um John was a very real 
person.24 But she came later. She was a midwife in a hospital. There were some 
popular traditional midwives. You have Mahra Al Mahmeed in Muharraq. You have 
some popular midwives in Manama, I remember. You also have some folk doctors 
who were women. They would massage tonsils. When people have tonsils that 
became infected, they made a sort of medicine. It would be made of salt and what’s 
it called. What’s it called? Oh, yes. Ground pomegranate peel. And they would dip 
their finger in water or in oil and then they would put it in this medicine, and they 
would put their finger in the person’s mouth and massage the glands. They would 
pop the swelling. Then the child would get better. These folk doctors would also 
massage and perform alkay.25 There was a lady called Albaldania she passed 
away a while ago, a few years ago, but she was popular for alkay. She would also 
massage and set broken bones. 
 
Would they just treat women, or men as well? 
Mostly just women. But there were men who were doctors as well. For example, 
there was Aldhaen. I don’t know his name exactly but something Aldhaen. And he 
was famous. He passed away a few years ago. I remember seeing him. And he 
also had a sister who would set broken bones and massage and perform alkay. 
Women would perform alkay too, I mean.  
 
On the countryside:  
Women in the countryside in Bahrain were in villages. We don’t say countryside; 
we say villages. Of course, even women in the cities would raise chickens and 
sheep and sell them and sell the eggs. A lot of women were like this; they would 
make an income this way. Women in the countryside were also responsible for 
livestock and poultry. She would enter the field and she would even water the 
plants and pick fruits and vegetables and harvest things. Just some things. Tasks 

	
24 Um John translates to ‘Mother of John’. Traditionally, both men and women in 
Arabic societies are referred to by the name of their first-born male child. Um John 
was an Iraqi midwife who lived in Bahrain.  
25 The literal translation of alkay is ‘to iron.’ It is a folk method of healing pains and 
wounds via the application of heated iron.  
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that don’t need muscle. For example, climbing palm trees? No. That’s the man’s 
job. But, for example, she would carry the radish and water the plants. I mean, she 
would have a role helping the man in the field and it would be an essential role, 
but you know what? Ownership belongs to the man. 
 
Would she make an income working in the field? 
Of course, the income would go to the man.   
 
On attire: 
One of the differences between women in the countryside and women in the city 
is the way the hijab (ḥijāb) looks. I mean, the woman wears a ʿabāyah and a 
ghishwah and some wear a baṭūlah.26 Not everyone, but some wear it and these 
are the groups who are descendants of Bedouin origins or Bedouin tribes. My 
mother used to wear a baṭūlah but then she stopped wearing it. 
 
Women in the countryside, before oil of course, would wear a mishmar. A mishmar. 
Do you have an idea about it? How it looks? Do you see the prayer attire? It is 
almost like it but open. Whenever she leaves her home, but is going somewhere 
within the firīj, she wears a mishmar.   
 
Was the fabric it was made of white, black, or colorful? 
It was very colorful. People in villages loved bold colors. It was colorful and 
beautiful, and this is a matter of taste that, you could say, was specific to village 
people. The colors did not have a religious importance, but at the end of the day 
the mishmar was a hijab. And women in the countryside had exposed faces. They 
did not cover their faces, except for on occasion. I mean she didn’t do it as much 
as women in the city. But when she wanted to go out to somewhere far away, she 
would wear a ʾirdah.27 Bani Jamra (Banī jamrah) was the village in Bahrain that 
specialized in making the ʾirdah pattern. It was black and had red lines and it was 
a bit thick, not transparent, so you wouldn’t see the wearer’s body and she would 
wear it when she goes out.  
 
What do you mean by ‘go out’?  

	
26 An ʿabāyah is a form of clothing. It is the outermost layer, and it is made of black 
fabric. Women in some parts of the Middle East, specifically the Arabian Gulf, wear 
ʿabāyah. A ghishwah is a thin piece of black fabric worn over the face by women 
in some parts of the Arabian Gulf. It does not have openings for the eyes. A baṭūlah 
is also a face cover worn by some women in the Arabian Gulf. It has two openings 
for the eyes and resembles a mask. It may be chin-length or longer. 
27 ʾirdah is the colloquial word for ridāʾ, which is the Arabic word for clothing. In this 
context, it is the name of a specific layer of clothing that women wear when getting 
dressed.  
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Long distances. From a house to a house in the firīj – no. Then, she would only 
wear a mishmar. Women in the cities wore a type of ʿabāyah called ʾum miksar. 
And they would also wear a bisht.28 
 
When?  
I don’t know. But theʿabāyat ʾum miksar had zarī embroidery that was almost two 
fingers thick, like this (places two fingers on her upper arm). And then slowly, 
slowly, this embroidery began to lessen. My mother, may she rest in peace, she 
had … maybe I still have it somewhere… she had her wedding dafah.29 It had thick 
zarī embroidery and here (points to the side of her waist) it had a triangle like this 
(makes an upside-down triangle symbol with her finger) embroidered in zarī. And 
then slowly, slowly, it began to lessen and then it began to end and then we have 
the dafah we wear today. Dafat rās.30 It has a stitching on the arm. This is Iraqi in 
origin. It isn’t Bahraini or Khaliji. It is Iraqi and I mean people brought it from Iraq 
with their trade.  
 
Would women in cities wear anʿabāyah more than women in the 
countryside?  
They didn’t wear an ʿabāyah in the countryside at all. They had a mishmar in their 
shorter movements and an ʾirdah when they left their villages.  
 
Why? 
Women in the cities were a mix. There were Shia and Sunni, there were of people 
of Iranian origin, and there were a little bit of Baluch. But women in the countryside, 
or in the villages, were mostly Shia. I mean the Sunni villages were very few. They 
were Zallaq (Alzalāg), Budaya (Albudīiʿ), Galali (Galāly), and Busaiteen 
(Albsaytyn), if you consider it a village. These were the Sunni villages. So, these 
were Shia traditions. They say… and I haven’t read this anywhere, but I hear about 
it… that when a woman is walking in the countryside and she sees a man pass 
next to her, she sits down until he passes by. She sits on the ground and when he 
has passed, she gets up. Whether this is true or isn’t true, I can’t say.  
 
Surely there were some rebels who wouldn’t behave this way.  

When people learned and became cultured, things changed. But things used to be 
very different. Societies have certain impressions that don’t change, regardless of 

	
28 Like an ʿabāyah, a bisht is outer attire. Today, a bisht is only worn by men, and 
on formal or special occasions. The plural form is bishūt. 
29 In this context, the dafah is used as a synonym to a ʿabāyah. The plural form is 
difāf. 
30 Dafat rās is a plain black silk ʿabāyah worn over the head, as an external 
covering, with or without a hijab underneath. It is a single piece of fabric with two 
holes for the arms, and it drapes from the woman’s head to the floor. Women 
typically pick the bottom part of the dafat rās up, wrapping it around one of their 
arms, to keep the bottom clean. Consequently, the dafat rās doesn’t cover the 
bottom of the women’s legs. The attire they wear underneath does. 
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whether you’re in the countryside or in the cities. People used to practice female 
genital mutilation. This was practiced in the countryside and within communities of 
Iranian origin. Not hawilah. Hawilah are people of Arabic origin who went to Iran 
and adopted their traditions from Iran and came back. But people of Iranian origin 
practiced female circumcision. A man from AlHala (Alḥālah) told me that his 
grandmother used to circumcise girls until the 1950s. This is in Muharraq, and he 
was ʿijmy.31 And one [lady] told me… she was younger than me of course… that 
when she was younger, she would hear girls screaming. She was also from AlHala. 
When she asked what’s wrong with them, they told her that they were being 
circumcised. In the countryside, girls would be circumcised. It is a phenomenon 
that isn’t practiced as much today as it used to be, but it’s still there. There was a 
religious wave and women thought circumcision would purify them. This is within 
shi’a communities. I spoke to a woman who was older than eighty wears old in the 
nineties. She told us about the village and living in the village. And I brought up the 
subject of female circumcision. She said, “Yes, my daughter; this is sitir for the 
girls.”32 She used to perform circumcisions and she was from Barbar (Bārbār). 
Barbar village. And she said, “All of my daughters are circumcised. I circumcised 
them myself.”  
 
On marriage: 
Generally, the family would choose whom the girl would marry and generally the 
girl would marry her paternal first cousin, unless he said he didn’t want to marry 
her. This is true of all social classes, in the countryside, in the city. I mean, almost 
everywhere people would marry within their families. For the richer people of 
society, this was very important. They would marry within their families and their 
daughters would marry their paternal cousins so that they could maintain their 
wealth. In the countryside, there was polygamy. Men had multiple wives. This also 
happened in the cities, but in the countryside, they needed working hands. They 
needed laborers. Sometimes, fathers wouldn’t know their own daughters. My sister 
was a teacher, and she taught four Fatimas. They were all sisters, but each one 
had a different mother. So, she would know them as Fatma bint Flānah and Fatma 
bint Faltānah.33  
 
On religion:  

	
31 The literal translation of ʿijmy is ‘not Arabic.’ Within this context, it also means 
‘of Persian origin.’ 
32 The literal translation of sitir is ‘cover,’ and the implication is modesty. Within this 
context, it refers to the protection of young girls from social disgrace. The 
implication is that they are protected from sexual situations.   
33 Flānah and Faltānah are multipurpose pseudonyms used in the Arabic language 
to refer to a random or generic person. These two psudonyms are used when 
referring to women, with Flān and Faltān being the male versions. Bint means 
daughter, or ‘daughter of.’ Bin means son, or ‘son of.’ 
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There’s the muṭawaʿ who teaches children Quran. And there’s the muṭawaʿah who 
teaches children Quran and sometimes has a bigger role.34 She recites Quran to 
people, too.35 She would also provide folk treatments. But religious speculation 
was the man’s domain, not the woman.   
 
I mean… there were women. The woman who raised my mother, may she rest in 
peace, my mother Haya, I remember her house, and she had books.36 She was 
from Darin, she wasn’t Bahraini, and she had a lot of religious books. She taught 
my mother, may she rest in peace, and she would tell us stories. We always 
thought they were fiction; we thought she made them up. When we learned and 
we read the Quran, we knew that these were all religious stories. These were all 
from my mother Haya, mā shāʾ Allāh.37 She had books. Today, I wonder where 
her books are. I asked her children, “Where did the books go?” They said, “We 
don’t know; they were probably thrown away.”  
 
There wasn’t religious awareness back then. Not like today. There weren’t lectures 
and I don’t know what. There weren’t religious promoters. There weren’t… I 
mean… people were naïve. They took religion as they received it; inherited from 
their parents. This was it. There was only the Friday sermon. But people had 
conceptualizations of ḥalāl and ḥarām. If a woman had a question, she would ask 
a religious man. 
 
A lot of traditional practices would be treated like religious ones. A lot of them. Like 
female circumcision. People thought it was purifying. The circumciser I spoke to 
said that the Prophet, peace be upon him, was walking by a woman who was 
circumcising a girl and told her to take care of her, or something like that. I mean, 
this incident. Is it true? It is not true? People who practice female circumcision take 
it as true. To them, it must be a religious practice because the Prophet said 
something about it.  
 
On pregnancy and childbirth:  
There’s something I want to say about childbirth. When a woman menstruates, her 
family doesn’t give her water. They’re afraid that her vagina relaxes. So, during the 
menstruation period, the water she drinks is very little.  
 
For the entire period? 
Yes. 

	
34 Muṭawaʿah is the female conjugation of muṭawaʿ. The definitions are religious 
woman and religious man, respectively.  
35 This is a practice where Quran is read to people who are ill or who others believe 
have been harmed in any way, in the hopes that the recitation will rectify the 
situation. 
36 Name has been changed to protect the participant’s anonymity.  
37 “God has willed” is the literal translation of mā shāʾ Allāh. This phrase is used to 
express joy, gratitude and appreciation.  
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How much is ‘a little?’ 
In a small finyāl, two or three finyāl in a day.38 Only during mealtimes. But they’re 
afraid that her vagina relaxes because of the water. And this was a widespread 
practice.  
 
When did this stop? 
When people learned and became health conscious. And they started giving birth 
in hospitals, so it ended. 
 
On hospitals and schools: 
The first hospital in Bahrain was called the Queen Victoria hospital and it was in 
Ras Rumman. It was the first hospital and then the American missionaries came 
to Bahrain and built the American Mission Hospital, and they developed it. They 
also opened the first school in Bahrain for girls and it was called Albalout School 
(Madrisat Albalūṭ). It became the Mission School and today it’s Alraja (Alrajāʾ) 
School. So, these were the American missionaries, and they had their place is 
society. They used to gather people… a man who was older than me … he used 
to say that his mother used to go to the American Mission Hospital. What would 
they do? They would gather them in a hall and a woman would come and she 
would sit, and she would tell them stories and she would speak to them about 
Christ and their aim was to convert them to Christianity. He said that the lady would 
speak, and speak, and speak, and speak, and when she was done speaking the 
audience would say “Alāhuma ṣal ʿalā Muḥamad wa ʿalā ahlah” (laughs).39 And 
then they discovered that there was no use, so they stopped these gatherings. 
 
On maids and slaves: 
Bahraini women, up to the 1950s and 1960s, worked as maids in the houses of 
richer Bahraini women. I mean; a lot of people would work for their meals and their 
clothes. Slaves: I saw them in Bahrain. I saw two and they told me stories. Stories 
about how they were bought. They were bought and they worked at the houses of 
shīūkh. One of them told me she was purchased in Mecca. And the second one 
was the same. She was younger than her and I know her children today.  
 
One of them has scars from being ripped (points to her upper arm). She says this 
was so the man who stole them and was selling them could tell them apart. Like 
you do to camels. So, the slave would live at the house of the person who bought 
them. They would eat and drink and sleep and live under his orders. Maids were 
free and had their own houses. They would go back to their houses at night. Their 
houses would be close to the palaces in which they worked.  
 
They were not paid? 

	
38 A finyāl is a small cup used to drink Arabic coffee. It is comparative in size to an 
espresso cup. 
39 “O Allah, bless Muhammad and the family of Muhammad.”  
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The slaves, no. 
 
The maids?  
I’m telling you. Maybe some of them had a salary. But this would be a small group. 
Women would work for their meals, and they would go, and they would help the 
richer families and like that. They would help with household chores. They would 
take their meals and their clothes for themselves and for their children.  
 
And some slaves, their owner would have the right to sleep with them. A lot of 
stories. And they would have children.  
 
I know two stories. One of the stories I heard about and the second I saw. The one 
I heard about was a sheikh. He was a sheikh from the shīūkh. He was from the 
ʾikbārīah.40 And they say he bedded a woman. Bedded means slept with. So, the 
person was black. His father acknowledged him as his son, but he wasn’t given 
any rights. He used to drive a bus. I don’t know if he was legally documented as 
his father’s son, or if people just knew about it because they knew Flān was the 
son of Flān. This is what I know, I mean, but I heard about it, and I was young.  
 
Another one, whose granddaughters today are around, this one – he married her. 
I mean; he legally married her! And he had a daughter with her. And when he was 
going to pass away, he gathered all his children and he said, “This is your daughter, 
like you will inherit, she will inherit.” And, truly, she received her inheritance. And 
he was very rich. So, she inherited. And her brother’s children call her ʿamitī.41 To 
them, there wasn’t a difference. And she really is their ʿamah! But there are some 
people who wouldn’t have allowed it. And her children looked African, but they 
were in touch with their family and their children still are.  
 
Slavery ended in Bahrain. In Bahrain, it ended. How? With an English law. The 
English interfered and ended slavery. But what happened was that when they 
created the laws and the orders, these slaves, the ones who were in people’s 
homes, they didn’t know. I mean, they didn’t have a place to go. They grew up and 
opened their eyes and their children grew up and this, I mean, this was their life. 
So, they stayed. Some people, no, some people left. Especially the ones whose 
children learned. Today, it ended, there isn’t slavery. 
 
In Bahrain, Islam played a large role. I mean, slaves were not belittled. They were 
not tortured. They didn’t make them work in these plantations. These banana 
plantations and I don’t know what. And they didn’t kill them. I mean, people grew 
up and there was racism in terms of marriage. But generally, they were 
respectable, not like Americans, who didn’t get on a bus and didn’t walk on the 

	
40 The literal translation of ʾikbārīah is ‘big ones.’ It could be a sheikh who was 
closely related to the ruler or had a high political position.  
41 Paternal aunt. Contextually, ʿamy (paternal uncle) and ʿamitī (paternal aunt) are 
also used by slaves when addressing their masters.  
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same sidewalk. I mean; Islam played a role in treating slaves with mercy and 
kindness. Maybe that’s why [slave families and slave owner families] are very 
strongly tied to each other.  
 
On attire:  
Women in cities would wear darāʿah and thūb.42 The jalābīah was one piece.43 
The darāʿah wasn’t. Have you seen women’s thūb? They also have a specific 
design. They have triangles here (points at side of waist). I mean they had specific 
designs and there was a milfaʿ. The milfaʿ was different from the hijab. The milfaʿ 
was a cottony fabric and it would be very long in the back, and it would drape in 
the back. 
 
When would girls start dressing this way? 
This isn’t for girls. This is for women. So, she would wear it once she got married. 
And the bikhnag before marriage.44 The baṭulah was worn by some, and so was 
the ghishwah. The ghishwah would cover the face. The niqāb was a piece and it 
would show the wearer’s eyes and the ghishwah would cover the whole face. Older 
women would wear a milfaʿand you would see her not wearing a ghishwah, but 
she would lift the milfaʿ to cover her face.45  
 
When people say women didn’t go out of her house. No. The wealthy maybe, but 
not the average woman. If she wouldn’t go out, she would at the very least go to 
the freshwater spring. She will swim, wash, and [cool down]. 
 
On schools:  
There were kitātīb.46 This was the beginning. And then they became for women. I 
don’t know in which year, Alzayani (Alzayāny) house in Alhala opened as a school. 
The people who taught were from Alzayani and they brought in teachers from 
Syria. I think so but I am not sure. And then Albalout School, which became the 
American Mission. In 1928, formal schooling began for girls. This was before oil. 
There was Khadija Alkubra School (Madrisat Khadīja Alkubrā). There were 

	
42 The darāʿah is a traditional daily dress that women wore. The thūb is a layer 
worn either on top of that dress, or on top of a jalābīah. 
43 The jalābīah is a traditional daily dress that women wore. It differs in construction 
from the darāʿah, as the darāʿah has sewn sleeves with the jalābīah is an open 
design.  
44 A bikhnag is the traditional attire worn by unmarried girls. It is essentially a sewn 
veil, worn on the head and around the chin. It covers the young girl’s head, ears, 
chin, neck, chest and back. It is black but has gold embroidery in the area closest 
to the face. Upon marriage, girls would be considered women and would stop 
wearing the bikhnag. This is regardless of her actual age, which is often very 
young.   
45 A milfaʿ is a wide cut hijab. It would be wide enough for the wearer to cover her 
face with its end.  
46 A synonym for muṭawaʿ. 
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Bahraini teachers and there were Lebanese teachers and there were Syrian 
teachers. And they were respected and more than respected by the community. 
There was holiness to them. And these expat teachers played a large role. Like 
the legendary Salwa Alomran, may she rest in peace. She was Lebanese and she 
had a major role in the community. The teachers who worked by her side and the 
students she taught, they said she civilized us. She taught us how to cook and she 
taught us how to wear dresses. I mean, civil life. And then, amongst the things she 
played a role in, she played a large role in education, of course. And then she 
established the Women’s Society with Aysha Yateem, may she rest in peace, and 
she established the Welfare Society. I mean, she merged with society and her 
children are still around.  
 
It was only a section of society that had jobs, but most women did not have jobs. 
But they would keep themselves busy at home. They would raise a couple of 
sheep, a couple of chicken, but this isn’t a career.   
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Bader 
 
On the grandmother’s role at home: 
The grandmother lives in the big house. The big house would have the sister, the 
maternal aunt, the paternal aunt, and this means… I was one of the people who 
grew up in the big house. Our house was big, and it overlooked three roads. I 
mean, you would walk in one door and leave through the other door. To pass, we 
would walk through my father’s house, may he rest in peace. All the houses were 
tied to one another; there weren’t any boundaries on the inside… just on the 
outside.  
 
During the pearling season, all the men would be outside of Bahrain. So, who 
would stay? The farmers. Some of them would take care of their palm trees 
because palm trees would bear fruit during the summer. So, the farmers would 
stay. The ship makers would stay, because they would have work year-round. The 
rest of the professions wouldn’t have any work, so people would become divers. 
While the men were away from home, the mother would be the household 
manager. Even if she had children who were adults, they would not have a say. If 
the grandmother were alive, or the mother, sometimes it would be the mother if 
her character was strong and the grandmother was elderly, and … anyways it was 
a woman. 
 
Of course, the mother would take that role if she had more than one child. But if 
she were a young daughter-in-law, then she wouldn’t have a role. The role would 
be that of the groom’s mother, or the grandmother. She would manage the 
household and the money. When the father of the house would travel to dive, he 
would give her a sum. How would she spend this sum? She would spend it on the 
house. She would finance the household’s lives. That would be a financial role and 
she would, of course, manage the household. That would be her second role. 
“Maryam, you do this thing and that thing, and you, Noora, you do this and that.” 
She would distribute the girls’ roles. Of course, this would be in addition to the first 
aspect, the financial aspect, and nobody would do anything without her input. She 
would have the final command.  
 
On engagements: 
In case someone would propose to the girl… of course, who would propose? The 
women. The men wouldn’t come. The women would propose or a matchmaker or 
a maternal aunt who wanted her niece for her son. She would come and say, “We 
want your daughter for our son” and this and that. Whose role was it? It was the 
older mother’s. When I say the older mother, I mean either the grandmother or the 
mother. She was the one who decided if this boy was a good match for their 
daughter first. Even the girl’s father had no say, if the older mother was around. 
She was the one who might have said, “We don’t want this boy. He is not a good 
match for our family. We don’t want to be his in-laws.” Maybe the boy was good, 
but she saw that his family wouldn’t be a good family to marry. And this is the way 



	 	

14 
 

things were in all social classes, whether people were rich or pool, and the mother’s 
role was the commanding one. 
 
I’ve noticed that there are differences in the customs of people who live in 
the cities and the countryside in Bahrain.  
In this aspect: no. The older mother’s role was the commanding one in all the areas 
in Bahrain. Whether they were poor or rich. There wasn’t anything special; maybe 
it is just social status. The grandmother’s social status gave her a responsibility 
and she had her respect. They would respect her, whether they were a poor family 
or a rich family. It had nothing to do with quality of life. It had everything to do with 
the way people were raised. I mean; people used to value their elders. Today, 
unfortunately, nobody values anyone. It used to be that if people saw someone 
who was older, they would respect that person and value him. Now, nobody 
respects him. A woman who is older also has her status, regardless of whether 
she is poor or rich. 
 
In the father’s absence, when he is gone pearling, she is both the father and the 
mother when it comes to raising her children. I mean; it’s not like the children can 
do whatever they want because, “Oh well now our father, the one with the authority, 
is not here.” No, mā yilʿibūn bidhaylhum.47 When the mother tells her son to be 
quiet, it means he must be quiet! I mean she is now both the father and the mother. 
This is the social situation. Of course, the sum of money that the father gives the 
mother when he goes pearling, she is the one who spends it because she knows 
what the house needs. She gives her older son and she tells him to buy them this 
thing and buy that thing. She divides the sum between all their purchases. This is 
where there is a difference between people who live in the cities and in the 
countryside.  
 
People who live in the countryside are closely knit. Why? Because the big house 
is still there. The farms are there. When people went to work in the fields, men and 
women worked together. And they had their mutual respect and appreciation.  
 
So, the woman had a role in dividing the sum that the nūkhidhah gave to the 
seamen. The seaman who received the tiqsām, which was the lent amount, … who 
did he give it to? He gave it to his mother. He could be a married man, but he 
wouldn’t have given the tiqsām to his wife. It would go to his mother, because she 
is the older woman in the house. He would hand it over to her and she would spend 
it on the house and the household’s needs. She managed the finances. Raising 
the children… that would be her … marriages … her … she had the final command, 
and she ran the household in all the ways in which a household needs to be run. 
 
On the marketplace:  

	
47 mā yilʿibūn bidhaylhum is a colloquial phrase that literally translates to: they don’t 
play with their tail. It means that they are not being idle and behaving irresponsibly.  
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An example of a marketplace is Souq Alarbia. I used to go to this marketplace 
when I was younger. Women and men. A girl would not go out to the marketplace 
and shop, whether she came from a conservative family or a poor family. She 
wouldn’t go to the marketplace if she wore a bikhnag.  A girl who wears a bikhnag 
is still a bint.48 If she gets married, she takes off the bikhnag, and that means she 
has become a woman. Some families didn’t know that other families had a 
daughter. They didn’t know that this family has a daughter. How? Because the 
daughter didn’t go out. When did she go out? When she went to learn the Quran. 
She either went to visit a family member who taught the Quran, or someone from 
the firīj. This is when she went out; to study the Quran. 
 
The money spent at the marketplace. Whose money is it? 
It is the man’s money, if we are talking about people who went diving. The 
nūkhidhah gives the diver a sum of money. A loan. And he gives it to the woman. 
This woman spends the money and tries to divide it until the time has passed. For 
example, they are three months and ten days. I mean, like song says, “Tūb tūb yā 
baḥar, shahrayn wa althālith dakhal.”49 They are three months and a few days on 
top. So, an organized woman would… say I have, for example, 300 dinars. Of 
course, it wasn’t really 300 dinars, but I am giving this as an example. And she 
would say 100 dinars for the first months, and the second month, and she would 
divide that sum over this time period. This time period would end, and she wouldn’t 
need more money. 
 
There are some poor people who don’t have a second income. There are some 
poor areas. Almost all the diving ships leave Alhala. And Alhala is the poorest area 
in Bahrain for a few reasons. Divers were very popular. Flān bin Flān, he is a 
diver… people pay attention to him… they stand up when he’s there. He would be 
like, you know, like the old soldiers in Europe who people point at and say, “This 
is Officer Flān bin Flān who served during the First World War or Second World 
War.” Divers were very popular. I mean… he would have a high position within 
society. He would hang his ghitrah on his shoulder.50 He was cool. He was an 
elegant man. He was a Don Juan. So, when he sat at a café, he would be treated 
with respect. “Oh, Flān bin Flān is here.” The poor guy might only have the thūb 
on his back and not even two rupees in his pocket… because it was ʿayb for a 
diver to work. When the season was over, the diver could be found moving from 
one café to the next, and from one house to the next. This is because he thinks, “I 

	
48 The word ‘bint’, which means both ‘girl’ and ‘daughter,’ is also used to imply 
virginity.   
49 These are the lyrics to a traditional folksong sung by women who were waiting 
for their fathers, husbands, brothers and sons to come back from diving trips. The 
literal translation of these lyrics is: “Behave, behave, oh sea. Four months, and the 
fifth one is entering.” The participant has misquoted the lyrics. She said, “Two 
months, and the third one is entering.”  
50 A ghitrah is a square piece of thin fabric. Men would fold this fabric into a triangle 
and wear it over their head in some Arabic cultures.  
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am a man who has a high position within society… I can’t work.” But in villages 
and other areas, as soon as the diving season was over, the diver would work as 
a farmer; he would fix ships; he would work with pottery or fabric. Do you know 
what I mean? But people from Alhala don’t have alternative jobs when the pearling 
season is over. There’s a saying, “ʾAhl Alhala ḥālathum ḥālah.”51 Have you heard 
this saying? “ʾAhl Alhala ḥālathum ḥālah.” In what way? They didn’t have jobs. If 
their family had a lot of members, the money they made would not be enough.  
 
Have you ever heard of Bo Hamad, who has Bo Hamad Café?52 The one in 
Muharraq. It’s owner, I think his name is Mohamed, told me, “My mother sold her 
gold, just so she could give us a life.” I am giving you information from people I’ve 
sat down with. He said, “We are a family of good financial standing… we are better 
off than a lot of people we know.” He said, “My mother was fortunate enough to 
have liras of gold.” These are gold coins that are made for women to wear over 
their baṭūlah or as accessories. He said, “She sold all of that just to give us a living.” 
Some people were so poor that women did not have anything to eat. Women would 
depend on their neighbors. For example, some areas like Arad (ʿArād) and 
Samaheej (Samāhīj)… these villages would not have any other trades. It’s different 
when you look at Sannabis (Alsanābis), up to Budaya, and up to Duraz (Aldurāz). 
These were all farms and women worked.  
 
The second role women would have during the pearling season was worrying 
about when her husband would return. There are a lot of disasters during the 
pearling seasons.  
 
How would a woman own gold? 
Of course, women received gold when they got married. When she gave birth, they 
gave it to her as a present. A woman… whatever sum of money she may have 
received at any given time… she immediately went and bought gold with it. A 
woman’s value is in how much gold she owns. She would value herself based on 
how much gold she owned, even if she didn’t share that number with people. 
 
So, she wouldn’t necessarily wear the gold? 
She wouldn’t necessarily wear the gold. The important thing is that she knows she 
has that receipt. For example, I have a receipt in a bank of one million. This amount 
makes me feel capable. Nobody knows that I have the money. But I have the 
feeling… the feeling of being capable. So, women immediately bought gold 
whenever they received a sum of money. 
 
Could she go to the marketplace by herself and buy that gold? 
Yes, women went out. Young girls didn’t go out. Like I told you, it’s about social 
status. I mean, today you see women going out and buying bread. That was not 

	
51 This phrase can be translated to. “The people of Alhala, their condition is such 
a condition!” There is a pun, as the word Alhala also literally means “the condition.”   
52 Names have been changed to protect the participant’s anonymity.  
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the case before. It was ʿayb for women to go out and buy bread. We, boys, would 
go out to buy bread. But if a family didn’t have anyone, the mother went out 
because there wouldn’t be boys to go out.  
 
You said women who own gold feel capable. Is this applicable to women who 
own pearls? 
Pearls are for the very rich people. Pearls have their value when they are in a 
necklace. Imagine how much value is in a single pearl. I mean; normal people can’t 
afford it. Pearls right out of the sea have a price and when they make them into a 
necklace the price becomes even higher. People didn’t buy pearls. I mean, for 
example, say you have a ring. And you have a gold watch. You tell me, “Badir, I 
want to sell my watch.” I would buy it from you. This is because it holds its value. 
Pearls? No. Nobody buys pearls. Who wants pearls? Pearls must be in gold. A 
ring. Earrings. A necklace. A pearl on its own? It doesn’t have value. People must 
put it in something.  
 
How can you say pearls don’t have value? There was an entire industry 
based on pearling.   
You didn’t understand me. Pearls don’t have value to simple people. What am I 
going to do with a pearl? I have to take the pearl to the jeweler, and he has to put 
it in a ring or earrings. But as a pearl on its own… to the normal class? Of course, 
even rich people don’t buy pearls right out of the sea. What would they do with 
them? They would buy a pearl necklace or gold jewelry that has pearls in it. But 
they would not buy a pearl as a standalone pearl.  
 
On slaves:  
Souq Alabeed (Alʿabīd).53 Do you know Sheikh Abdulla Road? In Manama? When 
you are coming from the East, you reach a mall called Dilmun Mall. This was the 
first mall. But it’s a very small mall. In front of Dilmun Mall there is a very small 
store and there used to be an Indian man who would sell toys in that store. The 
toys were from China. Now, that man is a millionaire. That’s where his store used 
to be.  
 
Souq Alabeed was after that. Where’s Souq Alhadada (Alḥadādah)? After you 
pass Souq Alhadada … this is where the Indian man would sit. He was a quiet boy. 
A little bit to the front, there’s a turn to the right. Then to the left, and then another 
right. On the right, that would take you Al-Mehza’a Mosque (Jāmiʿ Mihzaʿ). This 
mosque is famous. And then a left, and then a little bit farther down… that’s where 
you’d find Souq Alabeed. They sold slaves. Why did people start bringing in slaves 
from Africa? This was more than 200 or 300 years ago. They would bring in slaves 
for two reasons. First, they would use them on diving trips. They would look for 
slaves who had strong muscles, so that they could lift the sails, lift the anchor, and 
lift the diver. This is because Bahrainis had very weak frames. And divers don’t 
eat. Divers want to stay thin, because they don’t want water resistance when they 

	
53 The Slave Market. 
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are diving. They don’t want pressure from the sea. So, they needed people with 
strong bodies. They call them alsayb. There’s ghayṣ and sayb.54 So they would 
get them from Africa. 
 
Families that were well off started buying slaving to work as servants in their 
homes. Some families, and excuse me for this word, would neuter their slaves. If 
a family would have, I mean, a lot of girls, especially shīūkh. They would castrate 
the slave. And some families, I mean, every family would have its own slave. And 
then they started bringing slave women. And families that were well off would have 
slave men or women. And when Charles Belgrave said that people could not have 
slaves anymore, they told their slaves to go. They were free. They didn’t go. This 
was because they were treated well. They had a roof over their heads and food on 
their plates. The slave was treated generously and dearly. And back then; life didn’t 
have a lot of demands. What would they tell him? “Go get some fish. Go get some 
meat.” I mean, there wasn’t cleaning to be done. He wouldn’t raise children. 
Women would raise their own children. He was just for heavier jobs. Slaves weren’t 
used like people use housemaids today. People exhaust housemaids. If they have 
a gathering, she’s working past midnight. No, people used to sleep early. So, a 
slave would be asleep by 10 pm. They would tell him, “We’re done, we’re going to 
bed, and you go to sleep too.” So, they said, “We don’t want freedom. We are 
staying with you.” 
 
Would he get married? Go out and come back as he wishes?  
No. He wouldn’t get married. There weren’t a lot of slave women. When they 
started getting their freedom, they had some loyalty to the families that owned 
them. So, the families gave them the opportunity to get married. They would know 
that this family, for example, would have a slave woman. One of the stories I 
know… and this is a very famous story… is about a family in Hidd. They had diving 
ships, and the head of the family had a seaman who was a slave. He made him a 
nūkhidhah. So, the other seamen said, how can this slave be a nūkhidhah to us? 
They were jealous. What did they do? They told the slave, “How are you letting 
your ʿam trick you? He made you a nūkhidhah without making you the legal owner 
of the ship.” Usually, slaves are naïve. They are kind spirited. People laugh at 
them. So, they told him. And so, he went. He went to his ʿam and called, “ʿamī, 
ʿamī.” The ʿam replied, “Yes?” The slave said, “You made me a nūkhidhah, but I 
don’t have a simbūk.55 The simbūk is not in my name.” So, the ʿam knew that the 
other seamen were setting up the slave. He said, “I will make your wish come true. 
Command me. What do you want?”  So, he said, “I want you to write the simbūk 
in my name.” The seamen had told him that he should get this in writing, that the 
slave owner’s word wouldn’t be enough. So, the ʿam took a paper and wrote, “The 

	
54  These are the names of jobs on the ship. Alghayṣ is the diver. Alsayb is 
responsible for pulling the diver up from the bottom of the ocean.  
55 A simbūk is a type of boat.  
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simbūk belongs to Barouk.”56 His name is Mubarak. “And the simbūk and Barouk 
belong to his ʿam.” So, he happily took the paper and went to the seamen and 
said, “Look, I own the simbūk now” (laughs). Of course, there are a lot of stories 
but this is one of the most famous ones.  
 
Could women own ships? 
There is inheritance. When a person passes away, his children inherit his wealth. 
Some people were well off and owned more than one ship. So, when it came to 
dividing their assets… I mean, when a person passed away, the assets were 
divided between the children. So, if the children were, for example, two sons and 
they had a sister… she could get a ship in her inheritance. So that ship would be 
written in her name. 
 
Written in her name. Would she get its money? 
Of course. Of course. That is her right. It is her right. She inherited the ship and 
people rent it from her. I mean; these seamen rent some ships. The nūkhidhah 
rents ships. “Oh, I want this ship for three months.”  
 
On other occupations: 
Women in Bahrain could make a living as a housemaid. How would that 
work? 
What used to happen? I saw this when I was younger. Women of the firīj would all 
gather. Where would they gather? At my mother’s house, may she rest in peace. 
And these nurses who would measure blood pressure and blood sugar levels… 
they wouldn’t go from house to house. They would come to my mother’s house 
and measure everyone’s blood pressure and blood sugar levels, and the gidū 
would be on.57 These women would be Sunni and Shia, this group of women. And 
the gidū would be passed from one to the other. I remember three ʿajam girls who 
were nurses.58 They had the gidū with them and they would smoke it and you could 
say that when they pick up the gidū and put it down… they were cooperating. And 
cooperation doesn’t come with money.  
 
Another thing I remember now. Women would ʾindhir. 59  “If God returns my 
husband home safe and sound,” from a diving trip I mean… Let’s say a woman’s 
son goes on a diving trip for the first time. A young guy. He would either be a 
tabāb…, which is sort of like the help … he would pour coffee, carry things, he 

	
56Barouk is a nickname for Mubarak. Enslaved men and women were commonly 
referred to by their nicknames, rather than their proper names. Whether the 
intention is derogatory, or loving is unclear.  
57 Gidū is the predecessor of the hookah pipe.  
58 ʿajam is the plural of ʿ ijmy. In this context, it also means ‘people of Persian origin’ 
who are Shia Muslim. 
59 ʾIndhir is the verb form of nadhir. ‘Vow’ is the literal translation of nadhir. ‘To 
make a vow’ is the literal translation of ʾindhir.  
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wouldn’t be a ghayṣ or a sayb.60 He would just pour coffee and go to get this or 
that. So, the mother would worry about him more than her husband. Because he 
is younger, I mean. So, she would pray for him, “If God returns my son safe to 
me…” There were shrines in Bahrain that both Sunni Muslims and Shi’a Muslims 
would go to. So, you can say, I would do this thing for Amir Zaid Mosque (Masjid 
Alʾamīr Zayd) in Malikiyah (Almālchiyah) or Abo Mohya Mosque (Masjid bū 
Miḥyah) in Arad. Have you heard of this mosque in Arad? They would go to it for 
nadhir. It’s called Abo Mohya Mosque, I think. It is in Arad, and it is a mosque that 
both Shia Muslims and Sunni Muslims go to for nadhir. And there is one in Dair 
(Aldayr). I used to have a Kuwaiti student. She would only ʾindhir to Om Albanin 
(ʾUm Albanīn). She is Sunni! Whenever she has a problem, she performed a nadhir 
and gave a sum of money to someone to take to alḥusaynīah in Arad.61 The people 
of Manama would all perform nadhir, whether they were Sunni or Shia. Because 
we are talking about diving, if a son is going diving or a husband, the woman would 
ʾindhir that if God returns them safe and sound, then she would do this and that. 
Of course, I remember one of the nadhir we went to in Burhama (Alburhāmah). 
Burhama has a tree. A tree that is not special, but people go perform nadhir there. 
They break eggs under it. Look at how naïve people were. How well intentioned 
they were.  They thought the tree was holy. So, people would naïvely ʾindhir to 
anything.  
 
How exactly is nadhir performed? 
A nadhir is that we, for example, now I say… “If God returns my son and such.” 
There are other nadhir too. I mean; if a woman hasn’t had a child in a while, then 
her mother would ʾindhir that if her daughter has a child, she will go and sacrifice 
a chicken or a rooster or break eggs. People had good intentions. They would 
break eggs and go to this shrine. For example, Nabi Saleh (Alnabīh Ṣāliḥ) was an 
island people used to go to. They’d say, “Alsalām ʿalayk yālnabīh sālih, int ḥilū wa 
baḥrik māliḥ.”62 So they would go there and spend the entire day there. It was like 
a fun trip, and at the same time they would break eggs. 
 
To them, this was part of Islam. This was religious behavior. I mean, in our 
neighborhood, there was a man called Alyasrawi (Alyasrāwī). I didn’t know what 
Alyasrawi meant until I grew up and found out there is a village called Jasra 
(Alyasrah). And because he was originally from Alyasra, people called him 
Alyasrawi. I didn’t know what Alyasrawi meant. I don’t remember his real name. 
People would take their children to Alyasrawi and he would recite Quranic verses 
on them. Even though he was Sunni. Both Sunni and Shia [Muslims] would visit 
him. “Take your son to Alyasrawi.” Of course, they didn’t understand. So, they 
would immediately take their children to Alyasrawi if they were sick. And he would 

	
60 A tabāb is one of the seamen’s sons or relatives. He would be given menial jobs, 
such as pouring coffee. 
61  A ḥusaynīah is a building where ḥusaynī social and religious customs are 
performed by Shia Muslims. The colloquial Bahraini word for ḥusaynīah is mātam. 
62 “Hello to you, Nabi Saleh. You are sweet, and your sea is salty.” 



	 	

21 
 

recite some verses of the Quran, which obviously couldn’t pose harm to the child. 
Sometimes, the child would get better. And they would say it was because of 
Alyasrawi. He would recite verses of the Quran, and there wouldn’t be much else. 
 
Were there any women who would do this too? 
Yes, there were. My mother, may she rest in peace. They would bring children to 
her so that she would recite verses from the Quran to them. And she would reject 
any sum of money that would be offered to her. They would give her money and 
she would say she wouldn’t want it. She would always say, “Āna ghanīah wa aḥib 
alhadīah.”63 And this was all of them, of course. They would do this thing for God. 
But I mean if a woman recites verses from the Quran to a young boy, or if Alyasrawi 
does it, they don’t give them money. They either don’t have money to begin with, 
or they offer money and they do not accept it. 
 
Why? 
The way they see it is, “I am doing something good. This is God’s work for God. I 
cannot take something in return.” I mean, if you were to help someone, for 
example, a blind man or an old woman who wanted to cross the road. It’s God’s 
work for God. So even though their financial situation was weak, they would not 
take any money. They think, ‘I did this thing and God will reward me, so I don’t 
want anything from you.’ But, for example, they would bring her a piece of fabric. 
They would bring her, for example, dates, ḥalwā… she would take this.64 She 
would take it and put it in the middle and all the women in her gathering…  
 
Were there paid work opportunities for women? 
Women in the countryside worked as farmers. Her circumstances were like the 
man’s. Women worked in some trades. But they would all sif. Do you know what 
that is? It’s when they make alsifrah65. They would take the khūṣ and sif it.66 All 
women would do this. Women in Alnaim (Alnʿaym), where ships were made, this 
woman is special. She makes the fatāyil that are used to make ships. 
 
What are fatāyil? 
Women would go and buy cotton. Bahrain used to grow cotton at some point in 
time. Of course, not like Egypt. So, they would buy cotton and make it into threads. 
Each woman would have her own spindle and she would do this. When she does 
this, whom does she take it to? She takes it back to the man she bought the cotton 
from. Who does he sell it to? To the ship makers. So, this is one of the occupations 
that a woman could have… but just in Alnaim. This is because they were ship 
makers, and people in other areas did not do this. So, women wouldn’t be involved.  
 

	
63 “I am rich, and I love a gift.”  
64 Ḥalwā is traditional Bahraini dessert.  
65 Alsifrah is an artisan product. It is a mat made of braided dried palm leaves. 
66 Khūṣ is dried palm tree leaves. To sif is to braid these leaves to make household 
objects such as handheld fans or baskets. 
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Women had a role in almost every trade. For example, embroidery. They would 
dye the threads. Who would dye the threads? They would take pomegranate peel 
and they would put the thread in it and it would come out red. To make what? To 
make ʾirdah, which is the ʿabāyah they would wear. Another thing is the wizār.67 
People would always wear wizār. They would not wear knickers or long johns. All 
people would wear wizār, they wouldn’t wear knickers or long johns. So, this would 
involve color. Whose job was it to color? The women. The wives of the men 
involved in the trade. 
 
Would any women go diving? 
No. They would go into the sea to take care of the ḥuḍūr, but they wouldn’t go 
diving.  
 
Take care of the ḥuḍūr? 
This is the beach, and this is the depth of the ocean. This is made of wicker. They 
would use it this way. This is called a sirah. So, the fish would come with alsagy, 
which is the traditional word for high tide. Low tide is called thibr. So, during high 
tide, water would come to the beach, and, during low tide, water would go back. 
And the fish would go back with it. So, the fish will enter this area and be trapped 
in the sirah. They can’t leave. Why? Because the space is very narrow. This is how 
they take care of the ḥuḍūr. They make sure nobody comes to steal the fish. They 
do maintenance work. They enter the sea with a sālyah, a piece like this, a net with 
two sticks. So, they enter the sea and leave and with the fish in the net that’s in 
their hands. I mean, they put the net in the water and pick it up and put it in the 
basket. Some of them do it on foot and some people are on donkeys. Some women 
do this job.  
 
Is that a rare situation?  
Yes, of course. The woman must know how to swim. She must be brave. Some of 
the rocks can cut her legs. Women don’t dive. Whoever told you that women dive, 
I mean; I don’t know where they would get this 
information. Diving happens from a ship. The 
ship is full of men. Excuse me, but I am saying 
the truth. When a man takes of his wizār and 
fixes his wizār and opens his wizār … it is in 
front of everyone. He doesn’t think it is ʿayb. 
He doesn’t think, “I should turn around and fix 
my wizār and then turn back and continue the 
conversation.” No. He fixes his wizār in front 
of his friends. And they think it’s okay too. So, 
this woman, when she goes diving? The diver 
enters the sea during the summer with just his 
knickers on. He is naked. He isn’t wearing 

	
67 An undergarment that is, essentially, a long piece of fabric wrapped around the 
wearer’s waist. It would cover the bottom half of the wearer’s body.  

Figure 1: Replica of a sketch done by 
the participant while explaining how 
women take care of the ḥuḍūr. This is 
a sālyah.  
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anything. And when do they all go diving? They all go diving during the summer. 
And when this woman goes diving? What does she wear? 
 
So, it’s impossible? 
It is of the seventh impossibilities. How could a woman even dive, wearing all that 
she wears? 
 
What about women who take care of the ḥuḍūr? 
No, she is rare. You can count those women on your fingers. She would have 
strong character. She wouldn’t have a husband; she wouldn’t have anything. 
 
Is taking care of the ḥuḍūr a strange job for a woman? Is it ʿayb? 
If she is honorable, then no. And she is a source of income. I mean, this isn’t 
something that is specific to men. She is a woman, and she wants to make a living. 
Some of them climb palm trees. They climb palm trees and do what men do. This 
depends on if the woman has a strong character. But this isn’t a situation of ḥalāl 
versus ḥarām. No. This is a source of income, and the ḥaḍrah might have belonged 
to her husband who passed away.68 So who would take care of it? She would take 
care of it. 
 
What would she do with the fish? Would it be for the house’s consumption, 
or would she sell it? 
No, sell it. Sell it because it’s more than… it is a lot! There aren’t as many fish 
today, but there used to be a lot of fish back then. I remember shrimp season in 
Tubli (Tūblī) bay where there was Nabi Saleh Island. There would be so much 
shrimp that they would just give it away. They would give it to their families and 
relatives. A lot. People would buy it cheap as dirt. So, they would steam it and dry 
it, to be eaten on days where there wouldn’t be a lot of shrimp. They would eat it 
dry, and that dish is called ʿaysh murabyan.69 What’s your lunch? Our lunch is 
murabyan. Murabyan means rice that has dried shrimp. They would buy it on days 
where shrimp would be cheap for winter days, when shrimp would be expensive.  
 
But women would sell their fish. When women would make things, some people 
would take them and sell them for her. I remember Souq Alarbia in Manama. 
Women would go and sell. This is an incident I remember… I was going to Souq 
Alarbia and I was a young boy. And one of the women from the firīj, her name was 
Fatma. She used to work with the ṭabālah.70 She would wear a baṭūlah. Suddenly, 
she yelled, ‘Come, Badir, my son.’ She worked with the ṭabālah, so she was a 
boor.  She yelled, ‘Look at that shameful man… he has no manners… look at what 
he’s done to me!’ I don’t know what he did, but I was embarrassed… people… I 

	
68 Ḥaḍrah is the singular form of ḥuḍūr. 
69 The literal translation of ʿaysh murabyan is shrimp with rice. 
70 The literal translation of ṭabālah is drummer. She is a folk musician who performs 
at weddings.  
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mean… they would wonder how I knew her (laughs). So, she was a courageous 
woman, and the marketplace had people who were selling and buying.71 
 
On the ʿabāyah: 
In the countryside, they would wear the ʾ irdah. The ʾ irdah is made in a few villages, 
like Abu Saiba (Abū Ṣaybah). Abu Saiba is a village at the beginning of Sheikh 
Abdulla Road, until Bani Jamrah. All the villages would make and export the ʾ irdah. 
Bahrain would export it. They would wear it in the Eastern Province [in Saudi 
Arabia]. When the dafah started, it was bad quality fabric. So, it would turn red 
from repeat exposure to the sun. Then the shiny silk dafah started appearing in the 
market. People would say: “Wallah ʿijbah yā jamāʿah… ʿayūz wa lābsah dafah 
lamāʿah”72 
 
So, was it in fashion? 
Yes… I mean, an old lady wearing a shiny dafah! I mean, these were not the kinds 
of clothes women used to wear, but then they started wearing them.  
 
Where did the silk dafah come from? 
It was imported, of course. But Bahrain was famous for its fabric industry, and it 
would export those fabrics to other Gulf countries. 
 
On boys and girls:   
There were no boundaries between young girls and young boys, especially in the 
age before puberty. They would all learn and memorize the Holy Quran side by 
side. I mean; co-ed schooling was a thing. I mean; I learned Quran with girls, even 
though they were more mature than I was. If we had a boy who was thirteen years 
old and a girl who was thirteen years old, or even twelve years old, she would be 
more mature than he would be. Do you know what I mean? So young boys, and I 
was one of them, had good intentions. I mean; the girls who were in our class were 
so much more aware than we were. So, the girl would be more aware than the 
boy. People did not worry about boys and girls sitting together and playing 
together, they didn’t worry that the boys would flirt with the girls. Young boys today, 
boys who are in elementary school, are much more cultured than we were when 
we were young. And people before us, even more so.  
  

	
71 Contextually, courage, brevity and strength may have negative connotations 
when used to describe a woman.  
72 “Hey everyone, I swear this is a wonder… an old lady wearing a shiny ʿabāyah.”  
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Ahmed 
 
The pearling period was of course something completely different from our lives 
today, even though the chronological time period between these two phases is not 
long. But the changes that happened within society were huge, very large. In terms 
of women’ roles, we must acknowledge that the main roles women played during 
that time period were related to her situation within extended families. An extended 
family is when the father and the grandfather and the grandchildren lived in one 
house. They were numerous. There would be a big house with a lot of rooms 
divided between the people living there. Even though the children would be 11 or 
12, which was usually the case because people wanted to have a lot of children. I 
mean; the father wanted children and the grandfather wanted grandchildren, so 
the pregnancy and childbirth process was encouraged. So, the woman’s role… 
you could say she had three roles at the same time. The first is her role as a woman 
to procreate and carry through her marital responsibilities. That is her main role. 
And as you know, that is a very exhausting role for any woman to have… to be 
pregnant. Pregnancies are complicated and the childbirth and child-rearing 
processes … I mean, you can’t talk about these things lightly. In addition to the 
woman performing home economics. I mean; she is the manager of the house. It’s 
true that she is the daughter-in-law, the first lady of the house, but she does her 
part. Someone washes, someone does the dishes, and someone cooks… I mean; 
this was a home-centric role. She is a housewife, in one-way or another. These 
are the two main roles that women played, and there was also a third role, but it 
depends on a constrained amount of time, which is the pearling season. All the 
men, almost 90% of them, would go diving and would be away from home for at 
least five months. The houses would be empty from men. The only remaining 
people would be young children who couldn’t go diving. The woman would then 
step into the man’s shoes and do everything he would have done. The woman 
would go hunting. She would go take care of the ḥuḍūr. You know what ḥuḍūr are, 
of course. They would go take care of the ḥuḍūr, they would fish, and after that 
they would do other jobs related to protecting the family more generally. There 
weren’t thieves, the kind of thieves we see today, but the protective role was 
required.  
 
Protection from what? 
From anything. I mean, even from a lost dog that wants to come into the house. 
The woman needs to protect the house. And then, you need to notice; the houses 
were open unto each other. I mean; my neighbor and I would be one. I would open 
a part of my wall for him, because the walls were made from palm tree leaves. So 
Flān would be able to walk in and walk out of the house. There were no boundaries. 
But men wouldn’t walk between the women. 
 
Were the neighbors family members? 
The neighbors were family members and even if they were not related, they would 
consider each other to be family. I mean; the firīj would be like… what can I tell 
you… like a tribe. The firīj was a unit that is like a tribe in arms. So that’s why, even 
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today, the firīj would be called “Firīj Flān” … “Firīj Bin Rashdan” … “Firīj so and 
so.”73 The firīj was a unit and the unit was like a tribe. So, people would say: this is 
our firīj’s son… ‘Til today! They would say Flān bin Flān…Oh he is our firīj’s son. 
Did you notice how? So, the firīj was a closely-knit social unit, and it was both 
strong and protective. I mean, for example, a stranger walks into the firīj. They 
would ask him: “Where are you from? Why are you standing there? Why did you 
come here?” So, the firīj was a social unit comparable to a tribe. The woman’s role 
was economic, social and protective at the same time.  
 
The economic role… you mentioned that the woman would manage the 
household’s finances. Where would the money come from? 
Okay. Look, the old system was dependent on the system of loans and tiqsām. 
The loan would be to any rank of the seamen, whether he was a diver or a nahām 
or a sayb.74 He just needs to go to the nūkhidhah or the mumawil, notice that there 
is a nūkhidhah and a mumawil, because even the nūkhidhah could be leant money 
from the mumawil.75 He doesn’t own the property. I mean; he doesn’t own the ship. 
So that’s why they take out a loan. They are in debt to the mumawil. This is a debt 
that is written down in the books, and there are accounts, and this is a type of 
compound interest. They would take a compound interest from the seamen, like 
banks take today in the time period we’re living in. So, he would take a loan of 
about 100 rupees or 50 rupees, of course in our world today that sum would be 
equal to about 500 dinars or 400 dinars.  
 
What does he do with this amount? First, he buys his supplies. If he were a diver, 
he would buy the equipment that help him dive. It would be on his tab. He would 
buy the mattress that he will sleep on, which would be a very simple one, and he 
would buy ropes and he would buy dayn and he would buy fuṭām.76 All of the 
equipment he might need while out at sea. He would give the second part of that 
amount to the homemaker, so she can take care of the house’s matters. She would 
buy rice and sugar and tea and so on. And then, where would the problem be? 
The problem would be that the diver would not earn enough to pay the loan back. 
So, he would have an overdraft. The second time around, he would go out and 
take a second loan and stay in debt. Continuously. So, the seamen would languish 
under debt, sort of like our living situation today, except the mumawil is a bank and 
the employee is the diver or the seaman. Something like that.  

	
73 Bin Rashdan is a family in Bahrain. The speaker is highlighting the firīj’s likeness 
to a tribe, in his opinion, by using examples that are affiliated with certain families.  
74 A nahām is the musician on board of the ship. It is his responsibility to lighten 
the mood while divers are separated from their families for extended periods of 
time. 
75 The literal translation of mumawil is financer.  
76 Dayn is a basket made of thick threads. The diver hangs it on his neck, to put in 
any oysters he finds. Fuṭām is a tool used by divers on pearling trips. It is a clip 
worn on the nose to stop water from entering the diver’s nostrils, protecting him 
from drowning.   
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I’ve heard stories where divers were unable to pay back their debts, so the 
nūkhidhah would take the seaman’s wife as collateral.  
Yes, of course, look, these situations… I mean he becomes in debt and the diving 
laws allowed it at that time. It is the mumawil’s right to take what the seaman or 
diver owns. So, he sees what he owns. Does he own a house? He assesses the 
house’s value. He doesn’t have a house? Or his house, or the faction of the house 
that he owns, is not enough to pay his debt? It is the mumawil’s right to take one 
of the seaman’s sons and take him on diving trips and burden him with the debt. I 
mean; his family is burdened by the debt. Of course, some mumawil have cruel 
hearts and they would take the wife. But, I mean, this didn’t take place in all 
scenarios. It would be a rare occurrence, but it could happen because, according 
to the diving laws, it was the mumawil’s right.  
 
You mentioned that the wife would have a sum of money and she would 
manage the house. Would she go the marketplace herself to make necessary 
purchases?  
Yes, of course.  
 
It wasn’t considered ʿayb? 
No, it was not ʿayb at all. Not at all. 
 
And were there any women who would sell at the marketplace? 
There were women who would sell at the marketplace, and there were women who 
would sell in the firīj. I mean; like there are cold stores today, people used to sell 
from their houses.  
 
Did women have jobs? 
Well, the jobs would be jobs related to the home. I mean, for example, like you see 
today, they would make chili powder and they would make chutney and they would 
make… I mean not exactly like you see today but back then they would make 
sifīf.77 They would make naqdah.78 They would make kūrār. They would work. 
There were jobs. Some of them would raise sheep and sell the milk. Some of them 
would raise cows and sell the milk. There were also simple house jobs like making 
sifīf and making fans. They would be handheld, and people would fan themselves 
with them because they didn’t have air conditioning. These simple artisanal jobs 
would be done at home.  
 
Was this the main source of income? 
No. I can tell you that these jobs were simply little things that helped, because the 
diver would not always have a large sum of money to give to his wife. He would 
give her a small sum of money and tell her to figure it out, and she would have to 
figure it out. 

	
77 Sifīf is a type of embroidery. It is like crochet.  
78 Naqdah is a type of embroidery using silver-colored threads.  
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In this regard, are there differences between people from the country and 
people from the city? 
It’s almost, look, what I told you is applicable to people from the city. But people 
from the villages would live on fields. The woman would go to the farms, she would 
plant and sow and at the same time she would water the plants and take care of, 
if there was, for example, the sheep in the barn and the farm. Later, the women 
would sell the radishes and sell the legumes and sell the jasmine. The women in 
the villages would do this. Women in the cities would not go to the sea, but women 
in the villages would go to the farms.  
 
And this would not be the main source of income either?  
No, this is a matter of survival. Even the amount the husband makes is not enough. 
She would be figuring things out.  
 
Would the money that she made be hers?  
It wouldn’t be. It would be the entire family’s. And I’ll tell you something, there 
weren’t demands placed on food… not like the restrictions you find today, where 
someone would say, “I don’t feel like eating,” and someone else would say, “I don’t 
want to eat that.” There is rice and there is fish. If you want to eat, you eat. And if 
you don’t, it’s up to you. I mean; if you have part of a fish for lunch, you had it good. 
There weren’t demands like people have today. “Oh, I want a hamburger. I don’t 
want this, and I don’t want that. I don’t feel like eating.” No. You defend yourself to 
get a morsel. You were smart if you had a morsel to eat and even when we were 
children, we would fight to get a piece of bread. Life was a struggle. Nobody was 
being spoilt. There was very little. I mean, if somebody would walk down the firīj 
and see orange peels at a door, he would knock on the door and ask, “I hope 
there’s nothing wrong. What’s happening?” Oranges were only given to people 
when they were sick. So, he would knock on the door and ask, “I hope there’s 
nothing wrong. What’s happening?” And they would say, “Oh, Flān has a fever.” 
Or “Our son has this.” I mean; it was a struggle to survive. Fruit was very rare. 
There wasn’t much. There was the fruit that was planted in Bahrain: lūz and yidhab 
and dates.79 These were the fruits. As for the fruits that you have today, the 
pomegranates and the bananas and the plums and these blessings and riches, 
they were not available back then. Not at all.  
 
What were the things that a Bahraini family would spend on? 
Clothing. I mean, not to that extent either. Clothing would be a thūb that would last 
for a year or two. A man would wear it. I mean, look, spending on food was the 
main type of spending. I mean, providing rice, tea, coffee… these three main 
things. I mean; the rice, the salt and the spices… the cooking tools in addition to 
the tea and the coffee. These were the main components. And then, the coffee 
was expensive. People considered it to be the main hosting tool. 

	
79 Lūz is a type of peach that is agriculturally specific to Bahrain. Yidhab is an 
edible part of a palm tree’s trunk.  
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Were these things in all Bahraini houses, or just in the houses of people from 
certain social classes? 
Well, look, Bahrain had three social classes. There were the shīūkh and the rulers, 
and this was a social class that had its own considerations. And then there were 
the rich people and the mumawilīn and the big traders. And then right after you 
would have the poor, who were most of the population. This group of people would 
always be barely surviving, barely providing each day’s strength.  
 
Would you find the rice, the tea, and the cooking tools in the poor people’s 
houses?  
The poor… of course, because the sheikh would give gifts, because he has money. 
And the rich people, the financers, they have money, and they controlled the 
economy. 
 
So, the family would spend on food and clothing?  
Yes, generally.  
 
What about schooling? Weren’t there fees? 
There weren’t any schools. There was the muṭawaʿ.  
 
Just the muṭawaʿ? 
The muṭawaʿ would have his own system, and the system was known. People 
would either pay him a mushāharah, which is a monthly payment. Or when the 
child has completely memorized the Qurān. The mother tells him. The mother tells 
the muṭawaʿ who will teach her son. She says, “Oh we want to pay a mushāharah.” 
Or they might not even want to pay every month, because that would be a large 
sum of money. They would pay a khamīsīah.80 On every Thursday, they would give 
the son two ānat and they would tell him to take it to the muṭawaʿ. And he would 
take it to the muṭawaʿ and at the end of the month he would have made one rupee.  
 
Is an ānah 12 fils? 
Two ānat are 25 fils. So, it would amount to one rupee at the end of the month. 
This is quite a sum of money! I mean; if he had fifty students, he would make fifty 
rupees. Of course, the other type of payment is when they say, “No. Let him 
completely memorize the Qurān and then we will pay.” So, the muṭawaʿ would sit 
and teach the student until he has completely memorized the Qurān. And if he 
memorizes it, they pay him the full amount. And traders do this, but most people 
pay every Thursday.  
 
Would girls go to the muṭawaʿ? 
Of course, and boys and girls would study together. They were not separated.  
 
Would the muṭawaʿ always be a man? 

	
80 Khamīs is Thursday.  
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No. I studied with a muṭwaʿah, a woman. There would be women muṭawaʿah, and 
men muṭawaʿ. But the muṭawaʿah is a woman and she was present, and she would 
teach boys too. 
 
Was she present, or would this be a rarity? 
No, she was present. She was present and she was present with full force and as 
an essential member of the community. There was muṭawaʿah Hessa and 
muṭawaʿah Latifa. Muṭwaʿah Latifa is the muṭawaʿah who taught me, and she was 
a muṭwaʿah in the truest definition of the word. She was efficient, she was strict, 
she wasn’t simple, and she managed things very well.  
 
Would you go to her home, or would she come to yours?  
We would go to her home, of course.  
 
So, this is a job that a woman could have?  
This is a job, of course, and by the way it was a well-paying job. It wasn’t simple.  
 
How did society view the muṭawaʿah? 
With respect. She was appreciated and she was a noble woman… and the 
muṭawaʿah wouldn’t just be a muṭawaʿah. She would read Quran in the mūlid.81 
During the occasion of the Prophet’s Birthday they would call her, and she would 
read ʾadhkār and she would be rewarded for her actions.82 
 
On marriage: 
When a woman does not bear children, this is a big problem for her, as a woman, 
and for the family and for her husband. I mean; she needs to be fertile. In some 
houses the woman would have fifteen children or twelve children. This is an 
exhausting process for the woman, and this is not an easy role; it is a big role.  
 
At what age would she get married, for example?  
Oh, even at twelve years old they would marry them off. Marriage would be at a 
young age and then, I mean, it was preferred that a woman would get married 
while young. It was safer for her and that was the consensus: it was better for her.83 
 
What role did she have in selecting a husband? 
She did not have a role at all. 
 
Who made the decision? 
The father. He had the primary role in the decision-making process. The mother 
played a secondary role in selecting. The mother did not have a role. It is true that 
the mother had a role if it was her son getting married. She would choose his wife. 

	
81 Mūlid is the observance of the prophet Mohamed’s day of birth.  
82 ʾAdhkār is the plural of dhikir, which translates to “remembrance.” ʾAdhkār are 
sayings that invoke the remembrance of God. 
83 Contextually, this is tied to the idea of sitir and the regulation of female sexuality. 
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But if, for example, the mother would be selecting a husband for her daughter, then 
no, that is not correct. And I will tell you something else; the widespread system is 
that girls marry their paternal cousins. There is no negotiation. And girls also marry 
their maternal cousins. That is the widespread system, and the process of 
selection is very uncommon. The family itself always says: “Khalnā dākhlish ib 
dākhlish.”84 That means they don’t want any strangers, and they always insist that 
their in-law is from their own flesh and blood. And it was also popular to have girls 
be betrothed to Flān. I mean, since she was a young child they would say, Flānah 
is betrothed to Flān. And that was it. And she would grow up with that in mind. The 
problem is that sometimes the boy would feel like the girl he grew up with is like 
his sister. He wouldn’t feel like she is his wife.  
 
If the girl were twelve years old, how old would the boy be?  
Oh, there are boys who would be married off at a young age. I mean, in their 
twenties. And some husbands would have gotten married without knowing what 
marriage really is. “Let him get married,” they would say.  
 
So, if the groom were in his twenties, what would he be doing from the ages 
of 12 to 20 years old? Does he have a job? Make a living?  
Ever since he was seven or eight years old, they would take him to be a tabāb in 
the sea. The tabāb is the sea boy. He would work and, of course, he wouldn’t get 
anything. He wouldn’t have a share.  But they would give him saḥātīn, which are 
the small pearls. I mean; they would do this to appease him. So, he would collect 
them and bring them and sell them. And then after a while, he would eventually 
climb the ranks and become a sayb.  
 
In case there was a proposal, who pays the mahar?85 Does the groom pay, 
or does his family? 
No. The boy always doesn’t have anything. I mean; he lives under his father’s 
protection. The grandfather’s protection and the father’s protection. The boy 
doesn’t have a role. They tell him to marry Flāna and he marries her. He doesn’t 
say no. He doesn’t object and he doesn’t get to choose. They tell him, “This is your 
paternal uncle’s daughter. Marry her.” And he says “Yes, sir,” and he marries her. 
And the family takes care of it. And some of them, if the groom marries his paternal 
cousin, don’t even pay a mahar. It might be something very simple. 
 
And does the mahar go to the bride or to her mother and father? 
No. The woman doesn’t own anything. They might buy her gold. They might buy 
her clothes. They might buy her things. But give her a sum of money in her hands 
and tell her, “This is yours?” No.  
 
On women and gold: 

	
84 “Let us remain within by within.” 
85 The mahar is a sum of money, or a gift, that is usually given by the groom to the 
bride. It is a tradition within some cultures but is a woman’s legal right in Islam.  
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They say: “Zīnah wa rizīnah.”86 This is a saying between women about gold. Gold 
is used to beautify but it is also a way of saving for the future. A woman would 
measure her wealth by measuring how much gold she has. And that was true. Any 
amount of money that a woman would receive, or that she would aim to make, she 
would say, “I want to buy a khuzāmah.”87 Women wear it in their noses. Or she 
would want earrings, or she would want a banjarī or bracelets.88 This is a type of 
saving for women and women love gold, generally.  
 
Was gold expensive, making it difficult for women to purchase?  
That’s true. It was expensive within that time period. I mean; you had to have 
money to buy gold. But people bought simple things, like earrings or a miḥbas.89 I 
mean; a girl would have a miḥbas from a very young age, at the very least. She 
would have bracelets.   
 
Could she sell her gold? 
She could, but that was rare. A woman would not act without her mother’s 
guidance. It would be very rare. A mother’s role would be very central. And then, 
notice that Arab and hawilah are different. I mean; you must know that with hawilah 
the mother is the head of the house – not the man. Until today. The man takes his 
salary, and brings it, and gives it to her. She takes care of things. The Persian 
woman, the Iranian woman… I mean; women of ʿajam origins run their own 
households. This is still true today. 
 
Are you referencing hawilah women or ʿajam women? 
Hawilah and ʿajam and both. They are different from Arabs. I mean, with Arabs, 
men have more power. And then, within the hawilah community, the woman’s role 
would be very central and very strong. A manager. Successful in managing, I 
mean. I mean; they purchased lands.  
 
Did women have the right to purchase land? 
No… through their husband as the front. The husband is the front. She says, “I 
have this amount, and this, and that, buy this, and do that…” or, “I’ve collecting 
this, and I’ve saved that.” I mean; she would very carefully pay for the house but 
save money. 
 
When you say the husband is the front, do you mean that the land would be 
legally his? 
Yes, of course it would be. The woman would work and manage the income, but 
he would be the front. Even if someone comes to negotiate anything, the husband 
would be the front. But managing the house, saving money, accounts, 

	
86 “Decorative and sturdy” 
87 A khuzāmah is a gold nose ring. 
88 A banjarī is a gold bangle design.  
89 A miḥbas is a gold ring.  
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purchases… this would all be the woman’s job. But the husband is always the 
front, the woman is not visible.  
 
What about inheritance? Would the husband be the front then? 
No. Inheritance is based on Sharia law.   
 
On housemaids: 
I have a question about housemaids. Would Bahraini women work as 
housemaids in other Bahraini houses? 
That’s true, but she would not be called a housemaid. She would not be called that 
name. 
 
What would she be called? 
They say: “Bnayah ʿala bnayah wa ʿala guʿūd baṭālah, bnayah tiṭḥan algifah wa 
bnayah tinfaʿ alyār.”90 Tinfaʿ, notice, she assists.91 She is an assistive girl. She 
goes to the neighbor’s house, and she assists them in the kitchen, this and that, 
and they give her a morsel from their lunch. 
 
Would this be a pre-discussed agreement?  
No. 
 
So, it is spontaneous?  
And she is not called a housemaid. Not at all. And she is not given a sum of money, 
but she is rewarded. For example, they buy her clothes. They give her a bite to 
eat. I mean, people worked for the food on their plates. I mean, she gets a morsel 
to eat, and she goes, and she assists, and she works but there’s another thing. 
There’s al kūrār as well. You know kūrār? Kūrār is a group of workers, maybe four 
or six, and they sit down. There’s a woman, and she’s the master, and she does 
the sewing, and she gets a large amount of money because thūb nashil is 
expensive.92 It is expensive, and traders order it. So, she gives a salary to these 
workingwomen. They are not housemaids. They do not do housework. They do a 
specific job, which is that they dūkhil. It is called midūkhal.93 They weave the zarī 
threads within each other. So, they are workers, six of them, and they work 
together from 9 in the morning until 12 noon, three hours or four hours a day. They 
charge for their work per thūb. For each thūb, they get a salary. And they are 
employees who work, but, for example, the lady who raises cows? People buy milk 
from her, and she saves the money. But she works, or her husband helps her feed 

	
90 “A girl and a girl, they have nothing to do… A girl assisting basket-weaving, and 
a girl assisting her neighbor.”  
91 “To assist” is the literal translation of tinfaʿ. 
92 Thūb nashil is traditional attire, worn by women. It is loose and made of silk 
fabrics in colors red, blue, purple, green or black. There is heavy gold or silver 
embroidery throughout thūb nashil and it is only worn on special occasions, such 
as Eid and wedding parties.  
93 The noun for dūkhil. 
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the cows or do this or do that, and when someone comes to help her, she rewards 
them. She gives them milk, or she gives them this or that, but she doesn’t give 
them a monthly salary. And if she was a housemaid or if she wasn’t a housemaid, 
it is ʿayb to call her a housemaid. She is not called a housemaid.  
 
Would women with these jobs be married and have children? 
Yes. They would be married, and they would have children. They would be 
homemakers and there would be people who come and assist them and cook for 
them. 
 
On slaves: 
First, look, the general public did not own the slaves. You would only find slaves in 
the homes of a certain group of people. The certain group of people would be the 
large mumawilīn and the shīūkh. These people would buy slaves, but you would 
not find slaves in the homes of the general public. Not at all. This was only 
something you would find with the shīūkh, with the large mumawilīn, but not with 
the general public. 
 
On the marketplace: 
Was it ʿayb for a woman to go out, go to the marketplace, sell and buy? 
No. Not at all. 
 
Would she wear a ʿabāyah, or was there specific attire?  
She would wear a ʿabāyah and she would wear a baṭūlah.  
 
Would the baṭūlah be worn by all people?  
With most people, yes. The baṭūlah exists today, too. 
 
It exists today, but it is not popular. 
No, it is not popular, but women are used to wearing it within specific traditional 
groups. 
 
What would women wear? 
First, there is something called a shamlūl. It is the underwear that is worn under 
the darāʿah and it is an open sirwāl, it does not have legs.94 No, it is open. And 
then, on top of it, there is a darāʿah. And on top of the darāʿah, there is a thūb. 
This is the popular traditional thūb, not the nashil. No, it is the popular thūb, which 
is white, or any color; there are a lot of colors. It has large sleeves that the woman 
uses them to cover herself. And, of course, she wears the darāʿah. Only the 
darāʿah covers her arms, because the thūb’s sleeves are loose.  
 
Is this the prevalent manner of dress? 
Yes, with the general population.    
 

	
94 Sirwāl are long underpants.  
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There is no difference between the city and the countryside? 
The countryside is different. Women in the countryside wear a mishmar. A 
mishmar is a cover that is not like the dafah. It is a different color. The dafah is 
always black, but the mishmar is colorful, and they were a ṣirwāl that closes at the 
feet. They wear something like a shirt on top, but it is low, not like a darāʿah, and 
on top of it is the mishmar.  
 
On religion: 
Did boys and girls have similar religious education experiences? 
Yes. There’s a saying that goes: “Min yiṣīr alwalad ṭūl alsayf, lāzim yiṣaly.”95  
 
Just the boy? 
The boy and the girl, but the boy even more so. They focus is more on the boy, 
because the girl is in your hands. The boy goes out and comes back, so they need 
to reinforce prayer’s importance to him. 
  

	
95 “As soon as the boy is as tall as a sword, prayer is cumpolsory.”  
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Khalid 
 
The woman in Muharraq is different from the woman in the villages, because she 
was usually a diver’s wife. So, she would have full responsibility during the pearling 
season. In addition, women in Muharraq would work. They would deliver water to 
houses, or they would fish. Okay? Women from Manama would usually be married 
to traders, and so she would not work. Learn? Yes. Women from Manama were 
the first women to enter schools in 1889. This was an American school that was 
established by Pastor Zwemer’s wife, Amy Zwemer. It was in Manama, in the 
location of Aysha Um Almumineen School (Madrisat ʿĀyshah Um Almūʾminīn), 
which used to be the American Mission. 
 
Is this Alraja School today? 
No, Alraja School was established later. It was a school called The Acorn School 
and it developed over the days and became The High Hope, which is Alraja. We 
are talking about the year 1898, almost. When they established the American 
Mission School for Girls, of course, a lot of girls in Bahrain enrolled. It was in 
Manama, and they would learn the Arabic language, mathematics, English and 
home economics. There wouldn’t be an issue of a girl going out or not going out if 
she was going to school. Of course, in terms of activities, would women go out 
shopping? No, it wouldn’t happen. Would women go to big parties? It wouldn’t 
happen. Unless, of course, it was a wedding or Eid or family events, then, of 
course, they would go out and attend. 
 
It was my understanding that girls would not go out, but it would not be ʿayb 
for women to go out.  
It would be very rare to see women in the marketplace. She wouldn’t go shopping 
for the house. It would be the servants or the husband. He would shop. In the 
1930s, schools were being established for girls in Manama, and a lot of women 
would go out to work as teachers. And they started in Aysha Um Almumineen 
School, and then Alzahra School (Madrisat Alzahrāʾ), and that spread to Gudaibiya 
(Alqiḍaybīah) and Shimaloa (Alshimālīah), so there were a lot of Bahraini teachers. 
They would go out.  
 
In terms of nursing, Fatma Alzayani was the first Bahraini nurse. The missionaries, 
who were the American Mission Hospital, sent her to Baghdad. She graduated as 
a nurse and came back to Bahrain, with her parent’s opposition, and started 
working in the American Mission Hospital. There were Bahraini women working 
with her, but they were assistants and not actual nurses. They were supervisors, 
assistants, involved in the kitchen and in patient services. 
 
Did they study anything specific to have these jobs? 
Usually, no. Usually, they worked blue-collar jobs and were not educated. The oil 
company hired a lot of women. They were from Manama and Muharraq. They were 
from everywhere. They rode on big buses, and they went to work from morning 
until sunset. They would work, whether they were working in houses or in kitchens 
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or as assistants in houses in Awali (ʿAwālī). The changes happened, honestly, after 
1926. This was when Charles Belgrave’s wife came to Bahrain. When she came 
to Bahrain, she was committed to educating girls. She supervised girls’ education, 
and she would visit the schools and she would encourage education, regardless 
of their parent’s opposition – especially pious men of Muharraq. As for Manama, 
opposition was less and girls enrolled in schools before they did in Muharraq, 
without any problems.  
 
There was a development: some girls were sent on academic scholarship to Beirut. 
Of course, some girls went on their own tab. Families that were well off sent their 
daughters to London to study. Others sent them to Beirut, to Baghdad, and to 
Cairo.  
 
As for the municipal elections, you know that the Bahraini woman began 
participating in the end of the 1920s. And in 1956, for the first time, Bahraini women 
participated in protests in Bahrain. They protested with the National Union 
Authority and, in addition to that, there weren’t women writers at that time. There 
weren’t girls who wrote or women who wrote, but there were a lot of teachers and 
a lot of principals who were women. 
 
Servants, of course, were there, whether they were owned or not, they could be 
found in the houses, especially those of the bigger families.96 Most people did not 
have servants. The second phenomenon in the Gulf countries, which Bahrain is 
characterized by, is the existence of a prostitution area, or The Red District 
(Almanṭiqah Alḥamrah) as they call it. This was legal and the authorities regulated 
it and there were regular medical checkups in place. 
  
Which year was this? 
This was almost at the beginning of the twentieth century. By the 1970s, they were 
still there. A lot of them were deported from Bahrain, a command from the ruler 
Sheikh Salman at that time. But they came back after a while and set up in the 
same area and there were two areas, one in Muharraq and one in Manama. This 
was a phenomenon that women participated in. 
 
Were the women Bahraini or foreigners? 
It was a mix, to be honest. There were Bahraini women, and they would always 
have a social background such as being divorced, being kicked out of home, being 
widowed and not having anyone to take care of them. I mean; there were social 
circumstances that led to this phenomenon’s appearance, in addition to, of course, 
encouragement from women who were already in the field. They pull each other 
in. There were some from Oman and some from Al Ahsa (Alḥasah) and some from 
Iran and some from Bahrain. To be honest, the majority was from Bahrain.  
 

	
96 ‘Bigger’ in this instance does not mean larger. Rather, it refers to social status.  
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What else? Driving a car. Women before the 1950s could drive cars and being 
women drove cars without any problems. This was in addition to fashion. being 
women were interested in fashion and were the best-dressed women in the Gulf. 
This wasn’t just fashion in terms of attire but smoking too. The first woman who 
started smoking in the Gulf was the being woman.  
 
Do you mean smoking gidū? 
Gidū is a normal phenomenon that was widespread everywhere. I mean smoking 
cigarettes. This was considered civil behavior, as they used to say. There was also 
a cinema. It would be open for women on Mondays and Thursdays, and women 
used to always go. 
 
Just women? 
Just women on Mondays and Thursdays. The big cinemas would open only for 
them. This is the general picture. 
 
Was religious awareness tied to education, generally? Was there education 
outside of the religious fields? 
There were two types of education, to be honest. There was formal education, 
because women did not enroll in domestic education. Women entered the formal 
education system, which was the government system. And there was the muṭawaʿ. 
People would send their children to the muṭawaʿ when they would be younger than 
the entrance age for formal education. As soon as they would be old enough to go 
to school, they would be enrolled in a school. Some families prefer only sending 
their children to the muṭawaʿ, and the girl would not go to school. This was the 
extent of education that girls would receive at that time. But as soon as formal 
education started in Bahrain, there was complete acceptance of it and there was 
no opposition at all. 
 
What was the muṭawaʿ’s responsibility?  
The muṭawaʿ would help children memorize the Quran, only. 
 
Explain the Quran? 
No, just help them memorize it. Repetition. Until they have memorized the entire 
Quran. Some muṭawaʿ would teach math, but not the muṭawaʿah.  
 
There was a muṭawaʿ and a muṭawaʿah?  
Yes. The muṭawaʿ would be for boys.  
 
Would the muṭawaʿ be at the mosque or at home? 
The muṭawaʿ is usually at home. The muṭawaʿah is the same. She would usually 
be at home. When a child memorizes the entire Quran, she would go out with him 
on a sort of parade to the child’s house, so they would give her a present (laughs). 
It was a social occasion, and she would get a present out of it.  
 
How long would it take for the child to memorize the entire Quran? 
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Usually, a year.  
 
On alnadhir and other rituals: 
We have rituals. Like, the woman who does not get pregnant has to jump over the 
bīṣ on a ship. 
 
What is the bīṣ? 
The bīṣ is the first piece of wood they put on the floor. This was a bad omen for 
seamen, so they would appoint a guard to overlook the bīṣ so that women don’t 
jump over it. This is one. They would perform nadhir. The nadhir would be on 
everything: on health, on childbirth, on children, on marriages, on engagements. 
And if it comes true, they would go to AlKhudur (alkhuḍur) or Nabi Salih or Sheikh 
Sasaa (Shaykh Ṣaʿṣaʿah).97 Okay. And they would take with them… if they went 
to AlKhudur they would take eggs. They would break the eggs and cook and eat. 
 
This is if the nadhir came true? 
Yes, sort of, yes, it’s not just a token of gratitude but it’s also a … what do they call 
it… a sacrifice. Okay? They would also go to the butcher shop and women would 
hang themselves on the butcher’s hooks if they weren’t getting pregnant.  
 
What do you mean? 
She hangs herself from her feet (laughs), as if she were a sheep that was skinned 
and hung upside down.  
 
For how long? 
I mean a minute, or two. 
 
And this was thought to be a cure? 
Yes. It is presumed that if she did this thing, she would become pregnant. In 
addition to ṭibūb.98 There were some women who were very famous for it. They 
make ṭibūb and yifichūn alkitāb.99 Yifichūn alkitāb is alfāl.100 She reads alfāl and 
she does ṭibūb. For example, if you are coming and you say, “Oh I want to get rid 
of Flānah al Flānīah who has caused a lot of problems between my husband and 
I.” Then she would do an evil ʿamal.101 Or if you want to pass an exam, she will do 
a good ʿamal. 
 
Who usually practices these rituals? 

	
97 These areas in Bahrain are named after the Muslim scholars who were buried 
there. People visited their graves to perform nadhir. 
98 The colloquial term for magic is ṭibūb.  
99 “Open the book” is the literal translation of yifichūn alkitāb. It is a type of magic, 
as well. The implication is that the book would be opened so that destiny may be 
read.  
100 Destiny is the literal translation of alfāl. 
101 A ʿamal is a spell.  
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Usually, it’s a woman. Sometimes, it can be a girl, if she is growing older and is not 
married. They would go and yifichūn alfāl for her. Young girls would be married off, 
but some girls would not get married. There were a lot of spinsters. This is either 
because their fathers were stubborn, and he wouldn’t want to marry them off, or 
because she wouldn’t get proposals. So, they would yifichūn alfāl for her. 
 
On weddings: 
Weddings used to be very small. They would involve just the family. Bit by bit, they 
developed and became the families and the area. Women would celebrate alone, 
and men would celebrate alone. And then, weddings became mixed, of course, 
which is the hotel weddings people go to today, sort of.102 
 
Who arranged marriages? 
Usually, the khaṭābah is responsible. They send a khaṭābah, okay? She inquires 
and if there is a positive answer, the women go and visit. When the women go, of 
course, they propose and then the men go and talk. The girl usually does not have 
a role. Nobody asks her. I mean, if she agrees or doesn’t agree to get married, 
she’s still going to get married. 
 
Who makes the decision, her mother or her father? 
Exactly. Or her big brother, if he is there. 
 
Isn’t it a specific person’s responsibility?  
The whole family, to be honest, arranges marriages. The mother and the father. 
The girl did not have a role. Or, if they were not around, it would be her older 
brother or guardian.  
 
Is it assumed that a girl would marry her paternal cousin?  
Marriages were always within the family. But there were a lot of instances when 
marriages happen outside of the family, too. They prefer that she does not leave 
the area; they prefer that she does not leave the house; and they prefer that she 
does not leave the country. All these concerns were real.  
 
Does the girl get her mahar or does it go back to her family? 
Usually, the father takes it. Unless they give her a gift. Gold would be for her. 
Clothes would be for her. Money? That would be for the father.  
 
On job opportunities: 
Women would work at home. She would sew or teach or cook or work. She 
wouldn’t be a housemaid; she would be an assistant. She would clean, for 
example, or breastfeed.  

	
102 While some weddings in Bahrain today are mixed, some families still celebrate 
weddings with two parties: one for just the women, and one for just the men. Some 
families celebrate weddings with just one party, either for the women or for the 
men. Some weddings don’t have a party at all.   
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Do assistants get a salary? 
Sometimes they give her food and sometimes they give her money. Sometimes 
they give her clothes. Keep in mind, the communities that were residing in Bahrain, 
the Jews, the Christians, and the Iranians, they were open.103 They were not like 
Bahraini women. They had tea parties; they had dance parties. They would go out. 
They would go to Awali and have dinner and dance. They were very open. This is 
a part of a civilization that is different from yours.  
 
Did Bahraini people and these communities interact with each other? 
It could happen. I mean, Jewish women did not cover their heads and they would 
go, and go out, and they would come back. Christian women were the same. 
Iranian women were the same. They would go to tea parties and dance parties 
and the women would dance and they would dress in attire that was a little bit 
different.  
 
Where did they live? 
They were there. They lived in Manama. I saw them in Manama. Iranian women 
would get together once a week at a lady’s house. They would dance to the 
gramophone. Jewish women, of course, would go to Awali, and Christian women, 
of course, would go to Awali, and they would dance, and everything was normal to 
them. 
 
When did they come to Bahrain? 
The Jews came with the English from Iraq. The Christians came with the English 
from Iraq. The Iranians, of course, there was an Iranian migration to Bahrain 
because Bahrain had a lot of investment opportunities. So, they brought their 
money from Iran and they were more enlightened than the [local] people.  
 
On marriages: 
Let’s go back to marriages. You said girls would get married at a young age. 
Would the groom be young as well? 
Not necessarily. He might be married with children. He might be an old man. 
 
Was polygamy widespread? 
My mother was 19 years old, and they gave her my father. He was 45 years old, 
and he had two wives (laughs). Polygamy was real and it was enforced on the 
woman. This was because society had accepted it as normal. Families were 
extended and the woman’s main role was to be a mother. She would cook, she 
would mend, she would take care of the children, the grandchildren, and this was 
all her work. Wives lived in the same house, and they would cooperate most of the 
time. 
 

	
103 Open (said in English) is a term widely used in Bahrain today in reference to 
modernity. In these instances, modernity is usually equated to westernization.  
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How much awareness was spread about pregnancy and childbirth? 
Bahrain was one of the first countries in the Gulf that approached childbirth in 
hospitals. There was a shift from a normal walādah to an experienced midwife or 
specialist who may have a degree. The government hired a midwife in Muharraq 
and a midwife in Manama. And then they established Jidhafs (Jidḥafṣ) Hospital for 
childbirth. They established Riffa (Alrifāʿ) Hospital for childbirth and Salmania 
(Alsalmānīa) Hospital for childbirth. In every area, there was a hospital for 
childbirth. Childbirth would be on the hands of midwives, and women would, for 
the first time, leave their homes and give birth in hospitals. This was a very healthy 
phenomenon and before that they would give birth at home with a walādah. 
 
Who is the walādah, exactly?  
The walādah is a woman with experience in childbirth. She is a normal Bahraini 
woman. 
 
And the midwife? 
The midwife is usually educated or trained. Hospitals would train her. 
 
Would the midwives be Bahraini? 
Most of the time, midwives would be Indian. And then they brought in the walādāt 
and taught them, so that they could become midwives.104 
 
Did people accept the notion of giving birth at a hospital? 
Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes. 
 
Wasn’t it strange? Weren’t people afraid? 
No, quite the contrary. This is what makes Bahrain special. There is always a 
readiness to accept new ideas. People were mixed. People came from different 
cultures. There was early awareness, whether it was a man or a woman. There 
was early education for both. 
 
Other than midwives, did women receive any prenatal care when pregnant? 
Antenatal care? No, there wasn’t any. Usually, at the time of childbirth, women 
would go to the hospital. Even though the American Mission Hospital had home 
visits, things like that. 
 
For pregnant women? 
For pregnant women and for children. The women who don’t leave home, the 
pregnant woman, and the children.  
 
I’ve heard of salt being used during childbirth. 
Salt was used by everyone. The idea behind salt, to be honest, was a popular idea. 
Puerperal fever would kill women and putting salt in the vagina would stop 
puerperal fever. But it had side effects, such as the tightening of the vagina in the 

	
104 Walādāt is the plural form of walāda.   



	 	

43 
 

future, which could lead to complications in childbirths and the death of the child 
or mother. This was salt’s use from a medical perspective. I mean, they really 
believed that salt would prevent puerperal fever.  
 
Was this common outside of Bahrain, as well? 
Yes.  
 
What about the menstruation period post-childbirth?  
She would usually go to her mother’s house for forty days (laughs) and this is 
something that women still do in Bahrain and will do tomorrow too. For forty days… 
they will prepare chickens for her. They would raise forty chickens so that she 
could eat one every day. 
 
Would she drink water? 
They would prevent her from drinking water, and this was wrong, of course, and 
has no scientific backing.  
 
On the firīj:  
Women would go out most of the time and their outings would usually be during 
the afternoon, because they would be done with housework and they would have 
cooked and they would have had their meal, and then they would go out. And some 
women, honestly, I mean, I saw them when I was young. She would dress in her 
best clothes and apply the best perfumes and she would go out during the 
afternoon, and she would go to her neighbors and they would have a gathering at 
that home. 
 
Would she wear a ʿabāyah? 
They would wear ʿabāyah. 
 
Even inside the firīj?  
A ʿabāyah and a ghishwah, too. In the villages, of course, they wouldn’t wear an 
ʿabāyah. They would wear a shaylah.105 But in Manama, they would all wear 
ʿabāyah and they would wear ghishwah too.  
 
On money: 
Most of the time, the money she makes would be for her to keep. In some 
situations, the woman would have to work to help the family. My sisters funded my 
education. They worked as teachers to help me go to university. And if I was not 
around, I’m sure they would have kept the money for themselves or for the house. 
Most of the time, when a woman goes to work, she is working to help her family, 
not to help herself. 
 
Would women own? Own a house? Own a ship? 

	
105 A shaylah is a headcovering made of light fabric. Women would wrap this fabric 
several times around their head, to cover their hair, neck and ears.  
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Some women were from trader families, and they owned property, and they would 
own fields. There are some documents about the sale and purchase of land in Aali 
(ʿĀly) from the year 1500 and something, and women bought and sold.  
 
Would she sign the papers herself? 
No, her representative would. But her name would be there.  
 
What was the representative’s role? 
The representative would be because she doesn’t go to the judge herself. He goes 
in her place. 
 
Does he have freedom of conduct? 
Freedom of conduct is hers. She buys and she sells. 
 
You mentioned that it was ʿayb for a woman to go to the marketplace. So 
how would she sell? 
Usually, the man would go to the marketplace. And there would be one, the 
servant, who would bring the things home. And as for women and the issue of 
making purchases, there are two types of visits. Either the person who visits brings 
clothes and brings fabric to sell to the firīj, or the ḥujām would pass by the houses. 
The ḥujām would come to the houses and she would usually be from Iran. She 
would lay her products on the ground: lipstick, eyeliner, scissors, mirrors, combs, 
and she would sell them to the people living in the house. And then she would 
leave.  
 
These are her products. But the woman who is sewing at home, how does 
she get her products to the marketplace?  
The woman who sews at home… delivering those products to the outside… she 
has a woman who goes from house to house. She shows people living in those 
houses the dresses, for example, that she made. The dafah. Or, she has Souq 
Alarbia. She can sit there and sell her products.  
 
On the ʿabāyah and the baṭūlah: 
The ʿabāyah, to be honest, is a dress that was enforced on the woman, sort of like 
the hijab (laughs). Excuse me. It was enforced on the woman, and the ʿabāyah 
existed in different forms: the normal ʿabāyah, the white ʿabāyah, and the ʿabāyah 
with zarī. 
 
What’s special about the white ʿabāyah? 
It is like a bisht. She would wear it on certain occasions, and only certain women 
would wear it. 
 
There was also the ʿabāyah with zarī. The ʿabāyah with qayṭān. The ʿabāyah with 
ʿamīdah. This would be like hanging gold. The ʿabāyah with a fish. It would have 
a fish made from zarī, gold threads and a fish on the inside. These were all ʿ abāyah 
and the point of the ʿabāyah was modesty but, for some, it would also indicate 
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social status. For example, the ʿabāyah that would have gold threads and the 
ʿabāyah that would have a gold ʿamyd – the authentic one, not just gold threads – 
these would all be for high status people. 
 
Where did the ʿabāyah come from? 
I think it came from Iraq and from Iran. This is because women originally wore the 
hijab and when she would go out onto the street, they would dress her in something 
else. For example, in the villages they don’t wear ʿabāyah. They wear something 
called a mishmar or a ʾirdah. The mishmar is a shayla that is long. An ʾirdah is 
something a woman wraps around her body. She wraps it with her arms and her 
head is out. The ʾirdah is red and black. They made it in Bani Jamra. I think the 
ʿabāyah came from Iran or Iraq. It wasn’t local.  
 
But it stayed. 
Yes, like the baṭūlah. Where did the baṭūlah come from? I think it was originally 
called a pétalo. And a pétalo is a petal that is used to cover the face in 
masquerades. It came with the Portuguese to protect their skin from the Gulf sun, 
and it spread first in Minab, which is in Iran. From Minab it spread to the Persian 
Coast that the Arabs live on. From the Persian Coast it spread to the Emirates. 
And then it spread on the Arabian Coast. There are baṭūlāt that are red.106 There 
are baṭūlāt that are blue. The ones the Portuguese brought were essentially 
colorful. 
 
The baṭūlah is still around, even though most people don’t know where it’s from. I 
ask women who come to me from Qatar about the baṭūlah. Where is it form? And 
they say India (laughs). They buy the fabric from India and the blue dye from India 
but the baṭūlah is Portuguese in origin.  
  

	
106 Baṭūlāt is the plural form of baṭūlah. 



	 	

46 
 

Iman, Fatima, and Neyla 
 
Fatima: It used to be ʿayb for girls to go to school. It was ʿayb for a girl to go 
outside. Going outside the front door. That was ʿ ayb. This is the first thing you need 
to know. The second thing you need to know is that it was ʿayb for girls to go to 
school. 
 
But she would go to the muṭawaʿ? 
Fatima: A small group of girls would go to the muṭawaʿ. It was a rare occurrence. 
I, for example, went to the muṭawaʿ and I went to the muṭawaʿ for a short period of 
time. I mean; I was very smart. Since I was a young girl, I was smart when it came 
to the Quran. And when I went to the muṭawaʿ, I had been reading alone at home 
at that point. He would have some students come in from Qatar, and he would beat 
them because they were lazy. There was a man, he was an adult, and he didn’t 
know how to read! He would read Quran at the muṭawaʿ. May he rest in peace, he 
passed away. He would beat him, and he didn’t know how to answer, and he didn’t 
know how to read, or anything!  
 
How old were you when you went to the muṭawaʿ? 
Fatima: No, I was really young! My paternal uncle, may he rest in peace, took me. 
My mother was worried about me, and my father was worried about me. My uncle, 
may he rest in peace, held me by my hand and I had a small Quran in my hand, 
and a burlap bag under my arm. I put it and, what do you call it, I went to the 
muṭawaʿ. I went to the muṭawaʿand the first lesson was Juz ʿammah.107 He read it 
to me, and I told him: ‘oh no, I know this better than you do!’ I mean, I hadn’t gone 
to a muṭawaʿ before, and I didn’t go to classes anywhere, but I read very well by 
myself. He only hit me once. He didn’t hit me because I was ill prepared – no, no, 
he hit me because I turned around. I turned around and he turned and saw me, 
and he took it and he hit me. 
 
What did he hit you with? 
Fatima: With a slipper that was on the floor. We were sitting on a piece of burlap. 
We used to sit on burlap. He took the slipper and he hit me on my hand. I told my 
mother. I told my mother, and she went to him. She said, “I only have two daughters 
and I don’t have anything else. This one is very young and very small. Why would 
you even hit her?” He said, “No, I’m sorry. She’s good and she’s smart. But I don’t 
know what came over me and I hit her” (laughs). 
 
Was he Bahraini? 
Fatima: Yes, yes. We were related, too. He was one of ours. 
 
Did your friends go to the muṭawaʿtoo? 
Fatima: No, it was just boys.  

	
107 There are 30 juz, pr 30 parts, to the Quran. Juz ʿammah is the 30th. It is the 
most memorized. It contains the shortest chapters of the Quran.  
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So, it was co-ed? 
Fatima: Yes. Co-ed. We were very young, at the muṭawaʿ, and we were from the 
firīj.  
 
But there wouldn’t be a lot of girls? 
Fatima: No, there were some. Some from our family. Later, schools opened. Now, 
schools were open. What was I going to do? My mother and my father didn’t allow 
it. The firīj didn’t allow it. The firīj made fun. Going to school was ʿayb. Girls don’t 
go to school. So how was I going to go to school? I wanted to go to school. My 
maternal cousin… her mother is my mother’s paternal cousin… she went to school 
two years before I did. She was young when she went to school, too. She might 
be a little bit older than I am. Okay. She went to school. And she would make me 
jealous. I wanted to go to school. What was I to do? Women called me. My 
mother’s cousin called me. She makes clothes. She works on kūrār. You know 
zarī? She makes it. She sews. She held me in her house. What do I do? “Come 
here and give me the thread and help me sew.” And I stood there with another one 
and we passed the threads to her. And then, I left. I left and I didn’t want to go 
back. They called me. “Come and stand there and pass the threads to us.” They 
would call me if one of them couldn’t make it, if they were missing a woman, if 
anything. I would go and I would do what they told me to do. Okay. One day, I saw 
her daughter coming home from school. She had been enrolled for two years. She 
came home, and she went to the jifīr.108 There was a burner for making coffee or 
tea. Okay. So, she came home, and she was coming in from school and she took 
the bread from the plate. There was bread and there was yoghurt. Okay. That was 
the last time I went to their house. I never went again. We were neighbors, but I 
never went again. 
 
Did you go to school? 
Fatima: Now, I started going to school. No, no, I didn’t go yet. I came home and I 
told my mother that I want to go to school. My mother wanted to send me to school. 
The firīj thought it was ʿayb for girls to go to school. Girls don’t go to school. No, 
girls must be for marriage. She just grows and they marry her off. No! I was 
determined. And then, I came up with a strategy. I told my sister… my younger 
sister. That’s her (points to Neyla). I told her about school. She started crying 
because she wanted to go to school too. My parents allowed it, since we will go to 
school together. We went to school, and we went to the principal. She saw us, and 
she saw that I was young. My sister was young too. They want girls to enroll in the 
school, because they didn’t have a lot of students. She put her hand on my 
shoulder and told me to raise my arm. She wanted to see if I was big or not. She 
said, “She’s too young, but we will accept her because I can tell she is smart.” So, 
they enrolled me and they enrolled my sister with me, but my sister was in a 
different class and I was in a different class. And I used to go to school, and I was 
committed, and I was smart. I practically ate my books; I loved studying so much!  

	
108 A jifīr is a basket made of dried palm leaves. 
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What did they teach you? 
Fatima: The old Arabic classes, you mean? 
 
Just Arabic?  
Fatima: Yes, they taught us Arabic. They taught us math, and they taught us 
everything. There was physical education. There was everything. I mean, 
everything they would teach us. I kept going to school and I was committed. I was 
very smart in the classroom. They said, “We can’t leave her in this class.” So, they 
took me, and raised me a grade. I mean, in one year I did two grades. And then, 
in the second year, I did two grades again. And then I did the fifth grade in a year, 
the sixth grade in a year. And then I took the degree.  
Neyla: And seventh. 
Fatima: What?  
Neyla: There was a seventh grade. 
Fatima: Yes, same thing.  
Neyla: In five years, she did all elementary school. She was smart.  
Iman: So, you did first and second grade in a year, third and fourth grade in a year, 
fifth grade in a year, sixth grade in a year, and seventh grade in a year?  
Fatima: Yes. 
Neyla: Yes, I was the opposite. I did them in ten years (laughs). 
Iman: So, seventh grade was the last grade?  
Neyla: Yes, she was smart. She came in first.  
Fatima: Yes, I was always at the top of my class. 
 
How old were you by the end of seventh grade? 
Fatima: I was young. I was very young. I got married when I was thirteen years 
old. 
 
Were you done with school when you were married? 
Fatima: Yes, I had my degree.  
Neyla: She worked, too.  
Fatima: I taught for two years. I taught for two years. I was a teacher. 
 
What would you wear to school? 
Fatima: Normal clothes.  
Neyla: When we were in the fifth grade, they made uniforms for us. They made 
black uniforms with white collars, when we were in the fifth grade. 
 
Were they for fifth grade students, or did they only make them when you 
reached the fifth grade?  
Neyla: No, no, they only made them when I reached the fifth grade. And then in 
the sixth and seventh grades, our collars were green. Before then, there weren’t 
any uniforms.  
 
And what were normal clothes?  
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Neyla: Anything 
 
So, a darāʿah? 
Neyla:  Yes, yes, anything.  
Fatima: You wear whatever you wear.  
 
Do you have to wear a bikhnag?  
Fatima: Yes, you must wear a bikhnag. And when you go out, you must cover your 
face with a ghishwah.  
 
Even when you were young?  
Fatima: Yes, even when you were a young chickadee. They put a ʿ abāyah for you. 
There used to be shīūkh in our firīj, my dear, on our way in Muharraq... Where did 
we live? At the very north. And where would we go? To the very south. We would 
go to school. We would walk that path four times a day, going and coming back. 
In the morning we would go, at noon we would go home to have lunch, after that 
we would go back to school and then we would go home again. I mean, we would 
go to school twice and we would go home twice. And to go home, we would have 
to walk by shīūkh houses. We would fear the shīūkh. They scared us. They caught 
the pretty girls (laughs). 
Iman: So, what would they do if they saw them (laughs)? Would they take them? 
Fatima: Yes, they would take them. They scared us. We used to visit one of the 
shīūkh’s wives, may she rest in peace. We would finish our school and we would 
visit her. Sometimes on the holidays, too. Sometimes, we would visit her when she 
would vacation is Saiul (Sayūl), or whatever their area was called. I lived in Saiul, 
in my husband’s house, for three months.  
 
On engagements:  
Fatima: They would propose, and people would either accept or reject the 
proposal. The women come first, and then the men. They would come, and they 
would ask, “Whose daughter? Flān’s daughter? How is she?” “Oh, this girl is 
respectable. This girl is good. We haven’t heard anything about this girl.” I mean, 
they see who praise her, and if people were to bash her, they would do that too. 
Like that. Okay. So now she’s engaged. She’s engaged and then they have the 
wedding. They have the party. 
Neyla: She agrees, she doesn’t agree, nobody cares (laughs). 
Iman: If the mother and father agree, it’s a done deal? 
Neyla: Yes. Fatima didn’t agree.  
Fatima: I didn’t agree but my paternal uncle, may he rest in peace, agreed. For 
my marriage, my uncle agreed. My father didn’t approve, nor did my mother. My 
father used to say, about the potential groom, “He’s older than I am!” 
Iman: The groom was older than your father? 
Fatima: Yes, he was older than my father.  
Iman: Which number were you? Were you his first wife? 
Fatima: No. 
Neyla: No (laughs). 
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Fatima: He was married several times. At that point, he had two other wives. 
Neyla: She was before the last (laughs). He had eight wives that we know of. She 
was before the last. 
Fatima: He was married to a woman from Muharraq, and a woman he was related 
to. 
Iman: You were number three? 
Neyla: No, no, I think she was number seven. 
Iman: So, he had divorced some women before marrying her. 
Fatima: When he married me, he had two other wives.  
 
He wasn’t related to you? 
Fatima: No, no, he wasn’t from our family. He was from Manama, and I was from 
Muharraq. We weren’t related. 
Iman: So where did he see you? 
Fatima: He didn’t see me, but when the girls from school talked about me, they 
praised me. 
Neyla: At Aysha Um Almumineen School. 
Fatima: And the girls would go home, and they would talk about me and he heard 
their conversation. He was an old man who eavesdropped (laughs). 
 
So, you were a teacher, and you were a very young teacher? 
Fatima: Yes, yes. I was very young. I couldn’t reach the end of the blackboard.  
 
Did you dress the part of a teacher? 
Fatima: Yes.  
 
What did you wear? 
Fatima: I would wear a dress, which they called a darāʿah, and I wore a bikhnag. 
I dressed up. 
 
What was the age gap between your students and yourself? 
Fatima: Some were younger than I was, and some were older. It’s possible. Some 
were older than I was. Like that. I won’t tell you that they were all younger. No. But 
I taught them. And after I was done teaching, I would visit my friend. Her father’s 
maternal cousin was an orphan, may her parents rest in peace, and she liked me 
a lot. She would come visit me too. They would put her on a bicycle and bring her 
to our house.  
 
On weddings: 
Would there be a party? 
Fatima: Yes.  
 
Tell me about it. 
Fatima: The firīj and the neighbors beautify the bride and dress her and present 
her to the groom. When the groom comes, the guests have coffee and then the 
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guests leave and then the wedding is over. They take the bride and they put her in 
a rug. 
 
So, brides really were presented to their grooms on rugs? 
Fatima: Yes, they put me on a rug. They hold the rug from its four corners, and 
they put the bride in the middle, and they sit her down and they carry the rug from 
its four corners. 
 
Who carries the rug? 
Fatima: The women. 
 
Her family? 
Fatima: I mean; it could be someone from the firīj, or her neighbors, or her family. 
Anyone. “You hold over here; you hold over there. She holds over here; she holds 
over there.” 
 
Why a rug? 
Neyla: How should I know? 
Fatima: This is the way it was done. 
Neyla: This is the way Arabs do it, right?  
Fatima: They didn’t do this to you? 
Iman: No. I had a bridal stage (laughs). 
Neyla: They didn’t do it to me. 
 
Was there something special about the rug? Would it be a new rug? A bridal 
rug? 
Fatima: No, it wasn’t a bridal rug. It was just any rug, and they would put the bride 
on the rug, and they would throw her on the groom. Like that. 
Neyla: Or they would take her on a chair. 
Fatima: Or they would take her on a chair.  
Neyla: And then she would go on her own legs (laughs).  
Iman: So, they carried you on the rug. What happened next? 
Fatima: They took me and threw me on the groom (laughs). 
Iman: Was that the first time you saw him? 
Fatima: Yes… no… he wanted to see me, poor thing. He wanted to see me, but I 
wouldn’t go see him. 
 
You didn’t allow it? 
Fatima: No, I didn’t allow it.  
 
Why? 
Fatima: I didn’t want him. I didn’t want him. But we were legally married. My father 
went to him and told him to divorce me. He didn’t do it. He wouldn’t divorce me. 
He said, “I divorce her now? Now? I’ve been looking for her for so long, and you 
want me to divorce her now? I won’t divorce her.” So, he didn’t divorce me, may 
he rest in peace. 
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Iman: How long was the time period between your legal marriage and your 
wedding?  
Fatima: Maybe a month, maybe two months.  
Iman: So, you were his wife, but you lived at your father’s house?  
Fatima: Yes, we didn’t have the wedding at that point.  
Iman: And he wouldn’t come and visit you, or anything?  
Fatima: No, he would, but I wouldn’t go to see him because I didn’t want to marry 
him, right? Like that. I wouldn’t go to him. He would come, have coffee, and then 
leave.  
Iman: So, you didn’t see him until the wedding night?  
Fatima: Yes. 
Iman: And they threw a party for you? 
Fatima: Yes, they threw a party for us. There were guests and there was rice and 
meat. They made a lot of rice and meat, and they passed it out. This is in addition 
to liʾjrah. Liʾjrah is meat and rice that’s cooked after the wedding and passed out. 
Iman: It would be sheep, or it could be camel, right?  
Neyla: No, we always make sheep. It’s always sheep. 
Iman: Some people make camel. 
Fatima: It’s possible. People come and eat. The men come and eat. Everyone 
who works in the house takes his or her share. There would be trays and trays.  
Iman: Did you continue working after you got married? 
Fatima: No, no, I left my job. 
Iman: Did he make you leave your job? 
Fatima: No, he didn’t force me. I just left. Like that. 
Iman: What a waste. 
Fatima: Yes, what a waste. If I could do it again, I wouldn’t have left.  
Iman: Didn’t you go back to work? 
Fatima: Wait. Let me tell you, my story. After I got married, I had my children. I 
had one after the other. I had two daughters. Then I had a daughter who passed 
away, may she rest in peace. She passed away when she was young. Then I had 
my last daughter and both of my sons.  
 
Did you give birth at home or at a hospital? 
Fatima: Childbirth… the first child I had at a hospital. Alnuaim Hospital. The rest 
were all at home.  
 
Why did you switch? 
Fatima: I just did. It was better.  
 
Would a doctor come to you at home? 
Fatima: Yes, a doctor would come visit.  
 
Was she a doctor or a midwife? 
Fatima: No, she was a doctor. She was an Indian doctor, and she was good. Very 
good. She would deliver my baby and then she would pass by daily. 



	 	

53 
 

Neyla: She would come for ten days. She would bathe the baby and treat the 
mother.  
Fatima: She would do everything, and she was really good. And then my babies 
grew up and became children and went to school. And I went back to work. 
Neyla: When her husband passed away, she went back to work. 
Iman: When did he pass away? 
Neyla: 1964 
Fatima: He passed away. May he rest in peace. 
Iman: And you were young?  
Fatima: Yes, I was very young.  
Neyla: Ahmed Alomran was the Minister of Education back then.  
Fatima: And then I went back to teaching. And then I went back to school. I took 
a lot of courses while I was working. I did a course on business management. I did 
Doctor Nasser’s course. I did Doctor Saydawi’s course. I did a lot of courses in the 
school I was teaching in, too.  
Iman: Were your children in school, or were they younger? 
Fatima: No, they were all in school.  
Iman: So, you didn’t stop them from going to school (laughs). 
Fatima: No, these are my children. 
Neyla: She struggled with them 
Fatima: Yes, I let them. I would deny myself, but I wouldn’t deny my children. If 
they didn’t get an education, what use would they have? They benefited and they 
went to study aboard. Thank God, they all studied abroad. I raised them and they 
grew up and then I went back to teaching and I studied too. 
Neyla: She was a principal towards the end. 
Fatima: At the end, yes. First, I was a vice principal. But where was I a vice 
principal? In Barbar School. 
 
And where did you live? 
Fatima: Barbar School was a mess. I used to work at Sakina bint Alhussain 
(Sakīnah bint Alḥusayn) [School] in Manama and it was next to our house. It wasn’t 
far.  
 
How would you go to school? 
Fatima: With a car.  
 
Did you drive the car? 
Fatima: Yes, yes, eventually, yes. At that time, nobody learned how to drive. I 
thought, “I need to know how to drive. I have children, and I have a daughter who 
is disabled. She can’t go and she can’t walk. The other kids will walk on their own 
feet. Even my daughters don’t want to walk on their feet, they’ll be tired. Even my 
sons.” So, I tried to learn how to drive. I went and I got my license. Where did I get 
my license? It was also ʿayb to drive a car. And I didn’t drive because it was ʿayb. 
But I wanted to drive. So, I sent Almardi, may he rest in peace, to get my permit. 
Jasim Almardi. He said, “I will make your permit and I will bring it back to you.” He 
was also a driving instructor, right? Jasim Almardi. So, the poor thing made my 
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driving permit and everything and brought it back to me. He brought it back and on 
the same day he said, “Let me teach you.” He charged for the lessons. And I got 
in the car, and I drove around the firīj.  
 
Did people know that you were driving? Was it a secret? 
Fatima: No, it wasn’t a secret. There were only four in our school. Only four who 
were learning how to drive. There was myself, and the secretary and a sister and 
another one I didn’t know.  
 
Which year was this? 
Fatima: This was in… the seventies. 
 
From your childhood until that point, was there a lot of progress in Bahrain?  
Fatima: Yes. There was a lot more progress. Look, my parents never stopped me 
from doing anything. Thank God. Thank God. They were enlightened. They were 
not educated, but they were enlightened. If it wasn’t for them, we wouldn’t be 
educated. If I weren’t educated at home, I wouldn’t have gone to school. I would 
have been thrown on a man as soon as I turned twelve years old, and they would 
have said goodbye. Whatever they could do for us, they did. I won’t tell you that 
my father was rich. No. He was average. He fed us and we had water and we had 
clothes and he never denied us anything. We thank God.  
Neyla: May he rest in peace. 
Fatima: My mother was the same. They loved us. They loved us and thank God 
they did. And we do the same for our children. 
 
On work and shopping: 
When you were a teacher, what were your friends doing? 
Fatima: Some of my friends were teachers. They would work. Some of them got 
married and didn’t work at all. 
 
What jobs did they have? 
Fatima: Some of them worked in hospitals. Some of them were nurses. Like that. 
But other than that, they wouldn’t work. And then they became enlightened. Those 
who went, went. They worked in hospitals, or they worked in other places. They 
progressed in a lot of jobs.  
 
Would young girls be proud of their jobs? 
Fatima: Yes, yes. She would be happy. She would be happy. 
 
Would she keep her salary? 
Fatima: Yes, the salary is hers. If her family needs help, she would help her family. 
If they don’t need help, they let her keep her salary instead of spending on her.  
 
What would she do with her salary? 
Fatima: If she liked anything in the market, she would buy it.  
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Wasn’t it ʿayb to go to the market?  
Fatima: Today, no. Before, well, before, we would go shopping after we got 
married. We would go every week. My sister and me. We would leave the children 
at home, and we would leave the car and we would go. 
Neyla: We would start at the beginning of the marketplace, and we wouldn’t stop 
until we reached the end (laughs). 
Fatima: Leave the car and hit the shops and we wouldn’t leave a store without 
walking into it first, without buying from it first. We would come home loaded with 
bags. We would go home. Okay, why don’t you take the car? We didn’t take the 
car.  
 
Why? 
Fatima: No reason. A hobby. We liked to walk and hold our shopping in our hands. 
We wouldn’t come home without being exhausted.  
 
Did you have a favorite store? 
Fatima: Yes. We would buy things for our houses.  
Neyla: The shops used to be so much nicer.  
Fatima: We would get everything. Clothes. Everything. Whatever you want. The 
best fabric was from Alaradi (AlʿArādy) [Shop]. 
Neyla: We had the best shops. Not like the shops today. Rubbish. They would 
bring products from England and from Lebanon. Not like today, everything is from 
China. We didn’t have anything from China. Things were original. We wore the 
best clothes. 
Fatima: We would buy Kit Kat (laughs). They would bring in the original British Kit 
Kat.  
 
Would you go to restaurants? 
Fatima: No, there weren’t any restaurants. Not like today. 
 
On trips and transportation: 
So, for fun you would go shopping or visit friends and family? 
Fatima: Yes, we would go out to visit family and friends. Like that. 
Neyla: We used to go to Hunainia (Alḥunaynīah) camp. 
Fatima: We would go to Hunainia and we would go to Riffa  
Neyla: When it was spring break, we would go have walks in Hunainia. Today, we 
don’t know the way to it.  
Fatima: We used to take malbū. They would take it, wash it, and cut it into small 
pieces. 
Iman: You would pick the malbū?  
Fatima: Yes. 
Neyla: Yes. The malbū was from the ground. It was natural. It was from God. From 
the rain, the ground would be completely green. It would be in Hunainia and Sakhir 
(Alṣikhīr).  
Fatima: It was good. 
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Neyla: It would be like grass; it would come from the rain. But they would cook it 
with the stew.  
Fatima: You can’t not know what malbū is. You’re from Muharraq!  
Iman: No, I don’t know it.  
Neyla: They haven’t seen it. 
 
Does it have a season? 
Fatima: In the winter. 
Neyla: In the spring, right?  
Fatima: With the rain.  
 
As young girls, how would you go to get the malbū?  
Fatima: We would go up and then we would come down. 
Neyla: She was married. And her husband had a wife in Riffa. So, we would go 
there in the winter. The entire family was there.  
Iman: You would get together? Both wives?  
Neyla: Yes, yes, because he had a lot of children, so he had a lot of rooms. 
Iman: Was it like a farm? 
Neyla: No, no, it wasn’t like a farm. They were houses.  
Iman: And you would all get together in the spring? 
Neyla: Yes, for a week every spring we would all be together.  
Fatima: Whoever wants to go can go. 
Neyla: Boys and girls. Life was life.  
Iman: So, you would go with her?  
Neyla: Yes, because she lived alone, right? Nobody was with her in Manama. So, 
they brought me. And my mother, poor thing, would come and go to visit us.109 
Iman: So, this was a family gathering in Riffa.  
Neyla: Yes, in Riffa. 
Iman: Like how our family would get together in Saiul in the summer.  
 
Would you always take the car? 
Neyla: Yes, we would always take the car.  
Iman: But their financial situation was good. Not everyone had a car.  
Neyla: Yes. We would take the bus sometimes. The first year my sister was 
married, I didn’t live with her. I was in the fifth grade. They got me a transfer slip, 
so I could go to school in Manama, but I didn’t want to change schools. So, I stayed 
in Muharraq, and my mother and I would take the bus twice a week to visit her.  
 
Was it very far? 
Neyla: Yes, yes. We would walk from the north to the south. Where’s Souq 
Muharraq? The buses would stop there.  
Iman: Near the police department?  

	
109 Fatima did not live alone. She lived with her children and, potentially, her 
servants. The implication is that she lived without a husband. This is because he 
had multiple wives, so he would divide his time between all his houses.  
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Neyla: Yes, there. The buses would stop there. So, I would walk in Muharraq from 
the casino to the bus.  
Iman: That, on its own, is a really long journey.  
Neyla: And then we would get on the bus until Ras Ruman (Rās Rumān). There 
was a tree there, and that’s where the bus would drop us off. My sister’s house 
wouldn’t be far from there. We would walk to my sister’s house, I would sleep over, 
and the next day, in the afternoon, my mother and I would go back to Muharraq. 
 
On the community: 
Neyla: Oh, our days were beautiful. The country was clean. The country was ours. 
We didn’t have these foreigners.  
 
There were foreigners in Bahrain. 
Neyla: In our firīj in Muharraq, if an Indian man walked across the street, we would 
find it strange.  
Iman: She means different foreigners.  
 
There were Jewish people in Bahrain. 
Neyla: Jews, yes. The Jews were in Manama, and we were in Muharraq. We didn’t 
have anything to do with them. The Indians have been here for years, and years, 
and years. The American Mission Hospital was there too.  
 
Did the American Mission Hospital employ a lot of Indians? 
Fatima: No, no. 
Neyla: The Indians would mostly be in the R.A. in the airport. In our day, we 
wouldn’t see them. We wouldn’t see them unless an Indian crossed the street in 
our firīj, and even then, it would be strange. It was just us.  
 
And the firīj would be composed of relatives’ houses, correct?  
Fatima: The entire firīj would be family.  
Neyla: From the beginning of the road to the end of the road, there would be family. 
And people who weren’t related to you, you would consider them your family. This 
is because we lived with them. The houses were open onto each other. I mean, 
our life was nice.  
 
When you move from house to house in the firīj, would you cover up with a 
dafah? Or was that not necessary?  
Fatima: A dafah and a milfaʿ. Yes.  
Iman: Would you wear a ghishwah?  
Neyla: Yes.  
Iman: Did you have to wear it?  
Neyla: That’s the way life was.  
Iman: When did you stop wearing it? 
Neyla: With time, and with civility. The Lebanese came. Even the Lebanese were 
dressed in dafah, at the beginning of their migration to Bahrain. They wouldn’t walk 
without it. 
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Fatima: When I was teaching in Aysha Um Almumineen School, a Lebanese 
woman walked in with a dafah and a ghishwah covering her face.  
Neyla: A zarī dafah ʾum miksar. The traditional one.  
Fatima: And a ghishwah on her face.  
Neyla: Until today, she hasn’t changed.  
 
What did she do in Bahrain?  
Fatima: She was hired as a principal in our school.  
Neyla: I think she used to teach first. She’s still elegant. God knows how old she 
is but, mā shāʾ Allāh she hasn’t changed. I haven’t seen her in a while. 
 
What did the Lebanese women do? 
Neyla: They taught us.  
Fatima: They came as teachers.  
Neyla: And then they hired Bahriani women but, essentially, they were the 
teachers and the principals.  
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Johara, Interview I 
 
Where were you born? 
I was born in Gharafa (Algharāfah).  
 
In Gharafa? 
Yes. 
 
And where did you live? 
In Gharafa. 
 
Did you go to school?  
Yes, I worked in the school for 20 years. 
 
Did you study and work in the same school? 
Studying? I only studied in a continuing education institute. But, in the school? No. 
In classes and stuff? No. 
 
What was the system like? 
It was good. 
 
How old were you when you started?  
Oh, I had children and was married by then!  
 
So, you got married, had children, and then went to school? 
Yes, that’s correct. 
 
How old were you when you got married? 
When I got married, I was 14 years old. 
 
That’s young. 
Back then, girls had to be young.  
 
At the time, were you a young bride or did all the girls get married at that 
age? 
No, not all the girls. Some girls got married at my age. Some were younger than I 
was: Thirteen years old, or fourteen years old. And if she were 15, they would say, 
“Oh she’s old! She’s 15!” 
 
Really? 
Yes. 
 
Is your husband related to you? 
Yes. 
 
How did you get engaged?  
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The engagement would be from the father or the mother or the grandmother. My 
grandmother raised me, because my mother was busy. My grandmother raised 
me, and the command was hers and permission had to be taken from her. My 
father, may he rest in peace, told her to let him know if I was going to get married. 
He said he wouldn’t interfere in the milchah, and he wouldn’t interfere in the 
marriage, he just wants to be updated.110 “Tell me: this girl is getting married, she’s 
engaged, she’s married Flān, this, so I can know.” May he rest in peace.  
 
Is your husband your cousin? 
No, no, no, he isn’t my maternal cousin or my paternal cousin but he’s from the 
family.  
 
Was he your age? 
No. He’s older than I am, and he was married two or three times before he married 
me. He married and he got a divorce. He’s older than I am. He also married my 
aunt, and she had a daughter, and I had a son.  
 
Did you have a wedding? 
Yes, we did. 
 
How was it?  
What do I describe to you? What do I describe to you and what do I leave out? It 
used to be different back then. Girls back then would get proposed to from their 
mothers and from their fathers and from her family. And they wouldn’t teach her 
until she got married. They would tell her, “Don’t go out of the house.” Girls don’t 
go out. They just don’t want her to go out of the house. They told me to sit in the 
house and not to go out. I was scared. I started crying. My uncle’s wife, may she 
rest in peace, said, “Don’t cry, and don’t be scared.” And she got up, may she rest 
in peace, and she had tactics. She said, “You don’t know how to sew on a sewing 
machine. I will teach you.” I said, “Fine.” And my uncle’s wife, may she rest in 
peace, said, “Do you know how to sew?” And I said, “No, I don’t know.” And she 
said, “I will teach you, but you can’t learn how to sew unless you have henna on 
your hands.” Back then, we were naïve. How would I not know how to sew unless 
I had henna on my hands? And she got up, poor thing, and she said, “I will apply 
henna to your hands.” mā shāʾ Allāh she applied that henna so beautifully. And 
she got up and she applied henna to my hands and to my feet, and I was so scared. 
She said, “Don’t be scared. This is so you learn how to sew on a sewing machine. 
You want to learn how to sew on a sewing machine, don’t you? The machine won’t 
work unless you have henna on your hands.” After that, my grandmother, who had 
raised me, came and said, “Yumah, don’t go out.111 Some people are coming over, 
so don’t go out of your room.” My God, how they were holding me back! I used to 

	
110 Milchah is the colloquial pronunciation of Milkah, which is the Islamic legal 
marriage contract. 
111 Yumah is a variation of the word “Um,” which means mother. In this context, it 
is used as a term of endeartment.  
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run with the girls and play with them. How were they trapping me? They took the 
door, and they closed it while I was in the room. They closed it from the outside. 
They were bringing the jihāz. 112  The dazah. 113  There were old pickup trucks 
bringing the dazah and bringing the sheep.114 I was looking, near the door, and I 
said, “Yumah, a car is coming into the house, and it has sheep, and it has that.” 
And I was scared. I mean; I wasn’t scared about getting married. I was just scared.  
 
Did you know what was going on? 
No, they didn’t let me know. My grandmother opened the door, may she rest in 
peace, and hadn’t agreed with the man. She told him that the meat was too little, 
and too cheap. She told him that the meat was very little, and that it wasn’t enough 
for the men and the women. So, my grandmother went, ʾalḥamdulilāh, God hadn’t 
written that I would marry that man, and she told the man to either add more meat 
or remove his dazah.115 And she fought with them! And she was, may she rest in 
peace, a bit of a firecracker. She raised her voice, and she said, “You either 
increase the meat, or you take it away. I have men coming over, and how is this 
going to be enough?” And he got angry too. Now, when people want something 
from someone, they kiss that person on the head, on the hand, call him ʿamy, 
siydy, mawlāy.116 Anything to get what he needs. He was a bit … he became 
disappointed. She told him not to unload his things, and to take them away just like 
how he brought them over. And he turned on the car and left. As soon as he left 
with all his things, my uncle’s wife came over. She said, “Get up, get up” and she 
opened the door to let me out. “Get up, get up, nothing happened.” I asked her, 
“What happened?” She said, “Get up, nothing happened, go outside, go outside, 
go walk...” She told my grandmother to let me sew on the sewing machine for a 
little bit (laughs). 
 
Yes, God. ʾAlḥamdulilāh I got married after that man was sent back. And I took a 
while until I got married, too. Whenever [a suitor] came over, [my family] wouldn’t 
bring him closer. Whenever anyone came, they wouldn’t bring him closer. My aunt 
and my grandmother. My poor mother was busy. And then I was happy, I was so 
happy. I got up and I walked, and I smelled the air. I saw the world! They had 
trapped me. They had closed the door from the outside. And my tears were 
streaming down my cheeks; four tears on each cheek. I was crying. Thank God! 
May God reward her with good and may she rest in peace, my uncle’s wife. She 
told me to get up, and that nothing was happening. She told me to go out. I was 
happy and I went out and I stayed for a year or two until I got married. Yes, I think 

	
112 The literal translation of jihaz is the preparation. It is a set of gifts from the groom 
and his family that the bride and her family use to prepare her for the wedding.  
113 Daza is a synonym of jihaz.   
114 The sheep are a part of the jihaz. In this context, the groom’s family sent the 
sheep to the bride’s family, so that the bride’s family may serve the sheep at the 
wedding.   
115 ʾAlḥamdulilāh translates to: Thank God.  
116  ʿamy, siydy and mawlāy are three synonyms for the term “my master.” 
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I stayed unmarried for two more years after this refusal. I don’t know. Maybe they 
said something. You know how they were back then. Everything was a bad omen. 
I don’t know what people said about us. They might have said God doesn’t want 
her to get married this year, and to let her be for another year. Yes. And that’s it.  
 
And you got married after that? 
Yes 
 
And the children? 
After they refused that man, I married another one. He was also a member of the 
family. He wasn’t a stranger. They married me to him. He had married my aunt 
before, and my aunt had a daughter. My cousin is my husband’s daughter. My aunt 
married him before I did, and she had a daughter. Then, they married me to him, 
and I had a son. I was busy with my son. You know how girls were like back then; 
they’re not like girls nowadays. Whatever her husband tells her to do, she listens. 
If she says that she wants to visit her parents, and he says, “No, you don’t go 
today. Tomorrow I’ll get ready, and I’ll take you.” She doesn’t stop in his way. “No, 
no, no.” They don’t say that. If he says he will take her tomorrow, that means he 
will take her tomorrow. She doesn’t say, “No, you take me today!” No. That doesn’t 
happen. Back then, everything was good. Everything had obedience and 
commands and permission. Everything. Today, the situation hasn’t changed but 
the girls have changed. They don’t listen to orders. If a mother speaks, her 
daughter has to say “In shāʾ Allāh mother, you are older than I am and you know 
more than I do.”117 Today, that doesn’t happen. If her mother gives her advice, she 
frowns in her face. “No, I want to go to my friends.” No. Back then, we also had 
friends, but the friend would sit with her mother. She would bring her in, and she 
would sit down and have coffee. And then the girl’s mother, the one who brought 
her, says, “I will leave her, and I will go.” They would say, “That’s fine, leave her.” 
She would leave her, and the girls would sit and they would talk and they would 
play and they would have fun at home. They wouldn’t go outside. And then the 
mother would come back, and the friend would say, “My sister, forgive me, my 
mother is here.” Then she would go out and she would leave. Now it’s just “I will 
go to my friend.” Now they do whatever they want to do. “I will go to my friend.” No, 
that’s wrong. Wrong! What we saw back then and what we see today are so 
different.”  
 
When did you start wearing the dafah? 
We wear the dafah, karimch Allāh, when a girl gets her period.118 
 

	
117ʾin shāʾ Allāh literally translates to: God willing. In this context, the daughter uses 
this phrase to highlight the complete lack of her free will. The only reason she 
would not carry out the command that she is given would be if God had not willed 
it. 
118 Karimch Allāh literally translates to: May God bless you. In polite conversation, 
this phrase is used before words that the speaker associates with uncleanliness.  
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And before the dafah, would you wear the bikhnag? 
Yes, and the bikhānig would be large. I mean; they wouldn’t be short or anything 
like that. No. Mā shāʾ Allāh.119 The bikhānig were large and you would tailor them. 
In the winter they would make the black ones that have zarī and they would warm 
you up. And in the summer, they made the malmal bikhnag. It was called kaymrī 
and it was very light.120 They wore it in the summer; it was light. And when the 
summer goes away, and the winter comes, they folded up the bikhnag and put it 
under the mattress. And when a girl, karimch Allāh, goes through puberty, they 
made her wear the dafah. They tell her to put the bikhnag on her face. Some girls, 
when the winter comes and they’re told to put the bikhnag on their faces, might 
say, “But, mother, the bikhnag is thick!” Their mothers would then say, “When 
you’re walking, look from the side. Uncover your face from the side so you can 
see, because it is thick, and you can’t see.” Yes, I swear (laughs). I mean, back 
then, they make you feel good, both the mother and the daughter. Whenever they 
told the girl that she wants something, she would say ʾin shāʾ Allāh. She would 
always say ʾin shāʾ Allāh. Now when they ask her to bring something on her way, 
she would say, “Am I your servant? You get up and get it yourself.” Back then, they 
didn’t speak this way. She couldn’t say, “Am I your servant?” She wouldn’t even 
know about servants. Back then, we didn’t have servants. The mother would work 
by herself in the house, and the girls would help their mother. They teach them 
how to milk the sheep and cook. They teach them everything. They tell her to do 
this. “Tomorrow you’ll have a house.” Back then, they wouldn’t say that she was 
getting married. No. They would say that she “will have a house. And you need to 
learn, and you need to know how to cook. You need to know how to make coffee 
and tea.” They would even teach them how to make bread; khubiz khamīr and 
khubiz rigāg.121 Yes, they teach them everything. They don’t tell her that she’s 
getting married, and she’ll leave her house. No. They don’t mention marriage. 
That’s ʿ ayb. They tell her that she’ll have a house. “You’ll have to serve. You’ll have 
to do things.” They even teach us how to milk cows. My poor mother would teach 
us, and she would teach my younger sisters. My mother taught us how to milk 
cows. Cows back then were peaceful. Why? Because only women took care of 
them. Women fed them and women milk then. Now, you can’t go near a cow 
because it is used to men. You can’t go near a cow. Back then, everything was 
good. I mean; everything was in women’s hands.  
 

	
119 Mā shāʾ Allāh literally translates to what God wills. This phrase is used following 
the reference of blessings. The intention is to ward off the evil eye. 
120 Malmal and Kaymrī are two types of very light fabric, both commonly used 
during the summertime. They are imported from India and are typically white, 
beige, or light yellow. 
121 Khubiz khamīr and khubiz rigāg are two types of bread. Khubiz means bread, 
and khamīr and rigāg are the variations. Khamīr is yeast and, consequently, khubiz 
khamīr is relatively thicker and fluffier. Rigāg is a description of the bread’s 
thinness, and khubiz rigāg is typically served more often during Ramadan than any 
other time of the year.  
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Like what? 
Anything the woman does at home. The man doesn’t touch anything at home. The 
man is outside. He’s either with the guys or he’s going somewhere. The woman is 
the homemaker, and everything is in her hands: milking, cooking, it’s all in women’s 
hands. The man doesn’t do anything. And when, I mean, she will have a gathering 
or something, she would get up herself, after sending the girl, she would get up 
herself. He would say that today we have guests over for dinner or for lunch. She 
would say ʾin shāʾ Allāh. Yes. They don’t say no. Each woman is the other 
woman’s sister. Each one would help the other. When one woman has a baby, her 
neighbor stops by. She would cook for her in her house. She would make her 
ḥisū. 122  They would help each other out. Sometimes they would get up by 
themselves. They would get up and go check on her. She would say, “Um Flān 
doesn’t have anyone to send over to call me. I’ll go by myself.” The girls don’t go 
out. Yes, they knew back then, mā shāʾ Allāh. Back then they were wise women, 
mā shāʾ Allāh. She wouldn’t send a girl. She would go and put the dafah on her 
head and go. She would say ʾin shāʾ Allāh. ʾin shāʾ Allāh I will come and help you. 
She comes and prepares the rice with her and cuts the onions with her. Cooking 
back then, for a gathering, was very simple. It wasn’t like cooking today. A disaster. 
They don’t do what people do today. They just have raisins, chickpeas, and eggs. 
They boil the eggs and put them all around the tray. They make two trays for the 
men. Two trays. The rest stays in the pot. Why? So that nobody touches it. If they 
put the entire thing… you know how men are, they would eat it. So, they leave it 
on the pot. And they also keep the meat. And there would be a pot of stew. Back 
then, we could dive in the stew. Mā shāʾ Allāh. Yes, God (laughs).  
 
What about the souq? Was there a souq that you would go to, or would 
women come sell their products to you in their homes? What was the 
shopping like?  
Yes. No, no, there was a souq. Souq Wagif (Wāgif). And Souq Wagif had women. 
They would sell, karimch Allāh, sarāwīl and malāfiʿ and baṭāṭīl.123 Yes, they would 
sell them in the homes. They would sell them. And in the souq they would put the 
coffee and ginād and all these products.124 But the clothes, the clothes would be 
sold at home. All of them. May she rest in peace, what’s his name’s wife, I forgot 
his name now, Abdulmalik’s (ʿAbdilmālik) wife. Yes, Abdulmalik’s wife. She had a 
store in her home. In her room. And women would come and have coffee and buy 
baṭāṭīl and malāfiʿ and ṣarāwīl. That was all at home, though. Outside, there 
wouldn’t be anything.  
 
Would she make them, or just sell them? 

	
122 Ḥisū is a stew made of natural herbs. It has healing properties for women after 
childbirth.  
123 Sarāwīl, malāfiʿ, and baṭāṭīl are the plural forms of sirwāl, milfāʿ, and baṭūlah. 
124 Gnād are the spices that may be used when making coffee, such as cardamom 
and cloves. They are not essential ingredients, are are used according to the 
coffee maker and coffee drinkers’ preferences.  
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No, she used to sew them herself. Whoever knows how to sew, would sew. Like 
back then, there weren’t any jalābīāt. There would just be darāʿat.125  
 
What’s the difference between a jalābīah and a darāʿah?  
The difference is a lot. For the jalābīah, they just turn it and cut it here and cut it 
there. The darāʿah? No. In the darāʿah, the sleeve is separate, and the torso is 
separate, and the collar is separate. How many separate pieces are there in a 
darāʿah? Yes. For the jalābīah, they just flip it and cut it here and cut it there. 
Darāʿah – no. It has a torso and a sleeve and a lot of pieces. I knew how to sew 
those days. I used to sew a lot of them. The jalābīah is much easier than the 
darāʿah, because the darāʿah is a lot of pieces. And they embroider the sleeve. 
They embroider it and make it and some women don’t know how to embroider. 
When she sews the darāʿah and she knows someone who knows how to 
embroider, she takes it to her. She says, “Flāna, embroider the sleeve.” She asks 
her what designs she wants, and she tells her. We pay one or two rupees. That’s 
all we pay, poor thing, for the cost of the zarī and the cost of the embroidery.  
 
So, she doesn’t make any money? 
No, she makes some money. I mean, back then, even one rupee is considered 
profit. Today, it isn’t. They were unstoppable, mā shāʾ Allāh, they were 
unstoppable.  
 
Now, if a woman were to buy a jalābīah or a darāʿah, would she take the 
money from her husband?  
Yes, from her husband, because what she spends is all from her husband.  
 
So, does he allocate a certain allowance for her? 
No. Back then; we didn’t have salaries. We had work and we had entrepreneurial 
jobs. I mean; there weren’t salaries that they wait for. There were salaries from the 
shīūkh. Sheikh Ali may he rest in peace. And [the shīūkh] would pay a zakat to 
[members of my community] – whatever God had decided.126 They wouldn’t buy 
readymade clothes, like they do today, today the marketplace is full of ready to 
wear clothes. No, they wouldn’t buy them. They would always say, “Oh, you don’t 
know how to sew?” Yes. They would curse women who didn’t know how to sew. 
They would tell her this sentence (laughs). For example, he would tell her, “Drink 
the milk, you’re embarrassing me in front of everyone.” So, she would milk the goat 
and bring the milk to him, poor thing. And he would tell her to boil it and add some 
sugar and bring it. She would say ʾin shāʾ Allāh. Back then, it was always ʾin shāʾ 
Allāh. So, the poor thing got up and boiled the milk and added some sugar and 
brought it back. “Bū Flān...” she wouldn’t say his name. “Bū Flān…” but she would 
say his son’s name, and if he didn’t have a son, his daughter’s, and if he didn’t 

	
125 Jalābīāt and darāʿat are the plural forms of jalābīah and darāʿah. 
126 Zakāt is alms giving that is a religious obligation in Islam. It is approximately 
2.5% of a Muslim’s wealth, given a few conditions. It benefits Muslims in need and 
is done on an annual basis.   
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have a daughter, his father.127 He would tell her, “Drink the milk, your condition is 
embarrassing me in front of everyone.” He’s talking about her being thin. “And if 
you drink it, you’re bringing a divorce unto yourself, and if you don’t drink it, then 
you…” and he also had something to say about that. She wondered about what to 
do now. She was scared. “If I drink it, he will divorce me, and he is very dear to 
me, he’s the father of my children, and if I don’t drink it,” he also had something to 
say about that… “I don’t know what to do.” He said, “Take the milk, gargle with it, 
and drink it, your condition has embarrassed me in front of everyone… If you drink 
it, you’re asking for a divorce, and if you don’t” he also had something to say about 
that, but I forgot what he told her. So, the poor thing didn’t know what to do, and 
he was being very stubborn. And, the poor thing, she couldn’t help being slim. Back 
then, they liked women with fuller figures, they didn’t like thin girls. Now, they only 
want thin girls (laughs). Yes, that poor thing, and he forgave her, and he thought, 
“Now, she’s baffled, I’ll just stop talking to her, and I’ll leave her be.” She left the 
milk, and she covered it, in case of dust and flies, and she said, “Maybe he’ll drink 
it. Let him drink it. I won’t drink it. If I drink it, he will divorce me.” The poor thing 
was scared. I mean, back then, everything was good. Yes, everything was good. 
When the girls would get married and the mothers would arrange marriages, for 
example. She would go beforehand, if you had daughters in your house and such, 
and she would say, “As-salamu alaykum. How are you?” They wouldn’t see the 
girls directly. They would say, “There’s a woman coming, go hide.” Oh, yes. Those 
were the days. And in the winter, we would spend the entire time in the desert. We 
lived there. And in the summer, we were in Gharafah. I mean, I was with the Bin 
Thani. And in the winter, we had biyūt shiʿir and the desert and in the summer, we 
were in Gharafah.128 I mean, in Gharafah, there were buildings. But they were the 
traditional buildings, there weren’t any buildings like the ones you see today, these 
ones. And the mother would go and come and visit the lady and they would get to 
know each other, and she would see the girls. “How can I propose marriage to this 
girl, marriage to my son, without having seen her?” And the boy marries whomever 
his mother chooses. Whether she was ugly, or good, he would marry her. Why? 
Because they don’t show the boys the girls.  The mother than talks to the woman. 
She says, “His eyes are my eyes. Whatever I’ve seen, it’s like he’s seen it.” He 
mother calls her and tells her to come and greet her aunt. She comes in her 
bikhnag and kisses her on the head. She tells her to sit down. She doesn’t say, 
“No, I’m leaving.” But she shakes her head, indicating that she’s leaving. Her 
mother knew what she meant. She had pinched her before and warned her about 

	
127 “Bū” means father of. It is common in Arabic cultures to call men and women 
the “father of” or “mother of” their eldest son, or their eldest daughter if they do not 
have a son. They may also call them “father of” or “mother of” followed by their 
father’s name, as it is assumed that they would name their first-born son after their 
father. Of course, this does not always happen.  
128 Biyūt shiʿir is the plural form of bayt shiʿir. Bayt shiʿir is a dwelling used by Arabs 
in the desert. It is made of shiʿir, or the hair, of goats. It is sometimes also made of 
camel hair or sheep’s wool. Other essential components are used in its 
construction, such as wood and shrubs.   



	 	

67 
 

sitting down. She told her this was a woman’s get-together. She just greets the 
woman and leaves. She’s afraid of her mother’s warning. Her ear is pinched. So, 
she gets up and she goes away. The woman asks the mother if she only has one 
daughter. She tells her she has two. She says, “Let them come and greet me. I’ve 
been visiting you for a few days now. I’m your friend. You shouldn’t be hiding your 
daughters from me.” So, she tells the girl to call her sister. The girl goes and 
pinches her sister’s ear and warns her not to sit and chat with the guest. She 
instructs her just to greet her and leave. And the sister accepts the instructions. 
She tells her how to behave, what to do, to say ʾin shāʾ Allāh. Her sister doesn’t 
respond with, “Do you think I’m your servant, and that you can boss me around? 
I’m not your servant and you can’t boss me around. I do what I want!” No. She 
doesn’t say that. She says ʾ in shāʾ Allāh. It was always ʾ in shāʾ Allāh and labayh.129 
They wouldn’t let go of these terms. So, the poor girl goes and the woman sees 
her. The woman likes the first girl. She likes the first girl. Later, she goes to her 
husband and says, “Bū Flān, we found a wife for Flān. I saw two girls; one is older 
and the other is younger. I like the older one.” He tells her, “It’s your decision. I 
swear it’s your decision. Whatever you see and like, I would like, and my son would 
like it too.” She says ʾin shāʾ Allāh. He tells her, “ʾIn shāʾ Allāh this will end well. 
Go see their requirements. Go to them and see their requirements. I will go to her 
father in his majlis.”130 Back then; there was a majlis, mā shāʾ Allāh. Whether they 
were in the desert or at sea, they would always have a majlis. Look at them now. 
Now they have majlis and they don’t go and sit in it.131 Back then; it was different. 
It was better and more. So, he saw her father. He asked for her father’s name, and 
she said he’s Flān bin Flān. He says, “Wilniʿim.132 I’ll talk to him privately.” 
 
So, the men are the ones to propose marriage? 
No, the man spoke to the girl’s father. The women come to an agreement regarding 
the engagement independently. The men come and agree. That’s the way. “Poor 
thing. He’s a nice man, and he’s agreed. He said ʾin shāʾ Allāh. He said the girl is 
your daughter, and the boy is your son. Whatever you command, we command in 
good…” Things of that sort. So, the boy’s father says, “Alḥamudlilāh” and, “Bayaḍ 
Allāh wajhik” and kisses the girl’s father on the nose.133 He says, “Hint, mā ʿalayk 

	
129  Labayh is a polite reply given when called upon. It culturally connotes 
obedience.  
130  Majlis literally translates to seating area. In this context, it is a residential 
gathering area where male guests are entertained.  
131 The majlis, whether legislative or residential, is still a relevant social institution 
today. However, the speaker does not seem to personally approve of the way 
majlis is conducted at the present time.  
132 Wilniʿim is a phrase used following the mention of another person’s name or 
family name, to praise and honor them.  
133 Bayaḍ Allāh wajhik is a prayer. The speaker is praying that the listener goes to 
heaven. Implicitly, he is saying: may the lights of heaven shine brightly on your 
face, giving off a white color. Literally, the phrase translates to ‘may God whiten 
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zūd, hint.”134 Yes, of course. I mean, he got up and kissed him on the nose! He 
was so happy for his son that he didn’t know what to do. If he had asked him to 
kiss his hand, he would have (laughs). Their son is dear to them, they don’t have 
another one, you know. So, he got up, poor thing, after the men left the majlis and 
he went and told his children’s mother. He said, “I spoke to Flān bin Flān. Bayaḍ 
Allāh wajhih and his children’s mother.135 ʾAlḥamdulilāh we found a woman for our 
son, a good woman, a kind one.” And that’s all. Their requirements were simple. 
Not like they are today. I mean; they were simple requirements. They would ask 
for gold. Back then, gold was plentiful and cheap. 
 
Would the mahar be gold?  
Yes. Yes, they gave, they gave a mirtaʿshah, they ask for a marīah.136 Some 
people ask for three ṣīygh and some ask for four.137 Some ask for two. Back then, 
the gold was cheap and plentiful. A lady would have a muṭabigah that was this 
big.138 Yes, I swear. Yes, back then the gold was cheap, mā shāʾ Allāh.  
 
Where would they bring it from – the gold? 
Mostly, from Bahrain. We still get it from Bahrain. And then, that’s it, they ask for 
the dazah. The dazah isn’t in a bigshah. No, they put it in boxes. Back then, there 
weren’t any suitcases. 139  They used traditional boxes – the ones that are 
mubayitah. 140  “Ṣindūgnā almisūmir ibar yalbaḥrayn yijīb thiyāb sintayn wa 
tkhayṭhum yā Maryam ʿalā naẓīr alʿayn, itīb ṣbay wa bnaya wa yisaʿidha 

	
your face.’ Moreover, by kissing the bride’s father on the nose, the groom’s father 
is performing an act indicative of respect and gratitude.  
134 The bride’s father replies to the groom’s father’s praise with equivalent praise 
by saying, “Hint, mā ʿalayk zūd, hint.” This means, essentially: the praise you have 
given us is not less than the praise you deserve.  
135 The groom’s father is repeating his earlier prayer for the bride’s father and is 
extending it to the bride’s mother as well.  
136 A mirtaʿshah and a marīah are two different necklace designs, both made of 
gold.   
137 A ṣīgh is a gold jewelry design.  
138 A muṭabigah is the name of a jewelry design.  
139 The speaker is drawing a comparison to modern practices, where some people 
choose to send the daza in suitcases.  
140 Mubayitah boxes are artisanal creations that are associated with weddings in 
Bahrain in particular, and in the Arabian Gulf more generally. They would contain 
presents from the groom to bride, including clothes, jewelry and perfumes. 
Historically, these boxes were inspired by Indian handiwork. They are made of 
wood and are decorated with metal nails, especially bronze and silver. A large box 
would take up to a week to construct, as the carpenter would need to decorate it 
with about four thousand nails.  
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alkarīm.”141 This is about Bahrain and their dazah and their boxes. Back then, 
everything was in boxes. They would use bigshah. That day, they showed the 
dazah on TV in a bigshah and they put them on their heads. I said, “No. They 
wouldn’t do it that way.” It was also ʿayb for a woman’s clothes to be seen on the 
street. Yes, I swear. It was ʿayb back then to find a woman’s clothes outside, or 
something like that. Back then, when women would wash their clothes, karimch 
Allāh, they would take them, and they would hang them to dry indoors. Yes. They 
would hang them to dry indoors. They wouldn’t leave them outside. And a man 
wouldn’t come in and see the ladies’ clothes. Not his wife’s clothes, nor his 
daughter’s clothes would be outside. That would make him angry. Yes. He would 
say, “It’s ʿayb for men to see women’s clothes.” Even if they were from her family. 
Even if it were her brothers. Even her father. Even her uncles. “Flān came into the 
house, and your clothes are hanging to dry! Aren’t you ashamed of yourselves?” 
Now, that’s not the case. Now, everything’s out in the open. Yes, I swear. 
 
Do they carry the bride in a rug? 
Yes, they carry her in a rug. The rug is huge. A bit smaller than this one. In our 
day, we carried the brides. My, how we carried them! Back then, when there was 
a wedding or something, they called me and they called Fatima, may Fatima rest 
in peace. They called her. They would look for energetic ones. They would say, 
“Come on, carry her, both of you.” And if two were able to carry her, good. If they 
wouldn’t be able to, three. In a rug. That good quality rug. And we would get hit by 
the girls! They would beat us. I mean, back then, girls were different, they weren’t 
like girls today. Fatima, may she rest in peace, and I carried the bride. We had just 
walked in on her with our rug. We laid the rug on the floor, and we got up. And as 
soon as I grabbed her, she pinched my arm and bit my arm. Oh, my arm! My arm 
is about to be cut off. Mā shāʾ Allāh, the bride was fat and tall. So, Fatima held her 
by the nose, like this. And she pressed on her nose, and so the bride opened her 
mouth and let go of my arm. It hurt for a few days; I swear. Three days, or four 
days, my arm was swollen. She bit it with all might (laughs)! If Fatima hadn’t 
pressed on her nose, she wouldn’t have let go of my arm. When it was the morning, 
I told them, “See?” I told the band, “Look at my arm!” They asked me what’s wrong. 
Fatima said, “The bride bit her” (laughs)! I swear; we used to put them and carry 
them. We would put them in the rug, and we would go in. We would walk in on the 
men, and they’d be just sitting them comfortably. And we’d think, “Isn’t that swell? 
They’re just sitting there, and we’re the ones getting bitten and beat” (laughs). So, 
I said, “Come on, take her next to him.” And he’s just sitting there in a bisht, looking 
smart. He threw the bisht off, and when we put her next to him, he put his hand on 
her. He said, “Leave her there.” We said, “Yes, there won’t be good behavior 
anymore” (laughs). I mean; we would enjoy weddings back then. When they would 

	
141 “Our box is decorated with nails, O’ Bahrain it brings clothes for two years, and 
Maryam sews them, she will have a son and a daughter, and the gracious one 
[Allah] will please her.”  
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put someone in my place, I said, “No, no, no, I want to diz the bride.”142 I would 
carry the bride. Yes, I swear. I mean, weddings back then were so much fun.” Do 
you believe me? I swear, my daughter, it was so much fun. It was almost like we’d 
be the ones who were getting married. Not like they were the ones getting married. 
Yes, I swear. We would have fun and we would play the drums and we would 
dance, and we would sing. They would play music for the groom and his sister, or 
his mother would get up and dance. Yes. They would congratulate him and kiss 
him and greet him. “Congratulations. May your firstborn be a boy! May your 
firstborn be a boy!” Then they would go out. His mother and his sisters would 
dance. We would have prepared the room beforehand. It wouldn’t be anything like 
this. We would sit and sew, and we would cover the entire room. We would even 
beautify the area around it. And we would make a curtain on this side, and we 
would sew on it. I mean, weddings back then…  
 
Would you be paid for doing all of this? 
No, they would give us. They would give us everything. For example, I, karimch 
Allāh, they would give me a milfaʿ. They would give me a thūb. They would give 
me two clothes. They would give me two clothes, a milfaʿ and a thūb. This would 
be on the wedding week; they wouldn’t hand it out before that. Back then, mā shā 
Allāh, they were understanding about everything. On the wedding week, on the 
seventh day of the wedding, today they would do the dazah and bride’s mother 
would call one of us. “Come here, yuma, help me.” She would sit by herself and 
cut the fabric; “This is for Flāna, and this is for Flāna.” They would make the lunch 
and they would hand it out. Liʾjrah. They would make liʾjrah and they would put it 
on our heads. I swear; we would carry it on our heads. We would put something 
for us, some fabric on our heads, and we would go around the houses. We would 
take a tray to each house. We would take a tray to each house. We would take 
liʾjrah and people would it eat. They would say, “Eat, eat, this is from the married 
couple. The prophet, peace be upon him, spat it in. This is from the married couple, 
the prophet spat in it. Yes, I swear.” And we would go all around the houses. We 
would take it to every house. We wouldn’t leave a single house. Back then, this 
was normal. There wouldn’t be a single house forgotten. If there weren’t enough, 
we would go and say, “Give us some more.” It wasn’t ʿayb. “Give me a bit, you 
forgot about me.” They would say, “There’s only what’s left in the bottom of the 
pot.” We would say, “Bring it over.” And I swear they would scrape the bottom of 
the pot for us. They would pour stew on it. The lemons in the stew would be this 
big. The dried lemons. And we would carry it and go away. It wasn’t ʿayb. Now, 
people say, “Oh, isn’t she ashamed of herself? She went to Flān’s house to take 
food?” No. Back then people wouldn’t say that. They would be happy, and they 
would enjoy it when people ate their meals. Yes. And we would take some to 
Flānah and to Flānah and to Flānah, and that. Yes. That’s because they want a 
true dazah. Four boxes or five boxes of men’s clothes, fabrics and ghitar. The 
women have their own fabrics for darāriyʿ and for thiyāb and for malāfiʿ. Everything 

	
142 To diz the bride is to present her to the groom and wedding party. This may 
involve carrying her in a rug or carrying her on a chair.  
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would be given in rolls of fabric. They would divide it and cut it and they would put 
four together. The men would have a ghitrah and thūb, a ghitrah and thūb. I mean; 
it was fabric it wasn’t read to wear. It was fabric. Yes. I mean, back then, you would 
be happy. You would wake up in the morning and the world would be bright, mā 
shāʾ Allāh. Now, we go to weddings, and the only thing we taste is slop. Those 
weddings in those hotels. Home cooking is different. It’s much nicer. And it has the 
dried lemons, and the cinnamon, mā shāʾ Allāh, and when they cook, the smell 
would waft. Those days were different from these. They were very different.  
 
What about childbirth? Did women deliver their babies at home? 
Yes, she would deliver at home. Her mother and her mother-in-law would count 
her progress. They would take care of her. This is especially true if it were her 
firstborn. They would say, “If you feel this, or if you feel that, tell me. Don’t be quiet. 
Childbirth is a feeling in the stomach. It’s pain in the stomach.” And they would 
teach her. How would she know, if it were her first baby? They would have to teach 
her. 
 
Would they only teach her after she was married? Or would they teach her 
while she was younger?  
No, no, no, no. They wouldn’t talk about these things in front of girls. It was ʿayb.  
 
So, she only learns after she’s pregnant?  
Yes, after she’s pregnant, they teach her. They make her understand these things. 
When she’s about to have her baby, when she’s right about to have her baby, they 
bring women to her. They’re midwives. They bring two or three. I mean, back then, 
mā shāʾ Allāh, the women were specialized for childbirth.  
 
Who were these women? 
They would be from the community. They wouldn’t get anyone from far away. They 
would be from the community. And they would be well known. I mean, Flānah 
knows how to deliver babies, so they bring her, and they put a, what’s it called, a 
pole in the house. They put the pole and they dig a hole for it, and they put some 
wood. They put the pole in the house, and two women come. One woman sits 
behind her. Her mother doesn’t sit with her. One woman sits behind her, and 
another one in front.  
 
Why doesn’t her mother sit with her? 
No, no, the mother doesn’t stay. A mother’s heart is weak. She can’t. She can’t 
handle seeing her daughter in pain and crying like that. 
 
So, who’s with her? 
Two women or three. Whoever is available. 
 
Were they her sisters or women who knew or strangers? 
No. They were old women. They were old-timey women from the firīj. They would 
be old women from the firīj and they would be God-fearing and they would be 
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religious and they would be women who pray. They read Quran to her, and they 
console her. They tell her what to do. They put a large ṣirār for her.143 They fill it 
up, and they tie it. They put it under her seat. She delivers while she’s sitting down, 
not while she’s lying down. They put it under her seat, and she sits on it. They open 
her legs, and one woman sits in the front for the baby, when he comes down. The 
other woman sits in the back, and she holds her. She reads Quran to her, and she 
prays for her. She tells her, “Don’t be scared. Look, your mother had you and 
Flānah had children too.” I mean, they console her, and they don’t let her be afraid. 
They remove the terror and fear from her with their words. But mā shāʾ Allāh, old 
women back then. When she was ready, they took her, and they see if she had 
gone through after-birth. They see if the placenta had come out with the baby. And 
they bundle her up. They close her legs. They don’t let the air go in. That’s 
dangerous, too. They close her legs, and they take a rag and they put it between 
her thighs, and they close her hips. This was all because they would fear the air. 
They would be scared something would happen to her. And then they take the little 
one, and he starts crying. And mā shāʾ Allāh, they cut the umbilical cord. They cut 
the umbilical cord and they tie it nicely. Later, they take the baby. They don’t bathe 
the baby at that point. No. They bathe the baby during the week in which he was 
delivered, and they put the sweet-smelling thing … what’s it called? In the Emirates 
they call it yās. We call it … I forgot its name. I’ll tell you when I remember. They 
put their legs under her, and they take her hands and they put her back together. 
They hold her hands and she put the soles of her feet on the bottom and she holds 
her and puts her back together. It’s a huge head, mā shāʾ Allāh. They put her back 
together and they pray for her, and they lay her down and they read Quran to her. 
They tell her not to be scared, and she says she isn’t scared. They tell her that 
they’re scared for her, but this is all part of God’s plan. They tell her not to be afraid 
and they take her and cover her with a blanket on the ground. They don’t put her 
on top of the bed. They lay her on the ground, and they cover her with a blanket, 
and they take care of the child. They take care of the child, and he’s crying, and 
they wipe him nicely. After they wipe him, they bring a swaddle. The swaddles 
would have been cut up and prepared before the birth. Everything would have 
been ready, and the clothes would have been sewn for the baby. They call it 
tafṣiylat alʾāfiyah. And they just take the fabric and they cut a thing like a sleeve, 
and they cut it like this, straight. And they dress the baby. And if they had a, what’s 
it called, they took clean black fabric, they cut it and cut it and tied it on its hands. 
If it were a boy, they would tie it on its hands over here. They would tie it on its 
hands, if it were a boy or a girl. 
 
Why? 
It’s called ḥiraz. It’s for the baby. I mean, some people look at the baby and don’t 
mention God. It’s to protect the baby from the evil eye. And some people do 
mention God. People notice the string that’s on the, you know, on the baby’s hand. 
It’s a ḥiraz for someone’s evil eye, or something. They tie the baby’s hands, and 

	
143 The word ṣirār is a synonym of bigshah. Here, it is being used as a rudimentary 
seat.   
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they bring the swaddle, which is ready, and they swaddle the baby whether it’s a 
boy or a girl. The manaz would be close by.144 But that manaz was real, it isn’t like 
that people use today. They’re made from dried palm tree leaves. Those days, 
they would sell them in Omani Souq. They brought them and they take them, and 
they prepare the manaz and they lay the baby in it, and they cover it. They also 
get some salt for the girl. Yes. They prepared the salt. Back then, our medicine 
was always salt. Yes. And it would be ready for her. When they saw that she was 
in labor, they broke the salt. It didn’t come in packages. They brought it from Persia. 
It was like a rock. They break it and they grind it, and they roll it until it’s as big as 
a pigeon’s egg. Even bigger for a first-born. And they take her, and they treat her 
every day. They put one for her. And if she ate a lot, they reduced the, what’s it 
called.  
 
Every day for the postpartum period, or every day for a short amount of time? 
No, no, for the entire postpartum period. The first one is a bit big. It’s the size of a 
chicken’s egg. The chicken’s egg is the big one. The pigeon’s egg is smaller. They 
put the big one in first. They say it’s for the head. So, they put the one for the head 
in first. When she had her lunch and she’s ready, and when she feels like eating, 
she doesn’t feel like eating in the beginning, we tell her to eat, she says she wants 
some water, they don’t give her water in a bowl or in a pot or anything like that, 
they give her a finyāl of water.  
 
With the meal? 
Yes, with the meal. And she drinks it. We tell her to drink the entire thing. We tell 
her if she drinks it, we’ll give her one and a half or two next time. We tell her we’ll 
give her more water if she eats her entire lunch. And those chickens weren’t from 
machines! They went around the houses, and they bought the chicks. They’re all 
home grown. She has one for dinner and one for lunch. She tells her mother that 
she doesn’t want to eat. So, her mother tells her she’ll give her half between lunch 
and dinner. So, they make her a half chicken, it’s a chick, they’re all small, and 
they don’t give her the big ones. They don’t let her drink cow’s milk. They don’t let 
her drink buttermilk. They don’t give her a lot of water. Like that. They give her 
medicine every day. Some of them get up after 11 days or 12 days, mā shāʾ Allāh. 
And some of them, the ones who don’t take their medicine properly, they don’t get 
up. They tell the woman, “Go see your daughter. What’s wrong with her? She 
doesn’t get up.” She says, “Oh, I don’t know.” They tell her, “How do you not know? 
You must know. You must ask her and see her.” She asks her if she puts the 
medicine daily. 
 
Does she put it herself? 
Yes, they show her how to do it the first time and then she puts it herself. There 
was a girl, how do I say this, the poor girl, they were bringing her the salt and 
leaving her alone. She was my uncle’s wife. And they would leave her alone. My 
grandmother works in the house. She cooks her food and makes her ḥisū, and she 

	
144 A manaz is a cot for the baby to sleep in. 
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makes that. My mother was with the shīūkh. She worked for the shīūkh. And [my 
uncle’s wife] would take the salt, and stuff it under her pillow. It was so much; it 
was like a chicken’s nest. She wasn’t getting up! People were asking my 
grandmother about her daughter-in-law. They asked her how many days it’s been 
since she gave birth. She said how many. They said, “She doesn’t get up. We’re 
sure she isn’t taking her medicine!” She said, “Oh, I swear, I’ve been so busy. I 
have housework. I don’t know if she’s been taking her medicine.” They said, “No, 
God will judge you for how well or how badly you’re taking care of her. You need 
to monitor her. When she’s done with her postpartum period, she can get lost. Who 
cares? But now, now that’s in her postpartum period, God will judge you.” She 
said, “Oh, I’ll go see her.” The lady who was asking my grandmother is the same 
lady who raised [my uncle’s wife]. She told her, “You have to take care of your 
son’s wife.” She said, “It’s not like I hate her. I’ve just been busy with the housework 
and with that.” So, they went, and they uncovered the bed. “Look at your son’s 
wife!” “Why have you done that, my daughter? How many days has it been, and 
you haven’t been taking your medicine? You’re in the postpartum period. We’ve 
even put the one for the head for you.” She said, “Yes you put the large one in for 
me. But, these small ones, I haven’t been using them. I’ve been taking them and 
stuffing them under the bed.” “But that’s not good!” Oh, I swear, my grandmother 
became angry with [my uncle’s wife]. The lady who raised [my uncle’s wife] was 
angry with [my grandmother] as well. My grandmother told her to remove her from 
her house and take her back to her house. She told you, “You raised her – you 
medicate her!” 
 
Does it hurt?  
Yes, it’s salt. It hurts a lot but, karimch Allāh, the dirty water just pours out and it 
leaves the body dry. 
 
Does the lady who had just given birth lie down for the entire postpartum 
period? 
Yes, she doesn’t get up. Except, karimch Allāh, for the bathroom.  
 
Does she breastfeed? 
Yes, she breastfeeds by herself, whether it was a boy or a girl. No, my daughter, 
back then, they were in very bad circumstances. With childbirth, they were in very 
bad circumstances. When they are done with the 40 days, alḥamudlilāh, they get 
over it. When she’s done with the 40 days, when a month is over, when a month 
and ten days are over, mā shāʾ Allāh. Yes, I swear, back then, everything was 
good. She goes back to being like a girl. Like she’s just a girl. Yes, from the salt 
mā shāʾ Allāh. Grind some salt and pour it on a piece of meat and look what it 
does to it. Yes, the salt, mā shāʾ Allāh, it cleans, and it purifies. They make some 
ḥisū for her, and they put some spices in it. We still make ḥisū, mā shāʾ Allāh, it 
cleans the body. They also make ʿaṣiydah for childbirth.145 That was all special. 

	
145 ʿAṣiydah is a popular dessert in the Arabian Gulf. It is sweet and similar in 
texture to porride.  
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The childbirth ʿaṣiydah is different; it’s not like our normal ʿaṣiydah. They put black 
pepper in it. It’s spicy, so the blood can let. Everything is spicy. No, I swear, the 
past is better.  
 
Did women become sick because of the salt? Would they get a fever? 
No, no, no, no. Nothing happens to them. That’s because the salt, karimch Allāh, 
is beneficial. It cleans. It cleans, karimch Allāh, everything. It leaves the woman 
like she’s just a girl. Yes. Mā shāʾ Allāh, the salt is good. It’s not like salt today. It 
doesn’t come in cans. They’re big pieces and they break it and they make it at 
home. 
 
You said they bring it from Persia?  
Yes, they bring it from Persia. 
 
Do they buy it from the souq? 
Yes, they buy it from the souq. And the cooking. It’s also used for cooking. They 
didn’t know packaged salt. It was just these big ones. They would buy it and break 
it and put it in plates. They would salt the lunch and salt the dinner. They would put 
it in the buttermilk when they shook it. They would grind in some ḥilbah. 146 
Buttermilk smells good with ḥilbah. I mean; mā shāʾ Allāh, back then, everything 
had wisdom. Everything was good. They didn’t do anything and fail. Even the girls 
who didn’t know – they taught them. They taught them anything. “This is what they 
do. This is what they do.” Yes. Everything was beneficial back then. 
 
When did you start working? 
I was young. How old was I? Oh God, I was 12 years old when I started. 
 
What did you do? 
Everything. My mother taught me. We were in Sheikh Ahmad bin Thani’s house. 
My mother and a lady called Sara and my uncles. We were all servants to Sheikh 
Ahmad bin Thani; may he rest in peace. Yes, we were servants to Sheikh Ahmad. 
We were under his ownership. Next week, I’ll bring you this to read and to see. 
 
What’s this? 
What’s it called? The barwah, for emancipation.147 It’s a copy. My uncle, may he 
rest peace, taught me to copy every paper related to the government. He said they 
might need it and they might ask me about it. I’ll bring them, ʾin shāʾ Allāh. Next 
week. Will you be here? 
 
Yes. 
You can see it. The emancipation papers. Sheikh Ali may he rest in peace, was 
Qatar’s ruler at the time. My birthday is even written on the paper. It’s for all the 

	
146 Fenugreek is ḥilbah. It has healing properties that are beneficial to women after 
childbirth, such as increasing milk supply.  
147 The barwah is the legal document that proclaimed her emancipation.  
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children. All bin Thani’s children and his uncle Sheikh Ali’s children. I told them, 
you do not own me, I’m owned by Great Britain, and the sintūrah number is on my 
shoulder (laughs).148 And they laughed and said, “Yes, you’re owned by Britain.” 
 
What’s the sintūrah?  
It’s Britain’s. When they came to Qatar, and they had to survey us. But Sheikh Ali 
advised them. He said, “Take a compensation for the slaves. I will give you papers, 
and I will pay you for them. You take the money.” So, Sheikh Ali took the money 
and gave it to his cousins, the Bin Thani, all of them. So, he gave them money. 
And here’s my barwah; I copied it and I’ll bring it (laughs). And you’ll see when I 
was born. I mean; I can bring in my passport and my ID and my emancipation 
papers. People don’t believe the year I was born in. You can take pictures of my 
passport, and take pictures of what’s it called, the identification. It was different; it 
wasn’t a card. It was like a passport. I even forgot when I was born, but it’s all 
written down. I’ll bring it and you can see it and read it. I took it a Sheikha. She’s 
my friend and I took it to her, and I told her, “See, Sheikha, read this…” She said, 
“Mā shāʾ Allāh, you were born a really long time ago.” I said, “Yes, a really long 
time ago.” It even has Sheikh Ali’s name on it. Back then, we would go to the 
desert. We were all girls, I mean, and we would play with the sheikhs’ daughters. 
There were a lot, mā shāʾ Allāh, maybe five. And we would play in the desert 
together. In the spring, the grass would be this high. I swear. The grass would be 
this high. And when we sat down, we would hide under the what’s it called. We 
would hide under the grass, and we would play hide and seek.  
 
Where would the pearl traders live?  
Here, in Qatar. They were all here. The traders from the Bukuwara (Būkūārah) 
family, the Alattiya (Alʿaṭīah) family. They were the ʾikbārīah back then. And there 
was a family. I forgot its name. Abdilghani (ʿAbdilghany). No, not Abdilghani. He 
had a name too. He was a big man. These old men, and my ʿam Thani, may he 
rest in peace, would go to Bahrain. Yes, he would go to Bahrain in boats. And they 
would take the pearls to Bahrain and sell them. They had slaves, who were their 
servants, mā shāʾ Allāh. Each one of the men would be as tall as this wall. They 
would go to sea, and they would go diving and they would bring the pearls and 
each man had a slave. 
 
So, their slaves would do the work, not their children? 
Yes, not their children. 
 
What would the children do? 
They didn’t have jobs. 
 
How would people make money? 

	
148  Sintūrah is a colloquial pronounciation of the English word “census.” The 
speaker implies that she has a tattoo of a census number on her shoulder.  
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The wealth came from the country, mā shāʾ Allāh. The men and the children and 
the country. The country had wealth without the pearl traders. Then, the companies 
came and started working in Dukhan (Dukhān). They worked in Dukhan and they 
worked in Musaieed (Imsayʿīd). These were the big companies. Their children 
didn’t work there either. It was just their slaves. And the salaries that the slaves 
received from the company, they would give back to their ʿamām.149 Their ʿamām 
then give them an allowance and give their own children an allowance and give 
their wives an allowance and the other slaves an allowance. The companies, mā 
shāʾ Allāh, were good and strong.  
 
And women didn’t work in the companies?  
No, no, no. There weren’t any women who worked back then. The women’s slaves 
would go get wood and they would get water on donkeys, karimch Allāh. They 
would go on donkeys, and they would bring water from the wells, and they would 
bring wood from the ʿarīn. And they would cut the ʿarīn. And five or six women 
would go from the firīj, and they would carry the ropes and they would go to the 
well and they would chop the wood and they would bring it on their heads and they 
would put it in the bayt shiʿir and they would cook. And for the water, a few women 
would gather on the, karimch Allāh, donkeys. They would get it in pipes. Where 
would the pipes come from? The pipes would come from the company. They’re 
empty gas pipes. Once the pipes are empty, the company divides them between 
the people. Yes. The company divides them between everyone. They put ropes in 
them, and they tie the ropes, and they would put them on top of the donkeys, and 
they would tie them. They would take them to the wells, and they would fill them, 
and they would support them with a burlap bag or something. Then they would go 
home. No, they were living a nice life. They were living a good life, mā shāʾ Allāh. 
Everyone shared the same attitude and shared the same soul. They would help 
each other with everything. They would help each other with the grass, and they 
would help each other with the wood. This was the whole firīj. 
 
And the food? 
Everyone would cook their food in their own house. They would cook in their own 
houses, mā shāʾ Allāh. Every house would cook for itself. The entire firīj, mā shāʾ 
Allāh. Every house would cook independently. There would be a lot of meat, mā 
shāʾ Allāh. The animals would be raised in the houses. The grass would get so 
high in the spring. I remember playing with the shīūkh’s daughters. Their hair would 
be so soft, and my hair wouldn’t be. They would tie the grass into their hair, and I 
would tie it onto my head with some string (laughs). I mean; we used to play 
together. They wouldn’t make fun of me. They wouldn’t tell me that I didn’t have 
hair. That would be ʿayb. No, back then people didn’t make fun, and they wouldn’t 
talk badly. Yes, I swear. And they were so happy, fidaythum.150 They’re married 
now, and they have children, and I don’t go visit them anymore. I’m always here, 
in Alkhor. I moved to Alkhor and stayed.  

	
149 ʿAmām is the plural form of ʿam. 
150 Fidaythum is an expression of love.  
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When did you move to Alkhor? 
I moved to Alkhor about six years ago. 
 
So, not a long time ago… 
No. I used to be in Alkhor and then I went back to Doha and then I went back to 
Alkhor. I can’t leave it. I can’t leave Alkhor. I’ve loved it for a long time. When my 
father passed away, may he rest in peace, my mother married one of the Almisnad 
(Almisnad) family’s servants and I moved here with her. I lived here with my mother 
until I got married. When I was old enough to get married, I moved to my 
grandmother’s house (laughs). “You raised your daughter; you hold onto her.” 
When I got married, I was living with my grandmother. Yes, I swear. And after I got 
married, I moved to my husband’s house, and I didn’t stay long. After I got 
separated from him, I went back to my grandmother. Then I kept shifting between 
my grandmother’s house and my mother’s house, between Doha and Alkhor.  
 
Was divorce common? 
Back then, if she didn’t want her husband, they would ask her, “What’s wrong with 
him? Is he not treating you well? What’s happening? Everything has a reason. But, 
if you’re saying you don’t want him without a reason, we don’t listen to you. We 
must get your answers to these questions and his answers to these questions and 
see who’s wrong… Yes… We must see your reason and how he’s bothered you 
and how he’s not treating you well enough.” She says she doesn’t want him, and 
she lists her reasons. She can’t say she doesn’t want him if she doesn’t have 
reasons. They must ask her and ask him and see what the conflict is about. 
 
And if he had wrong her? 
She would get a divorce and they would support her. They wouldn’t leave her in a 
mess. And if he had complained about her, and said that he’s been patient with 
her, they don’t let her off the hook. They tell her it’s her fault. “It’s not good to be 
changing men every hour. Stay with your husband!” They talk to her a lot, and she 
stays with him. 
 
Do women who get a divorce remarry? 
Yes. Back then they would always get married. It wasn’t like today. Today, if a girl 
gets divorced, that’s it. No, back then, if a girl gets divorced, [potential groomsmen] 
would run to her from every direction. Yes, I swear. Her market wouldn’t crash. 
Now the houses are filled with divorced women. Subḥān Allāh. There was a girl 
back then. I’ll tell you about how girls back then, mā shāʾ Allāh, would have your 
back. You could rely on God, and you could rely on them. That girl was married 
off. When she was married, the boy didn’t touch her. What’s she to do? Back then, 
the plumbing, karimch Allāh, would be pipes that had water and they would spill 
into the streets. So, every day she would take water and spill it outside. People 
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were saying “Mā shāʾ Allāh, there’s water on the streets. She’s taking a bath.”151 
And he wouldn’t have touched her at all, let alone sleep with her. He wouldn’t have 
slept with her once. She was just hiding his secret from the ʿarab.152 Look at how 
good that girl was at hiding his secret? If it were another girl, she would have been 
screaming. No. She was just taking the water and spilling it outside, so that if any 
ʿarab were passing by, they wouldn’t be suspicious. He hadn’t slept with her. Until, 
at the very end, she told her mother in private. Her mother said, “You’ve been 
married for a year now, a bit less than a year, and you’re not pregnant.” So, she 
opened to her mother. She said, “He hasn’t touched me, and he doesn’t come to 
me.” The mother asked, “What? Are you sure?” The daughter said, “Yes. How 
would I not be sure?” So, the mother asked, “What about the water that’s been 
spilling onto the streets?” She answered, “That’s me, mother. I wanted to hide his 
secret. I didn’t want people to criticize him, or anything like that, so I would spill the 
water.” How she kept his secret! If it were anyone else, she would have made a 
scandal out of it. He hadn’t touched her. She was just spilling the water so people 
wouldn’t say anything. Yes, I swear. The mother said, “I have to tell your father.” 
The daughter said, “No, mother, don’t tell my father!” The mother insisted, and then 
she told him. He said, “I can’t believe it! They’ve been married for five months, or 
six months. What about the water in the streets?” The mother said, “Your daughter 
was hiding his secret. She’s been taking empty water and spilling it outside, to hide 
his secret. She didn’t want people to criticize him, when he hadn’t touched her or 
gone to her side. It’s been a few months, and he hasn’t touched her.” He said, “I 
will have to come to an agreement with his father, and he will have to divorce her.” 
So, he went and spoke to the father. When he heard, he said, “I’m the son of Flān!” 
back then, they had pride. He said, “I’m the son of Flān! Is this what happened?” 
So, he said, “Yes, speak to your son about it, but I will leave the room. Don’t speak 
to him while I’m sitting here. I’m embarrassed.” So, the poor man left the room. 
When he left, the other man spoke to his son. He said, “My son, you haven’t 
touched her?” He said, “No.” He said, “Why, my son? Don’t you know what men 
know?” He was quiet. “Don’t you know what men know, you dog, you ass? You 
embarrassed me. You’re a man! How can this be? But now you must divorce her 
and let her go towards her fate. She’s been with you for five months, or six months. 
Give her a divorce.” So, he took the poor girl and gave her a divorce. As soon as 
the divorce’s ʿidah was over, men were rushing over with proposals.153 She got 
married and had children.  
 
Did he get remarried?  

	
151 Within the context of Islamic practices, both men and women are required to 
bathe following intercourse.  
152This speaker, as well as other speakers, uses the word ʿarab (plural) as a 
synonym for the word “people.” It does not disclude men and women from African 
or Persian origins that were living in the Gulf countries.  
153 The ʿ idah is the time period in which women are not allowed to remarry following 
their divorce or following the death of a husband, according to Islamic regulations.  
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No, he didn’t get married. How could he get married? He didn’t get married. Girls 
back then were really good at keeping other people’s secrets. They’re not like girls 
today. If this happened today, there would have been a scandal. She would have 
said that he wasn’t a man, and she would have attached non-existing flaws to him. 
Girls back then were different, and they’re different today. Well, I have so many 
stories. Let’s keep them for another week.    
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Muneera 
 
Where were you born? 
In Oman. 
 
When did you come to Qatar? Did you grow up in Oman? 
No, when I came here, I was seven years old. I got married in Qatar and I had 
children here. 
 
How old were you when you got married? 
Maybe 15. 
 
Were you a young bride? 
No, all the girls got married at that age. 
 
Are you and the groom related? 
No, he wasn’t from our relatives. I am from Oman and my husband is from Qatar. 
 
How was the proposal? 
The mother came to my mother. She proposed and we were brought closer. 
 
Was he young, too? 
Yes, yes. 
 
Did you have a wedding? 
Yes 
 
What was it like? 
We had our milchah on Wednesday. They beat the drums and brought dazah. No, 
they bring the dazah on Wednesday and beat the drums on Thursday. That’s the 
night of the wedding. You wake up in the morning and they make liʾjrah, and then 
they beat the drums at around noon until the afternoon, around nighttime. That’s 
what weddings were like back then. 
 
What did the bride wear? 
She wears a darāʿah and then they smarten here up and prepare her after the 
wedding. 
 
After the party? 
After the wedding, the second day, the third day, they smarten her up and dress 
her up and the ʿarab come and see her. 
 
What do they dress her in? 
A darāʿah. They bring boxes for the dazah. They take her bracelet size so they 
can bring her her gold. She doesn’t buy her gold on her own. They bring her her 
gold. A dozen bracelets, a mirtaʿshah, miḥbas. And they give her money, if she 
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wants to buy rings with that money. She wakes up in the morning and she wears 
the darāʿah and they had gotten her a box of darārīʿ that were already sewn. She 
takes her measurements, and they sew them for her based on, what’s it called, the 
bride’s measurements. They bring the ʿabāyāt and they bring the malāfiʿ and they 
bring her, what’s it called? It’s for men. They bring her a roll of men’s fabric, and 
ightar, bishūt, ʿigāl. I mean a box… a box for the men and a box for the women. 
And a box of fabrics that were to be given away. That was for the drummers. They 
serve you for seven days. The drummers drum and cook liʾjrah and they serve for 
seven days. They get some of the fabrics. Back then, there wasn’t any; you give 
them two clothes and a milfaʿ, two clothes and a milfaʿ. On Saturday morning she 
goes to her husband’s house, and they divide the clothes between the drummers 
and those who did things. 
 
Where did they bring their darāʿāt and difāf? Did the women make them 
themselves, or did they buy them? What was the souq like? 
The women would sew them. There was Souq Wagif. That’s it. There wasn’t 
anything else back then. It was all from India. There was something called a ʾirdah 
and difāf that had zarī. There was the shāl and it had zarī on it. There were silks 
and wools. We would wear wool in the winter and silk in the summer. If you want 
the zarī to be thick, it would be thick. If you want the zarī to be thin, it would be thin. 
Whatever you like. Yes, I swear they’re better than clothes today. They were so 
good. The wool wouldn’t change. If you wore it for twenty years, it wouldn’t change. 
The silk was the same too. Not these! They would sew the ʿabāyah in Souq Wagif 
… 
 
Who would? 
Women back then – the ʿajam back then. They would sew the ʿabāyāt and they 
would sew the bishūt. 
 
Would women go to the souq or was that ʿayb? 
Yes, we go to the souq and we shop for ourselves. If we’re girls, we don’t go. Our 
mothers bring things for us. But after we’re married, we go to the souq and we 
shop. We shop for our children, if we have children. We shop. We go to the souq 
and we shop and we come back. Back then the taxi would cost two riyals. The cost 
of going was two riyals, and the cost of coming back was two riyals. That’s four 
riyals for the taxi (laughs).  
 
Would the four riyals back then be expensive? 
Yes. It would bring you so much good. It would fill your house with clothes, 
vegetables, and a quarter kilo of coffee. A quarter kilo of coffee was five riyals. Not 
a kilo today. There were a lot of blessings in those four riyals. Now, a thousand 
riyals don’t survive a trip to the supermarket. Their money doesn’t bring anything 
and doesn’t have blessings. India’s riyal. Back then, the entire Gulf used Indian 
riyal. Did you see them? They call them a rupee. There was a four-ānāt coin that 
had a gazelle, and a what’s it called? It had a statue. Yes. And the rupee also had 
a statue. It was all Indian money. 
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Today, women work. Did women work back then? 
No, they were at home. Not even one. She would clean, cook, clean for her mother-
in-law, cook for herself, sew her clothes. She had a mother-in-law. She would be 
sitting and the daughter in law would be commanded. The mother-in-law would do 
the commanding. She did everything for them. As soon as she wakes up in the 
morning, she makes the coffee, and she makes the milk, and she sweeps the lawn, 
and if she had children’s laundry she would do the laundry, and then she would 
get up and cook, and then she would serve the lunch and she would eat and she 
would do the dishes. The mother-in-law gives all the commands. Not like today. 
Housemaids. 
 
What about unmarried women? 
She serves her parents, and she serves her neighbors too. 
 
Her neighbors?  
Yes. I mean, whoever needed her. For example, there would be a woman, and 
she wouldn’t have anyone: no children and no husband. She would be an old 
woman. She would go to her in the morning and serve her. That’s if [the girl’s] old 
enough. About 12 years old, or something, she would wake up and wash her face 
and go to school and come back.  
 
Would she be paid? 
(Almost angry) No, no, no, it was all the same. People didn’t pay her anything. 
Unless they would give her a darāʿah or something. But she wouldn’t be paid a 
fee. I mean; they were neighbors. “Go to your neighbor’s house, she’s an old lady, 
her husband is traveling.” Or “She doesn’t have a husband.” She goes to her in the 
morning. She entertains her. And then she goes back to her parent’s home. The 
homes would be right next to each other. It’s not like she’s going somewhere far 
away. And you know the woman! The mother, the aunt’s mother, the sister, or the 
neighbor – you know her. She could sleep over until the morning, and then go back 
in the morning. If she were old enough, she would serve her and entertain her. 
 
Childbirth 
I never gave birth at home. It was always in Hamda’s hospital (Asbaytār Ḥamdah), 
that’s what they used to call it. 
 
Were the doctors Qatari? 
No, Hamda’s hospital’s doctor was an Egyptian woman. She does everything. She 
delivers and she sees this and that. We would go on Sundays and Thursdays. We 
would go there, and they would give us the hot injection and the cold injection.  
 
What were they? 
Honestly, I don’t know. When they inject you, your body becomes very hot. 
 
Was this an epidural? 
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No. This is as soon as we arrive. They inject us with the hot injection and the cold 
injection. 
 
And the cold injection would cool your body? 
No. The cold injection was normal. You don’t feel it. But you could feel the hot 
injection in your body. Your whole body becomes hot. And you don’t feel that with 
the cold injection. That’s why they call them the hot injection and the cold injection. 
After nine months we go and have our babies in Hamda’s hospital. We stay for 
seven days. On the seventh day, we leave. They give us a bag and they put a 
paper in for us. Back then, there weren’t any diapers. They give us milk for the 
baby and castor sugar for the baby and dettol for the woman so she can wash the 
diapers, and cotton for the woman. Back then, they were very generous. You 
wouldn’t leave the hospital without your bag.  
 
Was this from the government? 
Yes, yes, from the government. Back then, we would spend seven days in the 
hospital.  
 
How much did you know about childbirth?  
No, we didn’t know. How would we know? We were naïve. We didn’t know anything 
about childbirth, or about marriage, or anything. We were always naïve.  
 
How old were you when you had your first child? 
I stayed for two years without a pregnancy. And then I fell pregnant at around 17 
years old. Something like that. I was young. I had the first boy. Today, when a girl 
has two or three children she says, “That’s it. I’m tired.” Girls today! Back then, we 
would have 12 children. Some of them had 15 children. Some had 20 children. It 
was easy though, because women weren’t always sitting. As soon as she’s 
pregnant, until she has the baby, she would be working in the house. She would 
work until she went into labor. And she would work while she’s in labor; she’d cook, 
or she’d bathe her children. By the time she’d reach the hospital, mā shāʾ Allāh. 
Now, they take her in the morning, and she gives birth at night. That’s because 
she’s always sitting down. She doesn’t move. The maids move for her, and she’s 
sitting down. They take her to have her baby. It’s been two hours, three hours, four 
hours, and then they tear her and torture her. And he still doesn’t come out! 
Because she doesn’t move! All my daughter’s daughters! Two had C-sections, and 
two, phew, God made it easy for them.  
 
Did you have servants? 
No. There weren’t any servants. Everyone would help the other, and everyone 
would help herself. Even if she had a servant, the only person who serves the 
mother-in-law is the daughter-in-law. She doesn’t take care of her own parents as 
much as she takes care of her mother-in-law. She serves her and sews her clothes 
and cleans for her and makes her bed and makes her food. No. Now, as soon as 
they propose marriage, the girl says she wants a house by herself. She wants a 
housemaid. She wants an errands boy.  
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Did you travel? 
No. Some of them used to go to the desert for the winter. 
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Dana 
	
This interview was conducted in English. The interviewee’s words are her 
own and have not been translated by the interviewer. 
 
When answering these questions, please keep your mother, grandmother, 
and aunts in mind. Do the women in your family know how to read? 
Yes, all of them, they do. Except, of course, my grandmother. She passed away a 
few years ago. 
 
Did she go to school? 
I don’t recall that she went to school. Maybe just Quran, that sort of thing.  
 
Do you think religion shaped her life greatly?  
I think it was just experienced and it was tradition more than, the religion embedded 
in the tradition, of course, the religious rituals, but mostly tradition was emphasized, 
within her attitude and within her family life.  
 
Can you give me an example? 
Well, if I recall, my grandmother, she was really really liberal for a woman her age 
(laughs). Cause she usually talks a lot about freedom, and because I had, like, six 
aunties, and four uncles, so the dominance of the family were women. She was 
really, really, kept saying, you know, it is important for you to be free. And kept 
saying it within her dialogue, and in every conversation, so I believe she was very 
liberal (laughs). Liberal grandmother.  
 
What was her attitude about education? 
She encouraged girls to pursue an education. She was like, “You have to learn, 
and that will be your weapon.” And she emphasized it. She had a large family. I 
think especially women with large families have seen how much they have, you 
know, suffered, maybe, and they’ve gone through a lot of you know, householding, 
a lot of childbearing, so that made them a little bit curious about what they want 
their women to be. 
 
How old was your grandmother when she got married? 
Married? Maybe she was very young. Maybe 16 or 14. Actually, my mother married 
at 16, so I believe my grandmother got married when she was much younger but 
I’m not sure.  
 
Do you know if her husband was very young as well? 
He wasn’t very young, but he wasn’t that old. 
 
How many children did you grandmother have? 
Ten in total. 
 
Do you know if she gave birth at home? 
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I believe at the hospitals. OK. So, this is our family history. We came from Bahrain. 
So, basically, at those times, they were … Bahrain was considered more civilized, 
and more modern. They had electricity when Doha didn’t have electricity. So 
basically, now when I recall my mother telling me, yes, she had all her babies in 
hospitals. 
 
Did she have them in Bahrain or Qatar? 
Bahrain. In those days, there was the American hospital, so she had her children 
there. But I think a few of her younger kids she had here in Doha. My mother, 
because my mother is the eldest, so, she explained how she suffered whenever 
my grandmother had kids (laughs). She had to take care of her sisters and 
brothers. Basically, yeah. I think it was a mutual suffering between my mother and 
grandmother. She’s the eldest in girls but had elder brothers. I think she suffered 
but sometimes I think I should know more about my grandmother’s side of the 
story, because sometimes kids, when they’re kids, they see things in a different 
perspective. So, yeah. I believe it was a lot of fun, for her, having their house on 
the sea and walking with their relatives and friends, but still the childbearing of so 
many kids at home was a little bit difficult.  
 
What were the stories that your grandmother repeated? Stories that you’ve 
heard many times? 
Oh my God. It’s all about freedom and it’s all about how you must go and find your 
way in life, and I mean, I am inspired by her because I feel like a lot of what she 
said, maybe my mum wouldn’t say. Which is quite strange. You know, because 
my mom is younger and she took her track by not working, maybe she worked for 
a few months at a school, and then she decided just to stay at home. So maybe, 
um, yeah…  
 
Did your grandmother work? 
No, I think at those times, would they be working? She was mostly focused on her 
household, raising her kids, food — the day-to-day of life.  
 
On travel: 
We traveled a lot over the summer, later with my grandfather. We used to travel a 
lot. We are very… a constantly traveling family. We travel a lot. So, I even have 
pictures of my grandparents in London a lot. When I was young, I used to have 
those pictures. Yeah, mostly in London. 
 
What did you grandfather do for a living?  
He used to work at the beginning with the Americans and he was very fluent in 
English and uh… What do you call it in Bahrain? Aramco?  
 
Aramco is in Saudi Arabia 
Yes, he worked there most of the … and then he worked when we came back here 
in Doha. He had his business, so he used to work in business. We had an office. I 
mean; my uncles, and he used to work there as well. Maybe he worked in Bahrain 
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in Bapco. The stories my mom used to say were like he had a lot of interactions 
with, sorry, it wasn’t the Americans. It was the British (laughs). This is what I meant. 
So, he used to have lots of Western colleagues. So, I remember my mom’s stories 
telling me about my grandfather, her father, going away for a few days. So, I think 
it was Aramco as well. I’m not sure if it was here or there. She mentioned a lot of 
times how he traveled and then he came back later. So, basically, I think there are 
the days after the pearl stuff. When oil was first discovered.  
 
Do you have any stories about how their lives changed, at that time?  
My mom mentioned that when they came to Doha, they brought all their electrical 
appliances and they found out that there’s no electricity (laughs) and they were 
like, “Oh.” But they managed to live their life, because petrol was very newly 
discovered in Doha and there were a lot of job opportunities happening and that’s 
why they came to Doha. Basically, from my mother’s story, they lived a very 
comfortable life. My mom mentioned that, of course, in Bahrain, they were wearing 
short dresses and stuff (laughs), but when they came to Doha it wasn’t acceptable 
for them to wear it because the culture was different. So, they had to switch, and 
my mom would tell me stories about how they would give her clothes, and she’ be 
like, “What is this?” And “I didn’t like it.” But, at that time, my mom had just gotten 
married, and she came here, and she didn’t like the transition. So, she recalled 
saying that my father used to tell her to wear ʿabāyah and shaylah and he used to 
throw it away whenever they go out (laughs) or leave it in the car. So, basically, I 
think because of their background in Bahrain, when they came to Doha, they had 
this kind of very relaxed kind of culture within their friends. Like my father worked 
in a petroleum company and most of them were expats and they used to have very 
casual parties and it was something completely different from the culture here in 
Doha, maybe because of our background in Bahrain and here it was kind of the 
culture of my father’s business and their friends, so they were mostly, I mean, 
getting more comfortable with the expats here in Doha who came for work. So they 
were, most of the expats here in Doha, whether they were Arabs, um, British, or 
they were mostly the people you would see in our house. They had similar 
lifestyles. This is what I remember my mom saying and me seeing growing up. I 
think this difference is about the background, the original background coming from 
Bahrain. And the second one is travelling. We traveled a lot when I was young. My 
father used to travel a lot. We used to travel in summers, and he used to travel for 
work, and we used to go with my father either to London, and we stayed there for 
several months, or anywhere else. And most of the time, also, and the education, 
I think as well. And the lifestyle, that’s what made it different. My father studied 
later. He completed his education, because most of his life he worked in petroleum 
companies and later he completed his education abroad in America, and so I’m 
sure this also had to do with that. My mom got married before she finished high 
school, but when she had me, she finished like three years of high school in one 
year, so, I believe we valued education a lot, as a family, and had her higher 
education in Lebanon.   
 
Was there any backlash from the community? 
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We didn’t feel it because we were associated with our own tribe. Let’s say tribe. 
So, it felt very natural for my parents. 
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Hessa 
 
I was born in Hidd, at my grandmother’s [house]. My father was in Alhala. I mean, 
my father was the tribe’s sheikh, and everybody knew him. He was from Alhala, 
and my mother was born in Hidd, and my mother and father were in Alhala. 
 
Where did you live? 
With my mother and father in Alhala. My paternal cousin married me, and I lived in 
Alhala. 
 
How old were you when you got married? 
17 years old 
 
Was that considered young or old? 
(Laughs) I was old. There weren’t any schools, and nothing was happening. 
 
Didn’t you go to school? 
No, and there weren’t any schools back then. There wasn’t anything. We lived in 
our houses, and we married our paternal cousins, my sister and me. 
 
What about the muṭawaʿ?  
There was just the muṭawaʿ. We would go to the muṭawaʿah, and she would teach 
us to read and to memorize the Quran, the whole thing. 
 
Do you have the Quran memorized? 
Yes, I thank God that I memorized the entire Quran. And we used to go to the 
muṭawaʿah, and she would read Quran to us, and that was our situation. 
 
Who was the muṭawaʿah?  
She was my father’s slave.  
 
Did she live in your house? 
No, she lived in a house on her own. We were in Alhala. This is my father’s house. 
These are the slaves’ houses, around us. She was one of our slaves and she 
would teach the ʿarab to read. She would teach people to read. I was one of them. 
At that time, back then, were there questions and answers? No, there weren’t. You 
just read. She taught other people to read too. Her father had the Quran 
memorized and he taught her how to read the Quran. She started teaching us how 
to read the Quran and she made us memorize it (laughs). And that’s it. That’s how 
we were. Back then, it was different. My father’s house was there, and the slaves’ 
house was over here, and I would go, and she would teach us to read. Her older 
sister taught all the children how to read: ʾalḥamdu, qul aʿūdh birab alnās, qul 
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aʿūdh birab alfalaq, inā aʾʿṭaynāk.154 I mean she taught them how to read and she, 
mā shāʾ Allāh, had the Quran memorized.  
 
How long did it take? 
Mā shāʾ Allāh. Each sura would be taught on its own. They would memorize the 
whole thing, mā shāʾ Allāh, mā shāʾ Allāh, mā shāʾ Allāh. Alḥamudlilāh, I was 
smart too. I read; I mean. Our parents back then wouldn’t let us go to school. They 
would fear for their girls. Those in Qudaibia and those in Muharraq were allowed 
to go to school. But us, in Alhala, no. We just had the muṭawaʿah at home. 
 
And the boys? 
No, the boys would go to school. My brothers went to Hidd School. 
 
Was there a school in Alhala? 
No, just the muṭawaʿah.  
 
Was the muṭawaʿah paid? 
No, no, well, I don’t know. Maybe. She was my father’s slave. If he paid her, I don’t 
know. It was something between them. But she taught a lot of children. Each child 
would be taught her surah. No, mā shāʾ Allāh, we were making progress. I mean, 
I read. When I find a book, I read it. I understand. I’m capable of understanding. 
But then they married me off. I was 17 years old, and my paternal cousin married 
me. Seventeen. 
 
When did you have children? 
Right after. I had all my children. ʾAlḥamdulilāh we progressed in our time. My 
children went to school. Aras became more open minded. In my day, girls didn’t 
go to school. They wouldn’t let girls go to school. Just the cultured people who 
loved education – they would take them to Muharraq. People who have culture 
take their children to Muharraq. But us in al’Hala, no, it’s just the muṭawaʿah who 
teaches you how to read and then you’re on your way. It wasn’t just me. I benefited 
from those lessons, and I sat down and read. Our family back then wouldn’t let 
their girls go to school. It was ʿayb. Back then, our family was extremely 
conservative. They would always be worried that their daughter was going to be a 
whore. I’m saying the truth! They hold her back until she gets married, and then 
when she’s married, she can do whatever she likes. That’s correct.  
 
Does she go to school after getting married? 
There’s no time. She just gets pregnant and raises her children. It was those, mā 
shāʾ Allāh, people in Muharraq and in Manama who let their daughters go to 
school.  
 

	
154 The speaker is quoting excerpts from the Quran that are typically taught to 
children because they are regarded as comparatively easier to read and 
memorize.   
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Let’s talk about work. 
Did we have jobs? No, no, no, no. When the daughter turns around ten years old, 
she cooks for her mother and her father, and she cleans, and she works. 
 
What would the mother and father do? 
She would be with them, and they would raise her and that would be her 
upbringing. 
 
Would the father work? 
If the father worked, that would be something else. My father didn’t work, he had 
wealth, ʾalḥamdulilāh, and so he didn’t work. It was ʿayb for us to work. And 
ʾalḥamdulilāh we had wealth, we had inherited, and that’s the end of that, that’s 
our asset.  
 
Did your friends work? 
What friends? Everyone was alone. We were all family. This is how we lived. The 
slaves used to work. These are their houses, around us. When she died, my hair 
was braided. I was crying and I told them, “Don’t touch my head until Amoon 
(Amūn) comes.”155 She died, and my hair was braided, and I was a girl who was 
17 years old and I as telling them not to touch my hair until our slave, Amoon, 
comes. Amoon died. “No, when she comes, she will see to my hair.” No, back then, 
they had good habits. They knew each other. ʿ Arab were al the same. They weren’t 
like they are today. Back then it was different, and today is different. They would 
go diving and get money and get wealth and live. Yes. That’s it. It was a different 
time.  
 
Weddings: 
Women would propose marriage. A girl would only marry her paternal cousin. 
When a stranger proposed to my cousin, they kicked him out. No, no, strangers 
don’t come near us or anywhere near us. That’s just our family. They’re very 
thorough. Foreigners don’t come. We only marry people from us and within us. 
Our paternal cousins married us all. And we had children and that’s that. It was 
different and today is different.  
 
I, mā shāʾ Allāh, was smart. I cooked and I raised my children, and I got things 
done. And that’s that. Women were different then. They were stronger and they 
got things done. They didn’t read and they didn’t write or anything, but they got 
things done. She would cook for her mother, and she would cook for her father, 
she would wash their clothes and sweep their house. Back then, there weren’t any 
maids. She would do everything. 
 

	
155 Amoon is a nickname for Amna or Amina. Enslaved men and women were 
commonly referred to by their nicknames, rather than their proper names. The 
intent is derogatory. In this context, the speaker is a child who learned the 
nickname and used it.  
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What about the slaves? 
They were there, but if a girl wouldn’t do things for her mother, wash her clothes 
and serve her, work for her, and that… And then when she gets married, she 
shows her husband how she’s a good housekeeper!156  
 
When a girl gets married, she moves into her husband’s home. 
Yes, in a rug. I was one of them. Oh, oh, oh! They would put her in a rug, and they 
would take her. “Here’s your wife!” That’s that. I was one of those who were carried. 
Back then, we had good habits. What then, should she walk? We made fun of 
those who walked! We made fun of them! If she walked, she didn’t make us proud. 
The girl who is carried in a rug and brought to him and placed by him…  
 
And they throw a wedding and the dancing and the band. This is a necessity. They 
sing in the wedding, and they make dinner, and they carry them in a rug. They 
carried me in a rug, and they put me down by him. Oh, our generation (laughs). 
We would cry! My sisters would bring food to me, and I would cry. I didn’t want to 
get married. I was scared. A man was going to take me. Poor us. Now the bride 
walks to her husband! We were different (laughs).  
 
  

	
156  The speaker’s tone is sarcastic. She is criticizing girls who flaunted their 
housekeeping skills to their husbands but didn’t do the same when living in their 
parents’ home. 
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Latifa  
 
In the old days in Qatar, they would go, and they would chop wood and they would 
bring the wood and they would bring grass from the desert, and they would bring 
sheep and meats and they would bring, karimch Allāh, the cows and the donkeys 
and they would bring the richāb and on the richāb they would bring the wood and 
the grass.157 Karimch Allāh, they would bring everything on the donkeys. 
 
Who would go? The men or the women? 
The men and the women. If the men were out diving, and the women would be at 
home, and a man would come, the woman would oblige the man. She would tell 
the man to igliṭ, and what does he have other than, karimch Allāh, his own 
clothes?158 And when they bring the meat, she welcomed the men into her home, 
and she made coffee, and she made that yigiṭ and the oil. 
 
What is yigiṭ? 
Yigiṭ is buttermilk. They shake it, if they shake it, back then it was also rocks and 
wood, she would put the salt and she would pour it into the pot, first the butter 
comes out. Then she puts the pot, and she lights the fire, bit-by-bit so it cooks. She 
doesn’t cook the entire thing, so it doesn’t spoil. Bit by bit… and when it forms, she 
puts an empty bowl and a clean cloth, and she pours the buttermilk that’s cooking 
into the bowl, and she strains it. What stays is the yigiṭ. They take it. Whoever 
wants dates, and whoever wants yigiṭ, and whoever wants rice and eats some, 
and whoever wants harīs eats some, and whoever wants sāgū eats some, and 
whoever wants ʿ asīdah eats some.159 We make the ʿ asīdah and we make the sāgū 
and we make the yigiṭ and we make everything. And when the men come and they 
knock on the door and they say al-salam and they ask where’s Flān, they tell them 
that Flān went to sea. So, he says lā ilāh ilā Allāh and they tell him to igliṭ, igliṭ, and 
he sits in the majlis.160 She made the coffee, she brought the yigiṭ and she took 
the dates, he has the coffee and says he will go to his family. She says, “We’re 
your family too. We’re your family too,” and she tells him that he will have lunch at 
their house. She sends someone to the next house to see if they have a sheep, a 
small one or a big one. They kill it and cut it and cut it and bring it. She puts the 
pot on the flame and lets the pot cook until they bring the meat. They put the meat 
and toss it in the pot, and it cooks until it’s done. When it’s done, she puts the meat 
alone and the rice alone and he has lunch and goes away.  
 

	
157 Richāb literally translates to riders. In this context, the speaker is referring to 
camels.  
158 To igliṭ is to sit down and be entertained. This includes drinking coffee and 
having something to eat.  
159 Harīs is a dish made of wheat and meat. Its consistency is like porridge. Sāgū 
is a dessert made of sago palms.  
160 Lā ilāh ilā Allāh literally translates to: There is no God but Allah. In this context, 
this phrase is used to express helplessness.  
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Would women work? 
No, women wouldn’t work back then. They had housework. They had desert work. 
They had sea work, sheep work. At home they would sew and take sheep’s hair 
and shear it and make yarn. They called it ghazal. It is sheep’s hair and is used for 
sewing and for the house and it’s beneficial to everything.  
 
Were there products that the women would sell? 
Yes, yes, at home women would have zarī or clothes. Some women would have 
sewing, some would be going to her neighbor’s house and say come by tomorrow 
this and this and that, and she takes it to them. The woman doesn’t enter a room 
with men. She enters rooms with women and takes them. 
 
Where are you from? 
Alkhor. 
 
Are there people in your firīj who are popular for their products? 
Yes. If you see a lady who knows how to sew nicely, they will say Flāna sews 
nicely, then they would say tomorrow she will come over, and they would go to her 
and give her. Amā shīmah, wala jīmah. What does that mean? It means, is this for 
free or for money? Back then, this was called shīmah wala jīmah, jīmah means 
money. 
 
Do people pay, or take the product as a present? 
No, no, the shīmah is the present and the jīmah is the money. 
 
So, what is common practice? 
She says, “I swear it’s up to you, based on your liking, if you want to take it you are 
more than welcome to it, what’s mine is yours, go ahead and take it.” And then 
they say, “On ḥalāl and ḥarām, this is your money, and congratulations to all of 
us.”161 
 
Would the price be predetermined? 
No, she wouldn’t place a price. They pay what they would like. 
 
And would the money be hers, or her household’s? 
Hers and her household’s. Back then, the house’s finances wouldn’t specifically 
be the man or woman’s responsibility. They were just finances. 
 
How old were you when you got married? 
I was a woman. I mean; I was 20 or 30 years old. 
 
How did the engagement take place? 

	
161 They are paying her based on the religious restrictions of ḥalāl and ḥarām, as 
they do not want to be robbing her of her deserved financial compensation.  
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The engagement… the bride would be young or old. When they want her, they 
propose marriage. When the woman would be older or younger. The older 
generations weren’t like people today. Back then, they want the older sister to get 
married first. If the older sister gets married, we can marry off the younger one. If 
he wants to marry the older sister, that’s fine, he can get engaged to her. Now, the 
order isn’t important. 
 
How did people prepare for weddings? 
There would be the wood and the dazah and the fabrics and the clothes and the 
gold and the money. 
 
This is for the bride? 
Yes 
 
Who does the preparations? 
The bride’s mother. And the groom’s mother prepares the groom, and the groom 
sends everything. 
 
What does he send? 
The money for the preparations.  
 
He sends the money and the bride’s mother takes it and prepares for the 
wedding with it? 
Yes, and she does what she wants. 
 
And where does she prepare?  
She buys from the souq. And her neighbors and her friends give her, somebody 
gives her money, somebody else gives her gold, somebody gives her fabric, 
ʿaynīah as they would say. They would help her.162 
 
Would they have a party for the wedding? 
Yes, there would be drums and liʾjrah and rice and everything. Everything would 
be prepared. They would bring you the bride, on Thursdays they bring the bride, 
and on Fridays is the dakhlah.163 And back then wasn’t like today. Back then, the 
milchah would be at sunset, and then later at night would be the wedding, there 
wasn’t an engagement period. 
 
Would the groom be a member of the bride’s family, or was that not an 
important specification? 
He could be. He could be a member of the family, or somebody from the outside. 
He could be her paternal uncle’s son, her paternal uncle’s grandson, her maternal 
uncle’s son, he could marry her, and there wouldn’t be a problem. 

	
162 ʿaynīah is a noun that comes from the verb ʿayn, which means to support. It is 
thus something gifted, and the intention is to provide financial or material support.  
163 The dakhlah is the consummation of the marriage.  
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Let’s talk about schools. 
The schools. The fathers would take sons to school and the mothers would take 
daughters to schools. 
 
Where were they? 
They would be at home, and in the mosque for men. 
 
What would they learn?  
Quran, or writing, or poetry. That’s what they taught.  
 
How long would girls stay in school? 
She would stay four years, five years, six years, at around seven years they would 
marry her. They wouldn’t marry her when she was younger than that. They would 
say, “She is still a girl, she isn’t done yet.” They would tell her that they would wait 
for her, and then they would wait for her to grow up a little bit more. 
 
Who were the teachers? 
They would be members of the firīj, or they would be from the outside, or they 
would be related to the neighbors, they would appoint anyone who could teach. 
 
How old were the teachers? 
They weren’t old, and they weren’t young. 
 
Did you work? 
I worked in a school. 
 
What was your job? 
I used to take the girls and bring food to them and bring things to them. I would go 
to Doha with the teachers and the driver. The driver and I would take them, and 
we would go in and take their things and bring them whatever they wanted. 
 
Was this before or after you were married? 
No, I was an old woman. 
 
So, you continued to work after getting married? 
Yes, in the weddings, I would prepare the rooms for them. I would take the brides 
in rugs to their husbands. Those were our jobs. 
 
How were you paid? 
A normal salary. Every month. 
 
Do you have any stories to share?  
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There was a woman with her daughter and the woman told her family, “Don’t zif 
my daughter before nightfall.164 Zif her after the ʿarab go back home, don’t zif her 
now, while the ʿarab are here.” So, they didn’t zif her, and the girl wanted the man 
(laughs). 
 
Why was the mother against it? 
Because she was young, and the man was old. He would have killed her (laughs). 
So, when they came to her, she sang, “Yā halī dizūnī, ghābat niyūmī, ya halī dizūnī, 
mā tinām ʿuyūnī.”165 She wanted the man. So, the mother said, “take her and zif 
her,” when she heard this song. This is one of the old stories.  
 
Do you know any pearl traders in Qatar? 
They traded pearls a long time ago, there was the Darwish (Darwīsh) family, and 
the Almaana (Almāniʿ) family, and those, what are they called, the Bukuwara. They 
all had pearls. They would sell them and buy them. They had boats and they had 
wealth.  
 
Who would go pearl fishing?  
I don’t have this knowledge.  
 
Sings: “Gūm yā shwayib ʿan altanūr… māgdar āgūm, siry ʿāyib, māgdar āgūm.”166 
They want him to get up from the furnace, but he couldn’t get up because 
sirahʿāyib.167 
 
What is sirahʿāyib? 
It means his belly button has popped, so he couldn’t get up. He’s an old man sitting 
by the furnace in the winter. They would stay warm by sitting around the fire and 
putting coal in the furnace. They told him to get up, but he said his belly button had 
popped, so he couldn’t. I had a nice voice back then. [Sings] “Yā halī dizūnī, ghābat 
alyūmī, yā halī dizūnī, titnām ʿuyūiī … lā ilāh ilā Allāh…” I would sing to the bride, 
and I would sing at her ḥina party and everything. Now my voice is gone. 
 
Who taught you how to sing? 
The drummers and the singers. When there was a wedding, I would sing with them, 
and I would diz the bride and I would get up to hammer the nails.  
  

	
164 Zif is a synonym for diz. 
165 “My family, present me [to my groom], my stars have gone away, my family, 
present me [to my groom], so my eyes may go to sleep.”  
166 “Get up, old man, from the furnace. I cannot get up, my naval is flawed, I cannot 
get up.”  
167 “His navel is flawed.”  
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Johara, Interview II 
 
Where did you go to school? 
I didn’t go to school. No, I didn’t go to school. In the days where there was school, 
I didn’t study anything. And back then; before there were schools, we studied at 
the muṭawaʿ. I had some girls with me. 
 
Was the muṭawaʿ a man? 
Yes, a man. 
 
Did he come to your home? 
No, we would go to him. They built him a tent and we would go to him, and he 
would teach us. The girls would be lined up on one side, and the boys on another.  
 
How old were you? 
Oh God, I was nine or ten years old – something like that. 
 
Did you go in a hijab and ʿabāyah? 
No. Back then; I wore a bikhnag. It was always a bikhnag. Once a girl was old 
enough, they dressed her in a bikhnag. We used to read at the muṭawaʿ. He would 
read with us. And we would go all the time. It wasn’t like Thursdays were off. We 
didn’t have days off. Every day, we would study. We wouldn’t pay the muṭawaʿ. 
The ikbārīah would. They would give them money, because the muṭawaʿ wouldn’t 
teach us to read for free. He would teach us to read at the ikbārīah’s expense. The 
ikbārīah, the fathers, the ʿamām. 
 
Do you remember how much they would pay them? 
No, honestly, I don’t remember. But I do remember that we were a lot of girls, and 
we were a lot of boys. And I do remember that he would teach us to read and help 
us memorize the Quran. I mean, for reading, he would make us read a juz. Each 
person would have a juz. The girls would have a juz and the boys would have a 
juz. And he would have a chair for his muṣḥaf. He had one and we didn’t. He had 
a chair – the muṭawaʿ– and we grasped the Quran in our hands. And we would sit 
and read and he would open the page and he would outline for us and say this is 
the surah you need to start with and we would read.168 First we would start with 
ʾalif, bāʾ, until he took us to the surahs that were at the top.169 He would take us to 
ʾalḥamdu.170 The sheikh would tell him to teach us to read properly, for our prayers 
– the prayer’s letters. I mean, he would ask him to “Give them a good foundation 
in the prayer’s letters.” And right away, as soon as the child was six or seven years 
old, they taught him how to pray. And if he didn’t pray, they would beat him so that 

	
168 The sūra is a chapter. There are 114 chapters in the Quran.  
169 ʾalif and bāʾ are the first two letters of the Arabic alphabet.  
170 ʾAlḥamdu is the first word in the first chapter of the Quran. The speaker is using 
it as the first chapter’s title, although the actual title is alfātiḥa. This is common 
practice, colloquially.  
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he would pray. And the sheikh would tell the muṭawaʿ to “teach them the prayer’s 
letters.” ʾAlḥamdu. First, ʾalif, bāʾ, tāʾ, thāʾ, and then ʾalḥamdu.171 ʾAlḥamdulilāh 
rab alʿālamīn.172 And then tabat and then all of that.173 They brought the muṭawaʿ 
a long time ago. I mean; he lived here. They brought him from Hadramut. I even 
remember his name was Hadra (Ḥaḍrah), may he rest in peace. The bin Thani 
arranged his marriage. He came to the Althani, and they were responsible for him. 
Yes. And he stayed his entire life, until they arranged his marriage, and he had 
children, and he didn’t go back to Hadramut.  He stayed with us the entire time. 
 
He would teach you and teach their children, correct? 
Yes, they were with us. We were all together. Boys and girls together. 
 
When did you go? 
We would go to him in the morning. I mean, back then, there weren’t any jobs. 
There weren’t any schools. There wasn’t anything except for the muṭawaʿ, 
teaching us how to read. I mean, they didn’t ask, “Why do you put the girls and 
boys together?” No. We were together. The boys on a side, lined up, and the girls 
on the other side. And he would sit, and he would let the boys read first, and he 
would make them memorize, and he would say now read this surrah, then he would 
turn, and his face would be towards us and he would say, “You girls, don’t read so 
loud.” So, we girls would study quietly. The boys are men, so they could read 
loudly. But us girls? No. The muṭawaʿ would warn us. He would say, “You girls are 
women, and your voice shouldn’t be loud enough that the boys and men could 
hear you.” We would say, “ʾIn shāʾ Allāh.” We wouldn’t say, “No. Why do they 
strengthen their voices?” No. No. We can’t say that. We say, “ʾIn shāʾ Allāh.” Just, 
“ʾIn shāʾ Allāh.”  
 
Were you scared of him? 
(Laughs) Yes, we were scared of the big one. Of the sheikh. I mean; [the muṭawaʿ] 
could complain and say this girl isn’t obedient, or this girl doesn’t follow orders, or 
this girl doesn’t memorize. We were scared of him. As for the muṭawaʿ, he had his 
respect. We respected him and that. But the fear was from the sheikh. And we 
lived that way. Until later, when I grew a bit, and I understood, and I knew, and I 
memorized, and that. 
 
How long did you stay with the muṭawaʿ? Two years? 
No. Less. Less. Because later, the sheikh said that these two girls should leave 
the lessons. Let them come to the house. This girl was called Sara and she was 
with the sheikha, she was with her son at the manaz. And I was with the sheikh. I 
would pour water on his hands. I wouldn’t work. I couldn’t work. Work was for my 

	
171 Tāʾ and thāʾ are the third and fourth letters of the Arabic alphabet.  
172 ʾAlḥamdulilāh rab alʿālamīn is the first Surat of the first ayat in the Quran.  
173 Tabat is the first word of a chapter entitled almasd. It is relatively short, making 
it easier to memorize. It is consequently one of the first chapters that are taught to 
children.   
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mother, and others. I couldn’t work. I would bring the jug and the maghāsil. They 
call it a maghāsil.174 And I would pour water on his hands. He would tell my mother 
not to fill the jug, because I couldn’t carry it if it was heavy. He would even tell her 
not to fill the jug. She would say ʾin shāʾ Allāh. She would fill the jug halfway up, 
and I would grab it and I would pour water on his hands. When he washed and his 
hands and was ready, I removed the maghāsil. I took it outside and I poured out 
its contents and I removed the jug and I put it by the fire. My mother was a cook in 
the bayt shiʿir. We were always in the bayt shiʿir because we were in the desert. 
We wouldn’t go to Gharafa except for in the summer. In the summer, they would 
go down to Gharafa. In the winter we would always be in the desert. We would be 
in the riyāḍ ... The bin Thani’s lived there.175 They would be there the entire time. 
We would only go to Gharafa in the summer days. In the summer, they fold the 
biyūt and they tie them and hang them in that floor’s danchal so that the biyūt 
wouldn’t get damaged.176 And when they would go to the desert, the servants 
would go first. My mother would get up and unravel the ties. My mother also had 
two women with her. They would untie the bayt shiʿir. Back then, it was all bayt 
shiʿir. There wouldn’t be any tents. They would untie them, and she would see how 
the bayt was… if it was torn or if it was damaged or something. She would rip the 
burlap and replace it. She would put a rock on it, and when they built the bayt it 
would be on burlap.  
 
How is a bayt shiʿir different from tents? 
A bayt shiʿir would be made from wool, sheep’s wool, and it would be warming, 
and they would bring them from the Levant, and if anything were missing, they 
would fix it themselves.177 
 
Did everyone have bayt shiʿir, or just the shīūkh? 
Everyone. Everyone. Biyūt shiʿir. They wouldn’t snub them. And there weren’t any 
tents. The tents didn’t come around until the companies came, in Musaieed and 
Dukhan. That time, the tents came around. But before then, it was just biyūt shiʿir. 
Everything: the top, the bottom, and the madāfin.178 They rip the burlaps and they 
put them in the middle of the madāfin. The top and the bottom would be made of 
wool. I mean; the bayt would have three pieces. Yes. That way. And a pen is built 
for the sheep. A pen is built for the sheep outside. They cut up the ʿarīn.179 Oh, 
how the ʿarīn were different back then! Each one would be big enough to hide a 
car. That’s how big they were. They would cut up the ʿarīn and build a pen for the 
sheep and they would put the pen and they would put it. My mother would carry, 

	
174 Maghāsil is a noun derived from the verb ghasil, which means: to wash. It is 
akin to a portable basin.  
175 Riyāḍ is the plural form of rūḍah, which is the name of lush green gardens.  
176 Danchal are long spherical wooden planks, used in traditional construction.   
177 Alshām is the Levant.  
178 According to the speaker, the madāfin are the third section of bayt shiʿir, along 
with the top and the bottom. 
179 The ʿarīn are a group of trees.  



	 	

102 
 

karimch Allāh, burlap bags with a woman called Hessa and they would empty them 
in the spaces. This is so that when the wind comes, it doesn’t carry the pen away. 
In some biyūt, the pens fly away, and the sheep stay without them and that’s a 
problem. And there would be wolves. They would be wolves and you could hear 
them from the distance. And they would raise, karimch Allāh, dogs for the wolves. 
I mean; this is the ʿinah.180 It would be built by huge men. Each one… mā shāʾ 
Allāh. So, the ʿinah wasn’t like the ones today, boxes and such, no! The ʿinah was 
from the ʿarīn. I said it once on alRayyan Television: the ʿinah is ʿarīn. Not biyūt. 
Mansour asked, “Yumah, they say the ʿinah is an ʿinah.” I said, “No, yubah, ʿinah 
is from the ʿarīn.181 They cut the ʿarīn and they put burlap in it, they pour rocks, 
and they stuff them in the cracks. It’s a fenced ʿinah. At the front, it’s open, and in 
the back it’s all ʿarīn, which they cut. And they put the furnace in the middle, and 
the wood, and they light it, and the coffee would be right next to it. This is the ʿinah, 
not the boxes, not the kirbī.182 No. I’m telling you; I started talking about the ʿinah, 
there would be no wood, no timber, and nothing called a kirbī. No, the ʿinah is ʿarīn 
and men would cut it. Each man could cut a stone in half. Do you hear me? And 
they attach them to each other: one on top of the other, one on top of the other. 
And they put rocks all around them. Mā shāʾ Allāh they were very energetic back 
then. They carry the burlaps, and they bring them down, and if wind blows in that 
direction nothing would move. Yes, that’s the ʿinah. The ʿinah doesn’t have 
construction. No, no. And it doesn’t have kirbī and it doesn’t have rocks. And I 
challenge anyone who challenges me – I challenge them about the ʿinah. They 
would cut the ʿarīn and put it, and the sheep’s pen would be like that. There would 
be young men and they would cut the ʿarīn, and they would tie the heads together 
with rope, and they would put the rocks in it, and it wouldn’t move out of its place. 
The leader, may he rest in peace, called my mother and told her to prepare his 
camel. My mother was appointed particularly to serve the sheikh. She prepares 
his camel, and she puts his supplies, and he would go hunting, and he wouldn’t 
come back before sundown, may he rest in peace. He wouldn’t come before 
sundown, and my mother would come and take the camel, and she would put his 
supplies, and he even taught her how to carry his bird. He would hand over his 
bird and he would get on the camel, and he would take the bird from my mother’s 
hand, and he would go hunting. The sheikh loved to hunt. And my mother was 
specially appointed to the sheikh. His wife had her own slaves… And I was 
specially appointed, and my mother, to the sheikh, may he rest in peace. And my 
mother would cook, and she would milk, and she was the homemaker, may God 

	
180 The ʿinah is the camping ground that would act as the base for hunting trips. It 
hosts the hunters and the journeymen and women and is used as storage space 
for hunting tools. It is where people cook, eat, drink and sleep. It is a collection of 
tents or byūt shiʿir, with separate ones taking the roles of the kitchen and the majlis.  
181  Yubah literally translates to “my father,” and is used here as a term of 
endearment.  
182 In this context, the word kirbī refers to steel that is used in construction. Kirby 
is the name of a company that manufactures pre-engineered steel building 
systems.  



	 	

103 
 

lengthen her life. She’s still around. If she could hear, I would have taken you to 
her and she would have told you stories. She’s healthy; it’s just her ear. My 
daughter says let’s buy her a hearing aid. There are hearing aids now that she can 
put on, so she can hear properly. Otherwise, poor thing, she would be in good 
health. This is because of the dates and the yiqiṭ and the buttermilk that she drinks. 
Oh, yes. I mean, we were comfortable in the desert, back then. And the girls who 
didn’t get married were in their bikhnag and their dafah and they would put her on 
the camel. No, they wouldn’t let people see here. They put a [mikhbag] for her.183 
They call it a [mikhbag]. They make it with their own hands. They go around the 
ʿarīn and they make it and they put it on the camel…and they put her on top. She 
goes from the bayt to the camel, and she enters the [mikhbag] and they don’t put 
a [mikhbag] for her mother. She sits just like that – a sheikha. 
 
Why? 
This is just for the girl. The one who isn’t married. And when they come to the 
manāzil, the men steer [the camels].184 Each one with his stick in his hand. He 
steers the mother’s camel first, and then the girl’s… They bring the women, one 
after the other. Until the come to the manāzil and they stand behind the camel 
while they’re building the bayt. They prepare it and they lay it out. The mother goes 
in and then her daughter. And everyone’s eyes fly around because they all want 
to see her; they wish they could see the daughter! And in the house, she doesn’t 
cover her face. She was in a bikhnag, but she doesn’t wear a dafah. I mean; they 
were very conservative. Even if you wished you could see her, you would never 
see her – except for during Eid. During Eid, we would all be together. Even for the 
murādāh we would all go out together.185 They would see her. I mean; people 
would see her. All the girls together would be more than 10, maybe 15 girls. We 
all participate in murādāh during Eid. If they say Eid is in three days, we got up for 
murādāh. We do it for two days. We sing, the girls, the boys don’t come, it was 
prohibited. We would take part in the murādāh. Eid was three days, and we would 
take part in the murādāh. And when we finish and it’s the afternoon and the older 
women finish their housework and finish their cooking, finish cooking the rice, back 
then it would be rice for lunch, rice with houbara, or with curlews, all of it was desert 
game. They would have cooked and gotten ready and told the ʿamah that she was 
going to go participate in the murādāh, and the ʿamah would have given her 
permission to go. She would have dressed [her slave] in her gold, the sheikha, and 
she would have told her to go. Then they would get together, about 15 women, 

	
183 The speaker’s pronounication is unclear, but she is referring to a specific seat 
placed on camels’ backs. They are designed to hide the passanger, who would 
typically be a young girl of high social status.  
184 Manāzil comes from the word inzil, which means: “to get down.” The manāzil 
are the places where riders got down from their camels.  
185 The murādāh is a folk dance that was performed by women only. It would be 
conducted in specific occassions, such as: ʿyd, a new ship’s sail, an ill person’s 
successful medical treatment, and travel’s return from voyage. The murādāh 
involves recitation of poetry and rhythmic stomping. Rādy is the verb form.   
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and they would have lined up … in two rows, and us younger girls would have 
been dressed in whatever God had written and we would have been smartened 
and seated in the middle. And the older women would rādy, in the afternoon, they 
would rādy with us in the middle. When they rādy and finish, with the sunset, they 
would pack up. For two days or three days before Eid, they must do murādāh – 
they must. 
 
Was this before Eid al Adha or Eid al Fitir? 
Any Eid: Adha or Fitir. There has to be a murādāh for two days: the girls in the 
morning and the mothers in the afternoon. They do their work; they cook, or they 
clean, or they milk, and then they go. They take permission to leave, and they go. 
They do what they want. They aren’t told not to go, or that it’s prohibited. No, no, 
no. And they have so much fun, and we jump around in the middle, and they line 
us up and dress us in good bikhānig and they dress us in the old barsīm, barsīm 
and silk, and the other one, it has a name too, zirbaft. 
 
What is zirbaft? 
It’s not zarī. It looks like, what is name, it has a name, and it doesn’t have cotton. 
And we would be dressed in zarī on our hands and neck and bikhānig, mā shāʾ 
Allāh. And you wouldn’t find anyone fighting or anyone cursing in the murādāh. It 
wouldn’t happen. The entire firīj, about 30 houses, all the women, the older ones 
and the girls, the ʿamāt wouldn’t go rādy. 
 
Would they go see? 
And they wouldn’t go see. They would just sit in the house. They wouldn’t go out. 
The ʿamāt kibār wouldn’t go out.186 I mean, we were happy. Whenever there was 
a happy occasion, people would help each other out. Each lady would be at the 
next one. I mean; for example, if they say today the sheikh wants groats, make 
groats for them, they’re having rice every day, then my mother would get up and 
she would call a woman and they would grind two kilos of grains. They wouldn’t be 
hulled. The groats wouldn’t have been hulled. They would do it themselves. Now, 
everything is ready, flour, harīs. Back then, they used to grind and hull everything 
themselves. 
 
Who would bring it from the marketplace? 
The men. Yes, the men. They would go on richāb that would be called ṭurūsh.187 
Eight or nine richāb. They would come from the desert to Doha on richāb and they 
would buy the groceries. Each woman would tell the other that the ṭurūsh would 
be going today, and don’t you want anything? She would say yes. But back then, 
she would give the ṭurūsh one rupee, or two rupees, and she would tell them to 
bring this and that for her. They would send the men. 

	
186 ʿamāt kibār translates to: ‘big’ aunts. The speaker is referring to enslavers of 
high social status.  
187 The word ṭurūsh is a noun derived from the verb ṭarish, which means: to send. 
This is the label given to richāb that would be sent to the marketplace.  
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How frequently would they go? 
Twice a month. They would go to Doha, and they would be sent, and they would 
bring the requests and they would bring the grains and they wouldn’t leave 
anything. There wouldn’t be flour. They would grind it themselves. Each house 
would have two flourmills. They would gather around them and grind it, the groats 
separately, and the rice separately. I mean, they would be tired back then, mā shāʾ 
Allāh, but they wouldn’t feel the fatigue. That’s because they were comfortable, 
and they had rice for dinner and rice for lunch. I mean; it wasn’t like today. Today, 
people don’t have rice for dinner. Today, people have either bread or some eggs 
or some tomatoes. Something light. I mean; back then was better. They used to 
make rice with houbara, rabbits, curlews; all of it was desert game. When they had 
a craving for fish or something, they said, “This time we will send ṭurūsh for salted 
fish.” Back then, the fish was salted. When they had a hankering for the fish’s 
smell, and they were bored of game, they gave them money and said, “Send the 
ṭurūsh and please bring us some salted fish, and this, and that.” There would be 
salted king fish and salted rabbit fish. They would prepare it and for when they 
craved it and couldn’t buy it. They used to call salted fish māliḥ. It was dried fish. I 
mean, back then; people wouldn’t be confused. Even if on that day they didn’t have 
ṭurūsh, and they were told they would go next week, they would say, “We will do 
what we have to do until next week.” They would make a pot of white rice with 
buttermilk. They would pour the buttermilk and they would eat the white rice with 
the buttermilk on top, the butter in it. There was a lot of buttermilk then. Each house 
would have seven churners, or five churners. He, may he rest in peace, had seven 
churners in his house – seven! Every time a lady would go to the sheikha she 
would tell her to grab one. She would tell people to grab the churners and churn. 
They were called sigyān.  
 
What were the sigyān?  
The sigyān were made of leathers. Not like today, made of metal. No, they were 
made from leather by a man in the souq. He was in Souq Wagif and he was called 
Algauod (Algiʿūd), may he rest in peace. I think he passed away. His name was 
Algauod. He would make and prepare everything. He would scrub it and remove 
its smell. He would use pomegranate skin; its water would even be red, like 
cinnamon. And he would sell in Souq Wagif. He was an expert. There was a 
specialized sigyān for buttermilk. I think he passed away a long time ago. I haven’t 
asked about him. But he was an expert in making the buttermilk’s sigyān and he 
even made jugs to drink water from. 
 
Would he make them himself? 
Yes, by himself. As soon as they butcher the animal, he would take the carcass 
and he would make it, mā shāʾ Allāh. He would flip the skin over, and he would rub 
it with salt and yaft and qaraṭ and pomegranate skins and he would thump it and 
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wash it and it wouldn’t have a smell.188 Nothing. He would remove the smell and 
clean it. I mean; people back then were so comfortable and happy. 
 
You mentioned that you worked in a school 
Yes 
 
When? 
These years 
 
Recently? 
Yes, recently. In the days when Sheikh Ahmed ruled, I worked first in a school ... I 
worked in Aspetar for 14 years, and in a school for 20 years. First, I worked in the 
hospital and then I worked in the school, high school, Wadi Alsail School [Madrisat 
Wādy Alsayl].  
 
What did you like more? 
The schools. We had two principals. First there was one, and then she finished her 
work, and then the second one came... Fidayt galbhum. 189  Fidaythum. My 
principals. May God protect them. I still remember their kindness, I swear. When I 
told the principal that I wouldn’t want to do something, she would say, “It’s fine, 
there are a lot of janitors. We’ll put another one instead of you.” And when I told 
her I couldn’t do something, or that I was tired, she would put someone else in my 
place. She said I was a spare. If somebody else were sick, I would take her place. 
Fidayt galbhum, all of them. 
 
When did you work? After you were married and had children? 
Yes, I had children. I worked with the doctors. With men and women. I worked by 
the men; I would run around with them. I didn’t mind. I worked with a [Doctor], who 
was [Another Doctor’s] wife. ... Oh, there were so many doctors! May God only 
allow their names to be brought up positively! My work was good. All my work was 
good. Both at Aspetar and in the schools – all my work was good. I don’t complain. 
If they told me to come back and work today, I would! Even with a walking stick in 
my hands (laughs). I swear they were kind. And they would also turn off the 
electricity in the hospitals, like they turned it off in the houses. So, they turned off 
the electricity in the hospital during the day. Right in the middle of the day! And 
when they turned off the electricity… you know how doctors are used to drinking 
coffee, and their husbands were used to drinking coffee. They started squirming. I 
asked myself what I was going to do now, now that my doctor who I love and 
wouldn’t want to be harmed, she was a cardiologist! She was specialized in 
cardiology…and I could see her face was different. I told myself that it was time to 
seize the opportunity. And I went and I poured it on the cotton, and I lit the fire, and 
I washed the coffee pot, and I cleaned it, and I washed the coffee cup, and I 
cleaned it, and I put the water, and when it boiled, I brought it down, and I put two 

	
188 Yaft and qaraṭ are natural substances used to clean the animal’s carcass.  
189 Like Fidaythum, Fidayt galbhum is an expression of love.  
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spoons of coffee and one spoon of sugar, and I poured it in the coffee cup. I poured 
it and I went. “Doctor, Doctor!” I knocked on the door. “Come in.” She could get up; 
she was addicted to coffee poor thing. I told her “Here you go.” (Mimics exhale of 
relief). It hit the spot! No, no, no. She said, “Take it to [the other doctor].” She called 
him and said, “Doctor, doctor, [Johara] is going to bring you coffee.” He asked, 
“How will she bring coffee? There’s no electricity in the entire building.” She said, 
“She will bring you coffee, and that’s that.” I swear when I walked into his office his 
eyes were wide open and his nostrils were flaring (laughs). That’s because he was 
addicted to coffee, and I gave him the cup. He asked me how I made the coffee. I 
told him, “I don’t have time. I need to make another one for my doctor! You just 
drink your coffee. Don’t ask questions” (laughs). Poor thing. I made her coffee, and 
she took a deep breath, a deep breath right from the coffee cup, and when the 
coffee’s scent filled her head, she got up and left the coffee cup and hugged me 
and kissed me, fidaytha. My sister says that she’s still in Qatar; she didn’t go back 
to Egypt. They’re all here. So, I tell my daughter that I want to go to them. I mean; 
I love them. I am used to being around them. My doctor hugged me… and she 
kissed me and thanked me. The entire department, all the men and women there, 
asked how I came up with this plan and how I made the coffee. They all wanted 
some, but how much coffee could I make? Yes, God. May God only recall their 
names positively. I thank them all. 
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Lulwa 
 
Where were you born? 
I was born in Alkhor. 
 
Did you go to school? 
Yes. First, I read Quran with a Syrian woman ... They brought her and her 
husband... We were old enough to understand him. We were seven or eight years 
old. He had a room. The Fakhro household had put a room for the girls and a room 
for the boys, and we used to go to them to study Quran. And then they opened a 
school for us; it went from the first grade to the third grade. And that’s how we 
studied. People back then weren’t strict.  
 
Do you remember if the school had fees? 
No, no, no, no. The government gave us salaries. They gave us 45 riyals every 
month, and they enrolled us, and they held us accountable. They gave us, 
according to people back then, a maryūl.190 It was a darāʿah. 
 
What did it look like? 
We had a lady who was a tailor. She was either Palestinian or Jordanian. We go 
to her, and she had something like a dressmaking shop. They would bring rolls of 
fabric: plaid, green – each class had a style. We were green. And they would take 
them to her. She was the school’s tailor. They would take them to her, and she 
would make the white collar and the belt and whoever didn’t want her to sew her 
clothes would take the fabric to her mother – if their mother knew [how to sew].   
 
And you would wear it to school? 
Yes. 
 
Would you wear a dafah on top? 
No, I didn’t like wearing the dafah. I would wear it and toss it aside. In the fifth 
grade, in those days, girls would wear it and roll it up and throw it on the chair. It’s 
not like a hijab. We had bikhānig and we would wear two in the winter and two in 
the summer. The ones for the summer were light. There were two types. They 
would also give us glasses for water. We would drink from them. We called them 
bāldy. They were made from metal. And we had a pool of water in the middle of 
the school. It was a pool made of cement and we would drink from it. The water 
tanker would come and pour water into it. We would drink from it, and there were 
two janitors. They would come and sweep. You know, they did it in the old way, so 
they would sweep with brooms made of dried palm leaves. And we had a jifīr filled 
with sweets and samosas from Doha. And she would bring us some lemon and we 
would buy breakfast for half a riyal. Our parents gave us half a riyal. And when we 
went to the khabāz we would buy khubiz and each girl had a jifīr of chickpeas and 
a jifīr of fava beans and khubiz from the khubiz. One of them would run and buy a 

	
190 A maryūl is a uniform.  
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can of sauce. We wouldn’t even have a can opener for it. We would put it on a rock 
and pop it and pour it onto the khubiz. We were all family. It was a nice group. I 
mean, there wasn’t a foreigner between us. We were all family. Some girls weren’t 
allowed to study. Their parents said if she studied, she would be burūʿ.  
 
What does that mean? 
Burūʿ means strong.191 Their fathers wouldn’t allow it. They didn’t want her to write. 
They’d be afraid of other things, like flirting and stuff like that. They said if she knew 
how to write, she knew everything. She becomes burūʿ. Some people were 
knowledgeable. They were cultured. My family had been literate for a long time – 
my grandfathers! My grandmother, may she rest in peace, has been to Jerusalem. 
She went to Jerusalem! She’s done a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, as well as Hajj. 
And now our children, mā shāʾ Allāh, my brother’s son and my father’s maternal 
cousin are very knowledgeable. 
 
How long did you study? 
Maybe five or four years, and then we went to Kuwait. We went when the tribal 
dispute happened. We went to Kuwait, and we left the school, and they took me. 
They married me off when I was 14 years old. 
 
Was your husband young? 
No, he’s in his eighties now. 
 
I mean, back then. 
In his thirties. 
 
Did he marry you in Kuwait or in Qatar? 
He’s from my family. That’s all. I got married and I had the girls and then after the 
fourth pregnancy I studied in a continuing education institute. That took me two 
years. I finished the fifth and sixth grade and I fell pregnant again. I raised my 
children and finished the sixth grade.  
 
What was your wedding like? 
There was a party. They had a party for us. The [Sheikh of Alkhor], may he rest in 
peace, attended. We had a sheikh back then ... We had a party and we danced, 
and it was simple party. It wasn’t of a high level. There was the national anthem 
and that’s that.  
 
Let’s talk about the mahar.  
Yes, yes, they gave us a mahar. My mahar was 3000 riyal and a dazah and a 
ʿarḍah.192 

	
191  Within this cultural context, ‘strong’ has a negative connotation in the 
description of young girls and women.  
192  The ʿarḍah is a folk performance conducted by men during occasions of 
celebration.  
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Would the mahar be the brides to keep? 
Yes, it’s for the bride. For the woman. Back then, we didn’t know about money. My 
mother would use it to buy gold or darāʿāt and it would be gone. We wouldn’t hold 
it in our hands. 
 
What was the Souq like? 
It was nice. Souq Wagif. We would go to it every two or three months, order a 
darāʿah or two, and come back. Then we started to bring our fabric to the tailor 
here, once there were tailors. And if we couldn’t go to Doha, my [aunt], may she 
rest in peace, would go and come. She would run our errands, bringing us silk 
darāʿāt and perfumes from Doha. We wouldn’t go. The older woman would go; the 
one who would have faith in herself. But others wouldn’t go. And she would 
measure us with a thread. She would measure the top and the skirt and the sleeve. 
She takes it to the tailor, and she would bring it back and it would be so loose! We 
would have so much fun. They would fix it for us. There wasn’t any embroidery 
back then, zarī or anything like that, just laces. She had a sewing machine too, and 
she would sew for us. After that, when we grew old and we learned, we sewed for 
ourselves.  
 
Did you start wearing gold when you were younger, or just as adults? 
No … gold … back then, poor things, they didn’t have gold. After, may he rest in 
peace, they started giving us 45 riyal a month, my sisters and me. We saved the 
money. My father had passed away, and my mother remarried. And she saved our 
money and bought us a dozen bracelets each. Back then, there weren’t any rings. 
We didn’t wear them. We had darāʿāt in Eid and they would embroider them, and 
we had wool. They wouldn’t embroider the cotton, just the wool and the silk. Zarī 
embroidery. The wool would be for winter, and the silk would be for summer. We 
had a type of silk back then; it was natural silk. We would wear it from Eid to Eid. 
We would buy it for Eid [Al Fitir] and wear it again for Eid Al Adha. That’s that. And 
when our shoes were ruined, they took us to try new ones in Doha. And they 
bought them for us. There wouldn’t be a size or a brand (laughs). When our toes 
poked out of our shoes, we told our mother that our shoes were ruined. She would 
tell us to wait… to wait until the next trip to Doha. And our toes would be poking 
out of our shoes. The school would give us shoes too, but they would be very 
heavy, we would only wear them to school. I would play with Hamda, and we would 
put our bags on our heads, and we would walk to her house. If we found lunch, we 
would have lunch. Then we would talk, and we would play, and we would go home. 
Nobody would ask us: “Where did you go? Where did you come back from?” 
Everyone was like that. We would go on our way, and we would run with the boys, 
and they would tell us to come outside. Our houses were all next to each other; 
they weren’t far, but there wasn’t a telephone that our mother could use to ask 
about us. She would wonder where we went, if we were taking too long. 
ʾAlḥamdulilāh we trusted ourselves. ʾ Alḥamdulilāh. We wouldn’t play with the boys. 
Our own cousins would come to play with us and when we saw them, we put on 
our bikhnag on. The bikhnag was our official attire. And that’s that. 
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Story 1: 
There was a woman who lived with her husband and his sister. The sister wasn’t 
pregnant. I mean; she wasn’t married. And the woman hadn’t fallen pregnant yet. 
When [the men in the firīj] were selling bread, they would call out. When they were 
selling legumes, they would call out. When they were selling eggs, they would call 
out. They would put them on their heads and walk around. They didn’t have stores. 
A man had eggs and he called out, “Mḥamil eggs and msamin eggs.”193 So she 
told him to come their way. She asked him what he had. He said: “Mḥamil eggs 
and msamin eggs.” Msamin makes you fat. Back then [women] wanted to be fat. 
She wanted the mḥamil eggs for herself because she wanted to be pregnant, and 
her sister-in-law was thin, she wanted to be fatter. So, she took the eggs, and she 
mixed them up. She had an evil motive. She took the eggs that make you fatter 
and she ate them. And she took the eggs that make you pregnant and she gave 
them to her sister-in-law. And she fell pregnant. They were bird’s eggs, so when 
the bint ate them, they boiled them and ate them, she put the msamin on a side 
and the mḥamil on another.194 She became so fat, and the poor girl became 
pregnant. When she had her evil plan, she told her brother that his sister was 
pregnant. She told him to go see her. He went to his sister and asked, “How would 
you like to go to the desert with us?” She said, “It’s up to you. I’ll go with you.” So, 
he took her, and he took her, and he took her. He took her to the desert… the older 
generation’s desert! When he saw that she had fallen asleep he tied he left her. 
And when she woke up, nobody was next to her. She started crying, poor thing, 
and she went into labor. The pain had come, and she gave birth to birds. The birds 
started flying around her, bringing her grass and putting it next to her so she could 
eat. They brought her some seeds. They stayed that way for a few days. Then she 
said, “See…” She knew their language, she said, “Go to this house, they have 
seeds in a plate.” That’s because back then they had harīs seeds and they would 
wash them, and they would it put them; they didn’t have machines like today. 
“When you eat the seeds and the lady there says “kish,” say “Alkish kashikum wa 
alqish qashikum ya khālnā yā dandarah yā ṭāyiʿ shūr almarah.”195 So they did what 
their mother asked them to do, and they started pecking at the seeds. She said, 
“kish, kish” So they said “alkish kashikum w alqish qashikum ya khālnā yā 
dandarah yā ṭāyiʿ shūr almarah. Wa almarah mā ḥmilat ilā min bayḍ alhamirah.”196 

	
193 Mḥamil means which make you pregnant. Msamin means which make you fat. 
In this story, the eggs that the men are selling supposedly have these properties.  
194 The word bint is used to confirm virginity. 
195 Kish means shoo! Here, the woman is instructing her children to give this reply, 
should their aunt shoo them: “May you be shooed and cheated, our weak uncle 
who obeys women’s orders.” This translation does not reflect the rhymes and 
poetic tools used in the Arabic sentence.  
196 “May you be shooed and cheated, our weak uncle who obeys women’s orders. 
The women [our mother] only became pregnant because of the eggs she ate.” This 
translation does not reflect the rhymes and poetic tools used in the Arabic 
sentence.  
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They said this once and they said this twice. The woman knew that it was a 
message from her sister-in-law, and that she had done her wrong. That day, the 
woman and her husband were having coffee and the birds came. Their uncle was 
sitting, and he asked, “What are these birds saying?” She said that she doesn’t 
know. He started listening closely, and he asked his wife to say: “Kish, kish.” She 
said: “Kish, kish!” And they said, “Alkish kashikum w alqish qashikum ya khālnā yā 
dandarah yā ṭāyiʿ shūr almarah.” They started flying around their uncle. He said, 
“That’s my sister!” They were flying in the air, and he was flying on the ground, with 
them. And when they reached her, he hugged her, because he knew where she 
was, and he hugged her and kissed her, and she said this and that and told him 
the story. He told her to take her children and put them in her shaylah. And she 
took them and took them with her, some flying above her head, and some wrapped 
in her shaylah. When she went to the house, his wife was crushed. She asked, 
“Who brought her?”  He said, “That’s my sister. We found her and we brought her. 
You gather your stuff and go to your parent’s house! I am divorcing you.” She said, 
“Why? What did I do?” He said, “When you trick my sister, you trick me. Your 
parent’s house is your new home.”  
 
Story 2: 
There was once a woman who was a stranger. He married her, and she was a 
stranger, and he brought her, and she lived with his mother. He went hunting, or I 
don’t know where he went, and he brought her back. And when she had a baby 
boy, they hated him, the grandmother hated the grandson, and so she took the 
boy and threw him out in a well. So, when [the man] came back from the hunting 
trip, he asked, “What did Flāna have?” And they said, “Oh, strangers only deliver 
a rock with a hole in it.” That means she didn’t have [a baby]. I mean; she had it 
and it died. So, he went and had a baby girl, and then a baby boy, and the same 
thing happened. She had four babies, poor thing, and she went crazy. Every time 
they would take her baby and throw it out. Her own children! One day his mother 
suggested that he marries a woman from their family. He said, “It’s up to you.” She 
said, “Your wife is just a loon, she’s crazy, and she’s locked up in her room.” What 
was happening was that every time the grandmother threw a child into the well, a 
genie took it. The genie would take the child, and she would raise it, and she would 
take the child to the mother, and the mother would see the child, and they would 
be so happy, and then she would take the children away before the grandmother 
saw them. This was until the day in which the father was to be married. They 
knocked on the mother’s door and she said, “Mā aẓhar min aldār w lī fī aldār khay, 
Ḥamad wa Muḥamad wa ʿafrah wa Munīrah sawiyā.”197 They said she was a loon, 
and she didn’t have children. And that was it. That was what she said. Until the 
day happened, and it was the wedding, and he got married, and they made the 
dinner, and they performed the ʿarḍah. So, the genie that raised the children got 
up, she prepared the children and she dressed them nicely and she made them 
look smart. She dressed the girls in zarī and she dressed the boys with swords 

	
197 I am not leaving my bedroom, and [I have people in my bedroom]: Ḥamad and 
Muḥamad and ʿafrah and Munīrah, all together. These are her children’s names.  
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and she said, “When it’s time for the ʿarḍah, go participate. And when they ask you 
whose children you are, say Flān bin Flān’s children.” And she dressed the girls 
up nicely and told them to go to their grandmother, and to dance when they beat 
the drums, and should anyone ask whose daughters they are, they should say 
“Flān bin Flān” and our mother is “Flānah bint Flān.” It was time for the ʿarḍah and 
they got up and danced. And everyone saw those children – you don’t even need 
to describe them! With their swords and the dancing! They told them to greet the 
groom. He asked them, “Whose children, are you?” They said, “We’re your 
children.” And he hugged them and kissed them and said, “She’s ḥarām to me, 
and ḥalāl to another man,” about the second wife. Then he went to his first wife’s 
room and broke the door, and she was just sitting there … I have a lot of stories, 
but …  
 
Did you work? 
No. I studied until the sixth grade. It used to be like that, back then. I had children 
and I had daughters and they got married. Six daughters. And our family is used 
to the desert and the sheep. The desert and the sheep and the camels and the 
cows and milking the cows. My sister and I had a cow each. Until this day, we 
spend every Thursday and Friday in the desert. Our daughters tell us that they are 
used to the desert now, too. When they take pictures, their friends tell them that 
they’re so lucky, and then they come and visit. Their friends are friends from 
university, too. They come and they sit with us until sundown, and they have fun. 
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Ali 
 
Obtainable studies about women are rare because authors, essentially – whether 
writing from a cultural, historical, social or psychological standpoint – they’re mostly 
men. Usually, men head towards other writings, writings that are specific to 
menfolk and to male society. Minorities of women write about issues relating to 
economics or society, which is why you can count the resources about women’s 
economic and social roles on one hand. Women have a role that is not different 
from men’s role in our society. We always try to delve into an important time period 
in Bahrain, which we consider beginning with the foundations of formal education 
in 1919. Education plays a big role in our society. It expelled women from their 
traditional domain at home and within the family unit, a domain that we accept as 
common knowledge. She became … her opportunities increased. We know that, 
early on, education was dependent on the muṭawaʿ. But when Bahrain entered the 
year 1919, Alhidaya Alkhalifia School [Madrisat Alhidāyah Alkhalīfīah] was 
established. After that, a school for girls was established in 1928.  
 
What was the school? 
I forget its name. I want to remember its name. I can’t remember. Women’s 
entrance into institutionalized education helped her be … I mean, she was capable 
not only of managing the household, but she became an important part of society. 
This is the true beginning in the 1920s. The marine economy, I mean the Gulf’s 
economy, was built on the trade of pearls. The pearl trade wasn’t associated only 
with pearl fishing as a profession, but with a lot of crafts and industries. Okay. For 
example, building ships and fishing, blacksmithery was different in Bahrain; all 
these crafts were complimentary to the main craft, which was pearl finishing. Good. 
Pearl fishing involved men being away from home for four or five months. Months 
he’d be away fishing. His absence during this time period creates a void within the 
family. So, the woman would fill the void. What would she offer during – I mean, 
she was the caregiver, the teacher, the artisan, the homemaker, and all of this is 
just a part of it. She would take care of her children, she would teach, and she 
would practice her craft; whether it was sewing, whether it was the production of 
goods at home, goods made from palm leaves for example, or other crafts … so 
that means she used to play two important roles in society: an economic role, 
because these crafts were sold for revenue, and a role that was educational and 
nurturing. She used to teach her children as well, and she used to tell them stories 
and provide everything a son or daughter might need at that time. What set 
Bahraini society apart from other Gulf societies is, essentially, the beginning of 
institutionalized education. Now, we might see some societies, and most of them 
began in 1977, at that point we had made leaps, more than 60 or 70 years of 
institutionalized education in Bahrain. So, her entrance into the economy was tied 
to her entrance in institutionalized education. When you open schools, you need a 
staff of teachers.  
 
Were schools accepted socially in Bahrain, or would the concept of “ʿayb” 
prevent some from enrolling their daughters? 
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Surely not. Of course, in the beginning, there was a reluctance to accept, I mean, 
a part of Bahraini society, and I am not saying that this was everybody, but the 
conservative families might be the families that … I mean, or they might be poor 
families or there might be prejudiced families, families that have tribal prejudice or 
are religiously extreme, to the point that they wouldn’t approve of a woman leaving 
her home... but most of Bahraini society was accepting, especially the daughters 
of rich families. In the beginning, honestly, they were the most accepting, the most 
cultured, the most prepared for their daughters to enroll in these schools. And after 
that, little by little, the society became very accepting. I mean; the benefits were 
more than if they had not enrolled their daughters.  
 
You mentioned that men left their homes to go pearl fishing for months at a 
time. Was this case prevalent? Does this represent a minority or most of the 
population? 
It’s most of the families that we have here, because people who took up pearl 
fishing as a profession were not just from the poorer classes, who are the ghāṣah. 
There were also the nūākhidhah, who were from the families that we can call 
wealthy. And so, we also had the ṭawāwīsh, who oversaw marketing. The ṭawāwīsh 
had their own boats, which differed from diving boats, so all these groups would 
go out to sea; the ghwāṣīn, the nūākhidhah, and the ṭawāwīsh. All of them add up 
to a large group, of course.  
 
What were the different professions women had? 
The professions that women had … there was sewing, okay, and embroidery. I’ll 
tell you some professions, sewing, we distinguished ourselves with sewing, kūrār 
embroidery. I’ll talk first about the most difficult. We also have naqdah embroidery, 
and we also have bādilah embroidery, and we have ṭālah sewing, okay, and we 
also have another sewing style that was called madrasīah sewing, which they 
learned about, and this is just one of the terms they had. These are the professions 
related to embroidery; there are also professions related sewing. Women would 
sew traditional clothing, including nashil, thūb nashil, of course, and thūb mfaḥaḥ, 
darāʿah, and bikhnag, and milfaʿ, and so on. 
 
And men’s clothes?  
Men’s clothes? No. Women did not specialize in the sewing of men’s clothes, but 
they did sew children’s clothes. Even the thūb, but she would specialize in 
children’s clothes more. Why? Because there were also men that had this 
profession, which is the sewing of men’s clothes. So, she would specifically sew 
headwear, such as the gaḥfīah, for children. And these clothes had a popular 
market in our old Bahraini society, because most of these artisanal products were 
made in traditional houses. This means the house was like a workshop. 
 
Would they be sold at home or in the souq? 
There are two sides. There’s a side that is sold at home and a side that is sold in 
the souq and there was a, as you say, middlemen and they would come and take 
these products from the family and display them in the souqs. 
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Is the middleman a man? 
Or middlewoman.   
 
So, it wasn’t ʿayb for women to enter the souq? 
Yes, of course, but there were souqs that were particularly for women, like Souq 
Alarbia. Souq Alarbia, most of it, three quarters of it, was just women selling their 
products. They were there. Okay, so now we’ve deviated from our conversation 
about clothes. Let’s talk about beautification products that women produced. 
Beautification tools were plentiful, starting with perfumes. There were perfumes 
that were homemade, like a perfume called ʿ iṭir ward, and ʿ abcha, okay, and jasime 
was prepared and mashmūm, a collection of plants were used to make perfumes 
like khamrīa, that’s a type, and they would take these flowers, such as Damascus 
rose or others, and they would bury them inside, in a traditional way inside the 
homes, and then beautiful scents would come out of them.198 You also have 
bukhūr and bukhūr is also a collection of perfumed herbs that were bought from 
the apothecary and they would produce it in small spheres and then they would 
put it in the sun. This is for bukhūr, but they also had other tools, there were a lot 
of beautification tools and traditionally women made their own for personal use. 
And if she didn’t, she would buy it from the souq. This is what I remember regarding 
perfumes and clothes, which we talked about earlier. There are other crafts. There 
are crafts related to traditional foods, and we can say that there was the specific 
craft of achar production.199 She would also produce collections of special spices, 
creating exclusive mixes that were only available from her. Sometimes they’d be 
called… what? What would they be called? We call them bizār, and others call 
them daqūs, and they would all be made at home and then sold. There would also 
be the production of something else, which we call silāl khūṣīah. 200  This is 
associated with the cities, but more so with the villages, because these handcrafts 
were dependent on the palm tree’s products. So, the sifrah was made from it, and 
there were baskets in different shapes and of different types, as well as the madād, 
madah, if you’ve ever heard of it. Madah differs from carpets because it was made 
of a plant called alasil, which is readily available in our agricultural areas in the 
North and in Sitra – a lot are planted there. Maybe these are the most prominent 
crafts. There are also some crafts that we don’t consider crafts, really, they are 
professions. Such as the profession of the irrigator: sagāyah. Women also worked 
in irrigation. In Bahrain, we had a lot of wells. We call them chuwāchib. They are 
close to the coast. So, the women goes out and fills the jirbah she has, made out 
of goat skin, and she comes and sells the water.201 They call her sagāya.  
 
Does she go from house to house? 

	
198 ʿiṭir ward is rose perfume. ʿabcha is a type of perfume. Mashmūm is the basil 
flower.  
199 Achar is south Asian pickle.   
200 Silāl khūṣīah are baskets weaved from dried palm leaves. 
201 A jirbah is a water container.  
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Yes, from house to house. Okay. We also have the fishing profession. Women 
entered the fishing profession. She would fish and she would go to the ḥuḍūr and 
locally they would say kānat tbāry alḥuḍūr. Alḥuḍūr are old fish traps, and society 
was accepting. Women would also go and work in fishing or irrigation. These are 
not crafts, as I said they are professions we had. 
 
Medicine  
Of course… Women excelled in the folk medicine profession in a very strong way, 
which is not less important than … I mean, ṭabābah or folk medicine with men. So, 
she would practice the profession, especially with women and children. As for 
women, there were a lot of diseases that women suffered from, especially during 
childbirth. So, she would need herbs. The woman who didn’t bear children would 
of course need a folk doctor to create a mixture that would help her produce. There 
are diseases that women get during pregnancy, so they would need the folk doctor. 
Even when she gives birth, there are also some medicines that new mothers use. 
Folk mixtures that women resort to using. It’s well known that children get sick a 
lot, with many diseases. One of the most widespread diseases was jaundice, or 
he would, for example, have an inflamed throat. Okay. Diseases of the tonsils. 
There were also medicines that were well known, or she would use dried 
pomegranate and some liquid. This is called gārī. 
 
Is that the name of the medicine?  
Yes, the name of the medicine, gārī. It is taken from the Persian language, gārī.   
 
So, she would make the medicine?  
Yes, of course…  
 
And how would she make an income?  
They were very simple amounts. I mean, less than a rupee. It would always be an 
āna or āntayn. They were simple amounts.  
 
Would the amount be figurative? 
No, it was not figurative. The amounts paid were dependent on the patient’s needs. 
For example, the amounts paid for children might be figurative. But when a woman 
is sick with sciatica or some diseases such as muscle spasms in the arm or back 
or a disease in the colon or what have you, these, of course, need several 
sessions. If a child has a sore throat, then one session is enough. But if a woman 
has sciatica or something else, she will need many sessions, up to three sessions, 
and some of them need a week or more of sessions. In these cases, the amount 
will not be figurative. It will be a concrete amount. There is another profession, 
which is the muṭawaʿah. Of course, this is related to teaching Quran. The 
muṭawaʿah would be in every firīj. There would not be one. There would be many 
who would partake in this educational profession. And the muṭawaʿah would teach 
young children, whether girls or boys. And there are a lot of names that became 
popular amongst us in Muharraq and Riffa. In all these areas they would have an 
important role and this role was respected and it is not of less value than the male 
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muṭawaʿ. She wouldn’t receive a monthly salary. She would receive it weekly, and 
it was called khamīsīah. On Thursdays she would be paid. It could be 50 fils, or 
100 fils, which means a rupee. And she would also take an amount when the child 
completes memorizing the Quran. The child, whether a girl or a boy, would 
complete memorizing the Quran and this would be called a khatmah and she would 
of course receive an amount from the child’s family. And she would receive it from 
the firīj as well, because they would go around with the khatmah and the firīj would 
give money. Some of it would be for the student and some of it would be for the 
muṭawaʿah. 
 
Were there other professions? 
Other professions… I mean, there are smaller professions than these ones, but I 
will tell you about them and you keep them in mind. I mean; there were clothes 
dyers. There were women who were specialized in the production of special dyes 
for clothes. So, this woman would have a role in dyeing. There was the braider. 
Where do women go today? To the salon. So, the salon used to be a woman, and 
they didn’t go to her. She would provide her services to the firīj. They call her 
ʿachāfah or mashāṭah. And she would style hair and she would have her specific 
tools like the wooden brush. Okay. And she also has some oils that she would use, 
and she would use perfumes and she would use mashmūm. She would style hair 
intro braids, and there were a lot of occasions. There were Eids and wedding 
nights. Let’s move on to the profession of khaṭābah.202 The khaṭābah was also a 
popular profession at that time. The role she played, of course this profession was 
limited only to women, men do not partake in it, because women could go into the 
homes and know the girls and the younger girls who she could potentially set up. 
So, there was a little trick that she used. She would go ask if they had eggs they 
wanted to sell, or milk, or something like that. So, she would use many reasons to 
enter houses and see the young girls in these houses. And she would relay this 
information to other families, and if there were an arrangement, she would receive 
a sum. Both families would pay the sum. The khaṭābah wouldn’t just be a 
matchmaker; she would also style the bride’s hair. Okay. And she would also 
prepare the bride on her wedding night. 
 
How dependent was Bahraini society on the khaṭābah? I often hear that 
marriages are arrangement within the same family.  
The khaṭābah’s role was very very important. The families would depend on 
internal marriages such as first cousins, and yet the khaṭābah still had a very 
important role. This is because there were families who would marry their 
daughters to different families. I mean; there were two sides. Some of the families 
we have, those that descend from tribal roots, would be stricter. The spouse would 
have to be from the same family or the same tribe. But Bahraini society isn’t a tribal 
society. Not in the tribal sense. No. There was modernity and urban civilization 
was spread. People were more accepting, even when it came to lineage. Tanāsib 

	
202 The khaṭāba is a matchmaker.  
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with other families of the same level would increase the family’s power.203 And 
that’s why the khaṭābah had a role and her role is very old and still exists today. 
She still has an important role in synthesizing between these families. I will 
remember some other things for you…  
 
Non-waged Labor  
Correct… she really did play two roles … a role, like you said, which she presented 
within her family whether it is nurturing or educating and another role, which 
involves her creation of handicrafts and creating revenue by selling them. That is 
why women are well respected, because she became an important part of the 
family’s financial income. Every house. Every house in Bahrain had a craft, 
whether that craft was sewing or production, traditional production like achār or 
bizār and others. And there was a service they provided. Okay. Let me remember 
for you. Women contributed alongside men to the strengthening of society from an 
economic and social perspective. Every job that men did, women did in some way 
or another. Even the jobs that required muscular strength, such as fishing, or that 
she would irrigate, be a sagāyah, that’s not easy, it needs physical strength.   
 
At what age would women work?  
Women would work from puberty and puberty at that time was at a young age, 
around nine or ten or eleven. She was very young.  
 
Would she get married at that age?  
Women in that time would be betrothed to a family member or to a relative of the 
family, such as the neighbors’ son – people with good relations. Then people would 
say this girl is betrothed to this person. Okay. So, from the very beginning, once 
she enters puberty, she is ready for marriage. I mean from the age of nine and 
older, she … yes… I remember … about marriage … there is a profession, or no, 
yes, a profession called farāshah. And she would specialize in the firshah. The 
firshah is a room in the bride’s home and it would be prepared for the wedding 
night. They would choose any room in the home, and they would decorate it. 
Specifically, they would fill it with mirrors and rumāmīn. A rumānah is a glass 
sphere and they would use it to decorate.  
 
Spending 
Spending. The woman is the homemaker, and she would oversee spending and 
creating the family’s budget. She would produce and sell and market and if there 
were a profit, she would oversee it. She would allocate it. Some of it would go to 
the shopping, such as for groceries, some would go towards clothes, and some of 
it for others. She would be the homemaker and she would be essential in setting 
the budget and spending and more than that. I have seen many families in Bahrain, 
where the man would go to dive or go to work in Bapco or whatever, and he would 
take his salary and he would come to the mother, or the grandmother and the 

	
203 Tanāsib is the social association between the groom and bride’s families as a 
result of that marriage.  
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grandmother would spend on the house. The woman would have more experience 
than the man when it comes to spending, especially the family’s income. This is 
because she has detailed knowledge of the family’s needs.  
 
Would she go to the market herself or send someone?  
No, she would always go. There were some people who would do these jobs. He 
would be called a ṣibī, or they would have a ṣibī at home or in the firīj. 
 
Would he be Bahraini?  
Bahraini. They would depend on him, as well as on the ḥamālī. The ḥamālī is a 
person with a trolley and … it’s not a trolley … it could be a trolley … I think you’re 
too young to have seen one … it is a trolley, and he would be required to, because 
some of the household items were very heavy such as rice or salt or sugar … they 
were dependent on the ḥamālī to take them home. 
 
Was it ʿayb for a woman to work in any of the professions you mentioned 
today? Or were they all socially acceptable?  
Society was very accepting. There are some families that would be stricter, but 
these families rarely insist. Society required women’s participation in the workforce 
because they needed everyone to work, and necessity triumphs.  
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Abdulla 
 
The Bahraini woman has an essential role but, unfortunately, it hasn’t been 
documented. The man would go, I mean, on a diving trip which would take four 
months and ten days and that’s a very long time. The woman is constricted with 
social appearances she cannot depart from, so she cannot go out of the house, 
and she cannot, I mean, work except within very very limited parameters. And so, 
she is expected to run this household that she’s in charge of, while her husband’s 
away, with very limited resources during this time. 
 
Were there women who participated in the pearl trade?  
In the Bahraini pearl trade, I haven’t heard, but I know some women did in the 
United Arab Emirates.  
 
Who were they? 
I believe Mohamed bin Rashid’s grandmother, Sheikh Rashid’s mother, Um 
Saeed, was a trader. I mean, they say Mohamed Buhiji goes there and they meet 
him and sell pearls to him. 
 
What about Bahrain? Did women have jobs that were derived from the pearl 
trade?  
They had jobs that were derived from the sea. I mean, there were women who 
tend to the ḥuḍūr. This I’ve seen. I mean, women with ḥuḍūr and they would go to 
the sea, and she would enter the ḥaḍrah and so on. 
 
Was this a job that was socially acceptable or was it ʿayb?  
It was socially acceptable. No, no, no, it wasn’t ʿayb. There’s even a famous story. 
We say yityanūn. What is yityanūn? I mean, they would go to the coast, and they 
would collect oysters. Until today. People yityanūn. They go to the coast and collect 
oysters. So there used to be a woman and a few days ago her grandson was telling 
me that she found a large dānah and she sold it.204 And when her husband came 
from the diving trip, she told him this happened to us and God gave us an 
opportunity, and so on.  
 
Do you know if she sold it herself?  
Maybe with a middleman, maybe with a middleman. Women didn’t sell. Even with 
pearl traders, the majority dealt with middlemen called dilālwah. So, I mean, even 
with the pearl traders there would be transaction that would be done by the 
middleman, whom would be the person actually selling.  
 
Would the middleman be related to the pearl trader? 
Yes. The middleman, see, there are two fractions of society that history hasn’t 
treated fairly. The first is women in that time period and the second is the 
middleman. The middleman in Bahrain would have to be a person with a high 

	
204 A dānah is a large pearl. 
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degree of integrity. And the middleman in Bahrain would also need to know 
computation and mathematics. But unfortunately, the middleman wasn’t written 
about enough, although this profession was very important.  
 
What was his role exactly?  
His role would be in the pearl trade. Usually, pearl traders wouldn’t have familiarity. 
The weights were not like they are today. We have modern devices like the 
calculator, and so on. There was a bit of a struggle in the calculation of weights, 
and the conversion from a book to another. You studied logarithms. This would be 
called the book of pearl weights, and it is a conversion table. They would weigh 
the pearls and then, for example, 30 pearls would be this weight. What would that 
be equivalent to? Now, with a calculator, this can be done in a minute. This sailor 
came in before you. A minute and we finished. This operation used to take a long 
time in the past. Do you get it? And then, the middleman would be the one who 
would divide and sort the pearls. If there were types, and such, he would weigh 
each group because he could sell the [inaudible] whole, or a part of it. I mean, you 
might purchase the danāt and the ḥaṣābī and the good things that he displays to 
you and someone else would purchase other things that were displayed to him.205 
 
So, he is the middleman for sales and purchases. 
He is the middleman. The middleman was responsible for the weight and the 
weights’ details, and he was responsible for the sale. The trader might not have 
details about the weights’, and so the middleman would need to be known for his 
integrity. 
 
Would the middleman work with one trader? 
No, no. The middleman is in the marketplace. I, for example, have pearls I want to 
sell. I would request him. He comes. I tell him: these are the pearls. How much do 
you think they’re worth? I tell him: honestly, I want this amount. And he gets to 
work. 
 
What other professions are derived from the pearl trade? 
There are a lot of professions. Women might work in the professions that create 
ropes. Maybe she sews the sails, and such. Maybe, I mean. These are professions 
she can carry out in her own home. 
 
I’ve heard stories about women who’ve inherited ships and became actively 
engaged in the pearl trade after their inheritance. Do you know any stories 
about this subject? 
No, I don’t know any stories like that, but society wasn’t, look, it was very difficult 
in that time for women to have an active role in transactions. Society was 
completely against it. I mean, in that time they used to say women would leave 
their homes twice: once from her father’s house to her husband’s house and once 
from her husband’s house to the grave. That’s what society was like. Her role was 

	
205 Danāt is the plural form of danāh.  Ḥaṣābī are also valuable pearls.  
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very difficult; she would have to control the house for four months and ten days 
and, I mean, her husband would give her a simple and pathetic amount, and so 
they’d have to live. The home becomes a production unit. They have chickens, 
they have cows and lambs, and they could live. Okay the cows and chickens need 
feed. You know? So, life was very difficult – much more difficult than we could 
imagine!  
 
In all of Bahrain, or in specific areas? 
All of Bahrain. And not just Bahrain. Bahrain was the luckiest. I mean; at that time 
there weren’t passports. So, they would come to Bahrain during the diving season. 
A lot of people would work during the diving season. There would be people from 
Saudi Arabia and people from Persia and people from so on. People from Najd 
would come. Najd didn’t have a sea, and they didn’t know how to swim. They would 
ask, what creates the biggest income? They would say diving. They would say, 
“We’re divers.” They don’t know how to swim. I mean; that’s how difficult life was. 
Life was very difficult – much more difficult than anyone could imagine! I mean; we 
were born with golden spoons in our mouths and [your generation] even more so! 
Life was very difficult. Imagine those four months and ten days, and her husband 
would give her a simple sum. She would be responsible for the children. The child 
could fall ill. She could deliver a baby during this time. Maybe something else 
happens. I mean, imagine it! You know? She could be living in her husband’s 
family’s home and her husband’s family might be difficult people, and stories like 
that.  
 
Do you know any stories from that time period you could tell me?  
Our society was… what let them survive, I think, is their high degree of faith. Yes. 
And there were a lot of sayings. People would say Allāh yirzignā īmān alʿawām.206 
The ʿawām have faith that doesn’t resemble anything else.207 So an example of 
the beautiful and important stories is there used to be a man from Bahrain who 
moved to Qatar. is one of the faces of Bahrain. He’d be wildly successful one year, 
and the next year he would break because diving got the best of him. That year he 
was broken. He was sitting in a café and in those days people in Bahrain would 
smoke hookah. And he was smoking hookah. So, another man passed by. And 
so, he said: “Do people like you laugh?” I mean, he was saying, “You’re broken 
and laughing?” And he replied: “Why? Is my fate in your hands?” (laughs). They 
say the next year he had multiples of the what’s it called… I mean; their fate was 
really strong. That fate was how people lived. 
 
On women: 
They weren’t oppressed. Look. There are terms that are wrong for us to use. They 
don’t reflect our thoughts or lives, or livelihood and their meanings don’t reflect on 
the past. I mean; in the past that’s how women were. If she did something different, 
outside of the what’s it called… but I think this topic is very important and nobody’s 

	
206 May God grant us the masses’ faith.  
207 The ʿawām are the masses.  
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written about it. If you could dig into these questions, I think your research would 
be very important.    
  



	 	

125 
 

 

Basma 
 
The Bahraini woman is a bitch; I swear to God, she’s tougher than any man. She 
is stronger than her husband, no matter who he is. 
 
I think my father skimped on my muqadam.208 I didn’t receive a single bayzah and 
the mūaʾkhar was a golden pound.209 They used to give, but they wouldn’t write 
down the amount at all. I would have died laughing because in the year ’67, ’68, 
20 thousand rupees would be like … you spend 3 thousand every two weeks on 
groceries … How the world has changed …   
 
I wrote a paper in the 90s that I presented in the American University and the topic 
was women in the ‘20s – Arabic women from all over. I said we didn’t have anything 
in the ‘20s. Who was a prominent person? We don’t know anyone. So, someone 
suggested that I write about Sheikha Aysha. I said that all Sheikha Aysha did was 
imprison Baharna and put them in, you know, what do I write about her? She was 
a disgrace. That’s the real history. She laughed. I started thinking about it. If I were 
going to write, I would only write half a page. But I need 20 pages. How? The 
counselor’s wife, Belgrave’s wife… the counselor came in 1926, and she would go 
visit the women and tell him and he would write everything. And my mother, my 
mother is Iraqi, she married my father in 1926. She used to tell me about what they 
would do in my grandfather’s house in Muharraq. I mean, you know, it’s a house 
with servants and slaves and slave owners and that sort of division. And they would 
have the murādāh and I don’t know what other silliness. I mean; it wasn’t silliness 
back in the day. These are two sources. I need a third source, which is the mātam 
but the mātam has been around for 1400 years, or something like that, and they 
haven’t changed.210 I mean; you can’t take history from it because it provides the 
history of a religion not the history of a society. And I wrote. I wrote my mother said 
this and said that and she said this, and I divided it and published it in a book that 
had essays from women from Palestine, and women from here and women from 
there and from all the Arab countries. And I got this out of nothing, and I made an 
article. I mean, I remember it had a bit about pearls, but it wouldn’t be helpful to 
you. They sent me the book, but I know it’s in Beirut in the American University. 
Connecting Arab women or something of that kind. I have it; I will give you the title. 
You can find it online now, everything’s online, but pearls you can find somewhere 
else, of course.  
 
What did you conclude?  

	
208 The muqadam is part of the mahar. 
209 A bayzah is the colloquial word for coin, possibly derived from the Spanish word 
pesos. The mūaʾkhar is another part of the mahar. 
210 Mātam is the colloquial word for Ḥusaiynīah, which is congregation hall for Shia 
Muslims.  
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In this essay [I concluded that] the woman is erased. But I, a long time ago about 
13 years ago, wrote about what my mother said and what Mrs. Belgrave said. They 
would call her Lady Belgrave. And I wrote about how the counselor would write 
because she would go visit the sheikh’s children and the sheikh’s wives. It’s in his 
memoirs. The memoirs that Mai bint Mohamed translated. She didn’t translate 
everything. But it is a certifiable copy, as they say. So, women in that time, and 
until today, their husband can marry another wife. And she would do everything; 
use her wits and all the trickery, to get rid of the other wives. I mean; a war would 
be between them. You would see brothers who wouldn’t be loyal to each other. I 
mean, she was overloaded in everything, and so she would have to resort to 
trickery. She would resort to trickery and when they say women are sly… no. To 
protect themselves, they would have to do things of this kind. Women were, like 
you say, they had servants and they had slaves. There were boys and younger 
brothers. Pearl traders and nūākhidhah and the poor people and the sayb and so 
on… these are the people whose lives were affected. The woman would have to 
do everything. And I imagine that’s the case for Kuwait and the United Arab 
Emirates were the same.  
 
Who would be responsible for the finances? 
The man would give the woman and the woman would be responsible. It depends 
because the groceries back then, you are talking about the pearl trade era, they 
would bring the groceries from somebody who was in charge. What I saw in my 
grandfather’s house. I mean; people would bring them. Who would give them 
money? They would give them money in the marketplace and women were not 
allowed to leave at all unless she would go to the doctor, and her slaves would be 
with her of course.  
 
They wouldn’t go out alone? 
No. In the early fifties my grandmother passed away and my grandfather passed 
away. The women took off, of course, like the rest of the world. Women began 
taking off and they started going and coming everywhere, do you know what I 
mean? In the late ‘50s we also went to Beirut, and we studied and so on and so 
on. It became that you couldn’t work. I remember in the year ’61, ’62, I wanted to 
work. My father didn’t let me. He said, “My daughter can’t work in a ministry!” But 
I used to travel, and I used to study, and I graduated, and all my friends were with 
us. I went on a hunger strike for three days. When he saw that I really was serious 
about this issue, he said: “Wait, wait, my daughter, I’ll speak to Ahmed Omran 
now.”211 His friend was Ahmed Omran. He spoke to him, and he said: “Tomorrow 
morning you go.” And like that. That’s how easy it was to … some people look for 
jobs and can’t find any and we want to work, and they won’t let us. But not 
everyone. There are a lot of people who worked. Yes. And a lot of Bahrainis 
worked. And when they started, I remember when they started working as nurses 
in the 1950s, [people] said [about them]: “They just wipe the grime.” My cousin quit 
very quickly, because they used to say: “All she does is wipe and I don’t know 

	
211 Ahmed Omran was the first Minister of Education in Bahrain. 
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what.” Now we have colleges that graduate nurses, and they go anywhere they 
want in the Gulf and they work. 
 
In the beginning, what were the jobs deemed socially acceptable? 
Teaching. Until today, teaching is the, you know. The man would be the 
breadwinner. He was the one who worked. And the woman would work sometimes 
in the ʾikbārīah’s houses.  
 
Did they work as servants? 
They weren’t servants. They would be around in the firīj. You could see them work. 
They were poor and they would do services.  
 
Would they be paid? 
No, poor things, they would work for their food. I remember in the past they would 
just give them their meals. I mean; they were very unjust. I remember one who 
used to work and then all her daughters worked with us in Gudaibia when we 
moved. I mean; they built them a ʿarīsh next to our house.212  The land was 
abandoned, and they built a ʿarīsh and she worked and went at night – her and her 
daughters. They eat and they drink, and they give them I don’t know how many 
rupees. It was on that level.   
 
Education  
Everything is tied to education. The more women learn, the more equality she has. 
I tied these two concepts in my book, and this is well known. I mean it! They are 
related to each other; education and labor go hand in hand. The man works while 
he’s ignorant. The woman doesn’t work while she’s ignorant. The woman has to 
sit on a desk and has to so on. The man can be a laborer and the woman cannot 
be a laborer. Women worked in India and in other places, but they did not work in 
our region. This is because of the conservations, customs and traditions. They 
didn’t work. Until the woman learns, then she says: “I want to work and becomes 
respectable.” Even the hijab. I also wrote essays about the hijab. In those days, I 
am talking about the ‘70s for example, we started talking about the hijab in the 
‘70s, and yes it really is a reaction to the defeats, and the so on, and the increased 
similarities to the West, and then no, there are some women, the poor girls, and 
the hijab made a big difference to them. We have rich people and there are a lot 
of poor people. The masses are all poor. So, they wear the hijab, and they don’t 
care what they wear under it. It’s not wasting their money. They save money. So 
even if there’s just that one thing. And at the same time, her father allows her to 
go to work, other than getting an education, going to work in ministries. If she is 
wearing the hijab and is respectable, according to him, she goes. So, they let her. 
So, I wrote things. In America, when I tell them these ideas, that the hijab made it 
easier for women to go out and get jobs, which is very true, because you want to 
see the hijab harms and not it’s benefits to women. So, you see the circumstances 
we pass through and the hijab made this and that easier.  

	
212 A ʿarīsh is a residence made of palm leaves.  
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There’s a big shot, I mean; she’s the daughter of important people. I asked her 
about her experience. She said, “Look. I have my children and my husband, and 
my children and I want to learn. How will they let me? My children will be ashamed 
of me if I’m like this.” The daughter of shīūkh (whispers). She wore the hijab and 
she learned, and she kept it on and she’s religious, of course. But she said, “I wore 
the hijab, and everything progressed properly with me.” I remember girls who wore 
the niqab in the university with me. I remember girls who wore the niqab in the 
university with me, the University of Bahrain, and they were from Jaw (Yaw) and 
Askar (ʿAskar). I told them: “Come on, show me your faces.” And they came to my 
office, they’re my students, and I saw them. They were beautiful. They were very 
pretty. They said, “Our parents said either the niqab or nothing.” I said, “Alright, I 
allow it. It’s not a problem” (laughs). And I know they looked good and so on. But I 
mean, what were they going to do? They had a desire to work more than … a 
desire to study more than not wanting the hijab or not wanting the niqab. No. And 
I always said, “Don’t you dare rebel like me. Finish your education and pay 
attention to your jobs and then do what you want to do.” I mean; I always gave 
them advice … “Because you’ll destroy your future!” This is what our region is like. 
Even Trump bowed down to the capital and said, “I have a lot of interests with 
them” … until today … and this is a topic we don’t want to discuss but that’s what 
he said. He doesn’t care. This is what the region is like. 
 
So socially acceptable professions are ones that are related in some way to 
sophistication?  
No, the father allows his daughter. The father allows his daughter. The night shift, 
for example, some things, the night shift in BAPCO and nursing and others, most 
of the employees would be men because women don’t go out at night and at night, 
she has children and she’s this and she’s that so they consider the what’s it called. 
 
Mahar 
It’s like a price. It’s not a price. I mean; I, for example, I was allocated this amount. 
But there wasn’t much. Twenty thousand in addition to the dazah. I mean, because 
they were from Saudi Arabia, they gave me fabric and perfume and I don’t know 
what and oud and other junk and 20 thousand on top of them.213 At that time, that 
was the highest amount. Ten thousand. They were going to give 15 thousand, but 
my father-in-law became embarrassed, and they gave us 20 thousand. But I gave 
them back [to my husband] after I got married. 
 
Mahar in the Pearl Trading Era 
The father would take from it. The father would take from it. I tell you; each social 
class had its own thing. I mean; I used to see the servants. And the servants in the 
old days were from Bahrain. In the morning, when they were married, he would 
give her 20 rupees or 50 rupees. I don’t know how much. It’s as if he saw that she 
was good and proper and then he would give her the amount. I mean; this was all 

	
213 Oud is a type of incense.  
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because life was poor. The Gulf was very poor, so they would do what they could 
do, and the rich would do whatever they wanted, of course. 
 
Classes 
You must see the history. The petrol came. With petrol, modernity came. How? 
There was labor and there was wage. Before then, everyone was in debt. These 
were Bapco employees. They had a system of working from this time to this time 
and so the labor movement developed. In the year ’38 they went on strike and 
that’s how we evolved. With modern labor, which is the extraction of petrol, came 
the working class, schools increased, the war came of course, there was a bit of a 
boom with the English, they had camps and such. In ’45 the war ended, they left, 
the petrol was there but there was a depression. When the war ended, there were 
war traders and rich traders and others … There was a depression from ’45, ’48, 
until ’50, the labor movement began. A lot of people from our workers. At that time, 
Aramco had just begun. They went. They went and they all fell ill with tuberculosis 
because they had it in Saudi Arabia. So, you see migration. Khobar (Alkhubar) was 
full of Bahrainis. We’re talking about the early fifties. There weren’t any Saudis who 
knew how to work in petroleum. And so, the political action movements came in 
’53 and ’54, climaxing in ’55. In ’56 the English ended it and tossed that community 
and all that. And then the student and labor movement happened. At that time, 
there was awareness. Secondary school students and Bapco employees. There 
was the communist movement and the students believed in things and they’re all 
Marxist and they want equality. There was the Soviet Union, and the Labor Party 
was in London, and it was ruling – it wasn’t a game, either. So, there were 
demands. These were the people and people want to rule. They want to be 
represented. This movement was squashed in ‘56. The English, you know, after 
’56, were defeated in the Suez. They decided to leave the Suez Company 
altogether. In ’68 they decided to leave, and they said we’ll just create treaties 
between them, and so on, and independence happened – they gave it to them. All 
our rules requested and begged the English: stay and we’ll pay you. I remember I 
was reading; I was in London reading, and they said: we’ve never heard of a nation, 
all the nations fight for and defend their independence, these want us to colonize 
them (laughs). Honest to God. In their daily newspapers, I was reading this. So, 
independence happened and when you make something new you must put 
something big in place, which are the constitution and the elections and that mess. 
They saw that the matter was too heavy. Two years and a half. They couldn’t for 
any longer. They annulled it and the country was in a state of emergency. A state 
of emergency from ’75 until ’99. A state of emergency with the approval of the 
English and the Americans. All of them. They’re all liars and they want the biggest 
interest for themselves. Yes. And you know what happened after. I remember 
writing a paper in ’90. In the year ’90, Kuwait was occupied, and women wanted to 
drive in Riyadh (Alriyāḍ). We were old then. Women were driving and everyone 
was looking. I say the psychological barrier was over. Our fear of the organization 
… of organizations. The barrier of fear dissipated after Kuwait was occupied. 
Nobody freed Kuwait except for the foreigners. You know the shīūkh went to Taif 
(Alṭāyif). All of them. Anyways, at that time, the political action movement started 
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once again. You, see? The problem with political action movements, the biggest 
thing was in Bahrain because Bahrain was more aware than all countries. So was 
Kuwait. After they became liberated, they didn’t care about Saudi Arabia and about 
very conservative countries. Look at Kuwait now and the freedom they have. It’s a 
lot more. Sometimes I listen to the representatives, and I can’t believe how they’re 
speaking. So that’s what happened. And each country, I mean, we were supposed 
to enter the United Arab Emirates. It was called the Federation of Nine. All our 
problems would have been solved. Bahrain has economic problems. They said, 
leave Qatar and Bahrain. They want problems for us and for the English. Some 
people say Qatar demanded rule of Bahrain and this would create problems for us 
in the future. Some people said leave Qatar and Bahrain, Saudi Arabia might 
engulf them in the future. All the signs are here. I mean, who wants Saudi Arabia? 
We want the Emirates. I think it’s more modern and Saudi Arabia changed now, 
but the changes are too fast and too big. That’s the fear. God forbid something 
happens to Saudi Arabia, because we don’t want anything to happen. I personally 
don’t want anything to happen. Why? Because it doesn’t have civil society 
institutions. Nor does it have political institutions, social institutions, 
organizations… just the army and the religious men and both are dangerous. Civil 
society in Bahrain is over. It’s there, and if there was a bit of openness, they could 
assemble in one week. But in Saudi Arabia, that’s very difficult. Nothing has been 
established. We were organizing ourselves over 100 years in Bahrain; the political 
societies and the social societies and the women’s societies and this entire world. 
But we’re so small. We won’t make a difference. They always say: “They do make 
a difference; they do make a difference.” But the different is so small! You’re such 
a small number of people. We’re talking about Saudi Arabia! Will you make a 
difference in Hihaz (Alḥijāz) or Najd or Aseer (ʿAsyr) or the Northern Borders 
Province? No. These societies … look at their fences and you’ll see how they live 
… they’re so high! Even my fence is a bit high. What are you going to do? So, I tell 
you, the issue now is the youth. We’re over. We just have a story to tell you. An 
analysis. History. Now what will youth do, with this information revolution? The 
youth will make a difference. Look at you and look at the people around you and 
look at those who are younger. Look at the under-20s. My granddaughter does this 
(swipes) … the experience is different. If you only saw how I went to Paris for the 
OESD and I would go for days and I would look bit by bit. I remember in the ‘70s I 
got my master’s degree and they took us to Bryn Mawr College. It’s very famous 
and we went to it in a bus to see the lobbyists. “How to Lobby.” And they took us 
to Washington to see the lobbyists and we saw the ones for South Africa, and it 
was completely colonized then. And a representative came, and we went to his 
office and I remember he said this is a number you call and it gives you all the 
information you need. To me, it was a miracle! I mean, something huge in my life’s 
history. And when the Telex came about, I was so surprised. Chak chak chak chak 
and this comes out this way. And then the fax. We were amused by the fax. Then: 
the records. I kept them and said my grandchildren might sell them or keep them. 
Then: video. Then: CD. Oh no and television – we had to walk across the room 
and change the channel over there. My sister says, “Poor dad. He died and never 
saw the remote control.” I told her, “He didn’t see anything!” The world exploded 
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into something else. The new iPhone! Everything. Everything. So, we have to know 
that we’re over and this is all for the newer generations. When people say there’s 
chaos now. No, there isn’t any chaos. These generations will make their own rules. 
My children are 48 and 49 years old, 50 in December. So, they’re pretty old. And 
they laugh with their children, and everything is different. But we can’t force our 
opinions. Who listens to us anyways? We just say: “Here you go. Eat this. Drink 
this. Just come and visit us!” That’s it. And we give them money (laughs). My 
grandchildren make me so happy. A granddaughter just arrived. I don’t have any 
daughters. I have six grandchildren, five of them are boys, and my granddaughter 
just arrived.  
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Hind and Sara, Interview I 
 
Sara: Don’t you always say that for her entire life, the Bahraini woman has been 
good? She was strong? You can talk to her about Sheikh Isa bin Ali’s wife, Sheikha 
Aysha.  
Hind: She was brutal, though. 
Sara: That’s all right. At the end of the day, she accomplished things. Didn’t she 
say, “If it weren’t for this hijab, I would have ruled Bahrain?” This is a Bahraini 
woman. Tell her and tell her about diving.  
Hind: Look, the Bahraini woman has always been a strong woman and it’s known 
that I mean the Bahraini woman has more and wider freedoms now. I mean; 
women today have greater freedoms than they used to have. She now has the 
rights to education and knowledge and labor outside the house. She has the right 
to travel. I mean; she acquired a lot of rights with time. But during the pearl trade 
era, in the 1800s let’s say, and in the beginning of the 1900s, I mean, women didn’t 
have any rights. She didn’t have the right to choose a husband and she didn’t have 
the right to travel. She didn’t even have the right to leave her home and go and 
come as she pleases. She had to take permission from her husband. And yet, she 
was strong, and she tried. They say women couldn’t make decisions. So, the 
woman didn’t make any decisions. I mean, now, the man is the decision maker. 
We don’t disagree. But … if half the men in Bahrain go diving, and they spend four 
months at sea, and the woman is at home with her children, in those entire four 
months does she not make a single decision? About her sick child? Or about her 
going and coming? Or about her leaving the house if it collapses on her? Or about 
anything? Of course, she makes decisions!  
Sara: The men would go diving for a long time. She made all the decisions. He 
was gone.  
Hind: I mean, do you understand? She used to make decisions. She was the only 
one who made decisions. They say women didn’t used to work. Now she works in 
banks and companies and ministries – in everything. This started after education. 
Do you know when women’s education started? In 1928. In 1928, the first girls’ 
school in Bahrain was established. In Alhala. I went and I looked for the house and 
I didn’t find it. I wanted to see the school, but I couldn’t find it.  
Sara: Tell her about Albayat (Albayāt).  
Hind: What? 
Sara: Albayat and the women who used to go at night. 
Hind: This is about education.  
Sara: Yes, tell her later.  
Hind: First there were schools. Then there were universities. She gained 
knowledge and she could work in ministries. Now women have become 
undersecretaries of the ministry and ministers. I mean, this all happened because 
of education. Their work before education was limited to – well, a lot of things that 
women did. First, women were tailors. There weren’t any machines. There wasn’t 
an embroidery machine and people wouldn’t sew on an embroidery machine or a 
sewing machine. The woman would sew by herself, with a needle and thread. For 
example, this is my jalābīah. I will show you how. For example, a machine does 
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this. But they used to make a shalālah, before machines.214 Like my jalābīah now, 
a woman would sew it by hand, a shalālah. Women would wear thīāb.215 They 
would sew the thūb with their hands. There are two types of sewing. The normal 
sewing, where they would sew a thūb. I mean they would take wayl or take 
anything, like a jalābīah like this one or a darāʿah, or anything.216 And then you 
have the normal sewing, that they would call shalālah and chfāfah and laqṭa. I 
mean; it was all done by needle. There are women who sew, there are women 
who sew men’s clothes and women’s clothes and children’s clothes. For example, 
you’re a tailor. And I tell you, sew these two thūb for me. And you sew them 
shalālah and chfāfah. And there are kūārīr. Kūrār is like this, with gold. Women 
worked in kūrār. You also have zakhrafah, tīch, bakhīa, and like that.217 They do 
all of that with machines these days, but in the past the Bahraini woman would do 
it by hand. The sewing of nashil. Who would sew the nashil? They wouldn’t sew 
them like today, with a machine. Nashil on a machine. They used to inshil them 
with their hands on the ṭārah. They put the thūb and they would sew it with a 
needle. There was zakhrafah. Write down zakhrafah. Zakhrafah of clothes. This 
was for men, and this was for women and this was for children.  
 
Would women sew clothes to wear or to sell? 
Hind: No, no, this was trade, this was work. This was two make two or three 
bayzah. 
 
How would she sell them? Herself? 
Hind: No, no, no, no, the poor thing can’t sell. You hire. You’re rich, so you hire 
your clothes. She’s rich so she hires her clothes. I hire my clothes. Others are poor, 
for example, they can’t hire. So, the rich, the higher class, the ones who are the 
nūākhidhah’s wives, they’re the women who hire things to the regular class and 
they make some money from sewing, from zakhrafah, from naqdah. Do you know 
naqdah? It’s the one that shines like silver. This is naqdah... It has a special needle 
that they sew it with. Put it and take a photo of it. 
 
Sara: Tell her about the mother with the disabled child. Now we have thousands 
of centers, but she dealt with a disabled child by herself in a very modern way. 
Hind: ʿArab, back then, would wear a sirwāl and this is the leg of a sirwāl. They 
would create zakhāriyf on its leg.218 They would do this at home, with a needle and 
a thread. And look at this; this is the sleeve of a dress. This is a sleeve of a dress. 
Look. This is the leg of a sirwāl. Imagine: they used to make this. This sleeve, the 
sleeve of this dress, the sleeve of this darāʿah, they would make it with zarī, they 
would buy the zarī, they would bring this zarī from India and they would do this. 

	
214 A shalālah is a technical sewing term. 
215 Thiyāb is the plural form of thūb, which is an outer layer that women wore on 
top of their jalābīah or darāʿah when indoors.   
216 Wayl is a type of fabric. 
217 Zakhrafah, tīch and bakhīah are different embroidery styles. 
218 Zakhārīf are designs made with embroidery.   
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They would also bring them from London and Paris; they would bring the golden 
threads from France.  
 
Who would bring them? 
Hind: The traders! The traders would bring them…  
 
Was it expensive? 
Hind: They wouldn’t charge for the thūb. They would take hire. But, I mean, the 
hires were not high. Not at that time. 
 
Was the lease per working hour? 
Hind: No, no, there weren’t working hours. You would come with your thūb. You 
would bring this, and that, like so, this is tilī, they bring tilī from India.219 They don’t 
make tilī here. No. They bring khūṣ and they spread it on the chair. One the back 
of the chair. Like a dining table chair. And they sit down, and they sew naqdah. 
They take the working hire – the thūb’s hire.  
 
For one thūb? 
Hind: One thūb’s hire would be, I mean, two dinars, three dinars, not more.  
 
Was that a large amount? 
Hind: In that time, I mean, things were not expensive like this. For example, a 
burlap bag of rice, one that would be this big, not this big like the ones we find 
today, no, this big, the really big one, that would cost 12 rupees. There isn’t ṣāfī 
fish now, not like there used to be.220 We used to bring it because our house was 
near the sea. They would bring it in phases. Each ṣāfī fish would be this long. The 
Bin Bahar household (Bayt bin Baḥar) would bring it and sell it. A quarter would be 
for a rupee and a half. Ḥalwā today costs three dinars or four dinars for half a kilo. 
Back then, the really really really good quality would cost a rupee at most. A quarter 
would be for a rupee. A quarter would fill up a bowl this big, so 20 rupees was a 
good amount. 
 
Who would go to the market and shop? Would women buy their own 
groceries?  
Hind: No. Then who would do all her work? The woman would go to the market. 
They wouldn’t go as much as women go today. Look, the traders’ and the shīūkh’s 
houses had the conception that women don’t go to the marketplace, but most of 
Bahrain’s population was divers and poor families. So, women would go to the 
souq. Our firīj back then wasn’t here in Busaiteen, it was in Muharraq, and there 
was the sea … Everyone would go to the souq. 
Sara: What would they do in the souq? 

	
219 Tiliy is fabric that is embroidered with metal. The more expensive versions 
would be embroidered with silver.  
220 Ṣāfī is rabbit fish, potentially the most eaten fish in Bahrain. 
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Hind: They would go buy their groceries. They would buy their groceries. They 
would buy their necessities. The men were diving. The men were diving and who 
would take care of the young children? There weren’t any servants. The women 
themselves were the servants. Who would buy their clothes? Who would buy their 
necessities? Who would take them to the doctor, and bring them back? I mean; 
the woman would have to go out. All women did. The shīūkh thought it was ʿayb 
for women to go to the souq. Not because women shouldn’t go to the souq, but 
because they are seen as bigger and better than the souq. Do you understand this 
perspective? It’s not a view of women in the souq. No. I mean, suppose I am the 
wife of a sheikh and you’re poor. I mean; for me it is ʿayb that I am the wife of a 
sheikh and I go to the souq. And from this angle, from this perspective, the woman 
didn’t go to the souq. The poor woman from the middle class or the poorer class, 
she would go to the souq, because who would run her errands? Who would buy 
her groceries? How would buy her things? She must go to the souq. So, women 
didn’t never go out.  
 
Would she take someone with her, or would she go out alone?  
If she found someone to go with, she went with her. They would go in groups of 
three, walking, each one of them with her own work. And if she didn’t have anyone 
to go with, that wouldn’t be a problem.  
Sara: Tell her about Belgrave for a bit.  
Hind: No, ignore Belgrave. He came later. He can get lost! So, the woman worked 
a lot. She had a lot of work to do. 
 
What other work did she have?  
Hind: She had sewing to do, which we talked about. She also practiced – I wrote 
them down here for you. Here it is. There’s a woman who midwives. This woman 
midwives. We had one in our firīj. Her name was Um Sultan (ʾUm Sulṭan). She 
midwives. I mean, any woman who went into labor, she would go to her and birth 
her. A lady called Shama AlBaaris (Shammah Albaʿarīs), or whatever her name 
was, delivered babies too. I mean, a lot of women were midwives, because there 
wasn’t anything. I mean, what would the woman do? When the man was away for 
four months and there wasn’t work? There wasn’t anything. 
 
Were midwives paid? 
Hind: She would receive a sum, yes. They would give her a sum that was 
appropriate for that time period. I mean, a dinar back then. Now you throw it away 
like that, but back then a dinar formed a wealth.  
Sara: How did a woman learn how to deliver babies, even when she wasn’t a 
doctor?  
Hind: The American hospital opened … then how were generations and 
civilizations before modern medicine born? I mean, who delivered those babies? 
Sara: Who delivered those babies? 
Hind: Women. But I mean sometimes … there were a lot of mistakes  
 
Like what? 
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Hind: It wasn’t their fault. Sometimes, the child would be in breach. You know how 
a child’s head should be at the bottom? His head would be at the top, and his legs 
would be at the bottom. When he’s born, by God’s power, he flips and his head 
leaves first and then the rest of him. Sometimes, the child would be this way (points 
arms horizontally). When the child is positioned like this, the woman cannot deliver. 
She dies. The child dies because he suffocates, and the woman dies.  
Sara: Wasn’t there a woman called Fatima Alzayani? 
Hind: That’s much later. When the American hospital came and said that when 
the child is positioned horizontally, and he won’t be delivered, and the woman will 
die, bring her to the hospital. A caesarean is an operation where they cut the 
stomach and they remove the baby. Do you know about it? When it first came to 
Bahrain, the ʿulamāʾ said, the religious ʿulamāʾ, said it was ḥarām.221 Not that the 
cesarean was ḥarām, but that it was ḥarām for a man to see a woman. There used 
to be two American doctors.  
 
What year was this? 
Hind: This was in 1938. It started functioning. First, they would operate at night. 
There wasn’t any electricity then, so they operated in the streets while the 
American hospital was being built. First, the ʿulamāʾ protested. Then the people 
reacted to the ʿulamāʾ. They said: “You’re what are ḥarām. God wasn’t going to 
punish you when surgery wasn’t an option, but now women might die and we say 
we want to help them, we’ll carry them, we’ll support them, and you’re trying to 
stop us?” A man took his wife to the hospital. She was in labor, and a woman came 
to her house to deliver the baby, and she said, “There’s no use because I can feel 
the son’s head in her side.” So, he grabbed [his wife] and took her to the hospital. 
They cut her stomach and removed the healthy child and sewed her up, and she 
was in God’s protection. This lady went, then this lady went, then this lady went, 
and the Muslims progressed. All of them. Once they feel like a woman went into 
labor and couldn’t deliver, they took her to the hospital. I mean; women were not 
ignorant. I mean; we had ignorance. I say: “She’s ignorant,” if she couldn’t read or 
write. That’s correct. Not being able to read or write is a type of ignorance. I mean, 
but she wasn’t ignorant in the sense that she couldn’t understand. She understood. 
She understood what was harmful and what was helpful, what was clean and what 
was dirty and things like that. 
 
Did Bahraini women work at the American hospital? 
Hind: Yes. They went and they worked. But what did they work? They worked as 
servants. They swept the floors and they cleaned.  
 
Did they work as midwives or nurses? 
Hind: No, no no, provide treatment? No, no, they didn’t provide treatment. They 
only went to, for example, help the doctors. This doctor would be sitting down, and 
they would go, and you’d be at the door, and if they called your name, they would 
come to you and take you to the doctor. Some people worked with them, too. 

	
221 The ʿulamāʾ are the religious leaders. 
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Kadhem (Kādhim) and others and others. They all worked with them. The ones we 
saw later. I mean, they worked like that: an assistant to the doctor. Until the hospital 
developed, until it became bigger, until the doctors came, until they opened 
schools, and so on. I mean; they opened a school too. 
 
Which school? 
Hind: In 1906. They opened a school called Albaloot School. Albaloot is a palm 
tree. They said, this is Albaloot School, and they opened the school, and they 
started teaching the girls in it, and they were teaching the boys in it, and then the 
ʿulamāʾ protested. They said: “The Christians are teaching them, and they’re 
steering the students away from Islam, and they’re telling them Christ is God, and 
Mary the Virgin was pregnant.” And yet the school continued to function. The 
students went. The Bahraini populace is religious. But it wouldn’t obey the ʿ ulamāʾ. 
I mean, yes, the muṭawaʿ would say that this was ḥarām, and this, and this, and 
they would preach about this being ḥarām in the Friday khuṭbah, but they used to 
take the opinions of the doctors, for example. 
Sara: That’s because Bahrain was a transit area – a trade area. So, they saw a lot 
of people. It was different. 
Hind: They call us shiʿūb almīnāʾ.222 How? We have a marine port. Ships come to 
Bahrain and then go to India. They come to us first, and then they leave and go to 
these places, like London and others. So, we are shiʿūb almīnāʾ. You can’t stop 
shiʿūb almīnāʾ from evolving or changing. So, the American hospital carried on, 
the school carried on, regardless of the ʿulamāʾ’s protests. Medicine carried on. 
Women went to give birth. As soon as a woman felt her child was in her hip, she 
went to the doctor to give birth, before she went into labor and before the child 
died.  
Sara: Our traders went to India, too, right?  
Hind: Yes, yes. 
Sara: This all made Bahrain different.  
Hind: They wore glasses. People whose eyes… I mean; [the people] modernized 
with education and with the days that came to them. The American wasn’t here to 
treat the sick; he was here to preach Christianity. They wanted to make us 
Christians. Women stood up in the face of religion. They couldn’t change her. 
Every time she went… I used to go with my mother. I was a child, and I used to go 
with my mother I mean, a lady would come, they called her Um Sara (ʾUm Sārah), 
and she would read the Bible to us (laughs). In the hospital, she would read the 
Bible to us, and she would read. We didn’t mind her. She wanted to read the Bible; 
let her read the Bible. Until she said … I mean, once, Um Humood (ʾUm Ḥumūd), 
Um Humood is a normal woman. I mean; her sides hurt, so my mom took her to 
the hospital. My mother, God have mercy on her soul, appointed herself as 
responsible for the firīj. So, any woman who was sick, or any woman about to have 
a baby, she would take her to the hospital. That day, she was taking Um Humood 
to the hospital. I got into the taxi with them (laughs). We went, and there was Um 
Sara. She said: “You have a prophet. We don’t disagree. Mohamed is your 

	
222 Shiʿūb almīnāʾ translates to people of the port. 
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prophet.” They said: “Yes, peace be upon him.” They were all sitting. She said, “If 
somebody was going to invite you to his children’s wedding, his son’s getting 
married…” She was talking to Um Humood. “… And he sent you his son to invite 
you, would it be better for you, and a more generous gesture for you, than if he 
sent you his servant, and the servant invited you to the wedding? Or if he sent you 
his son, and the son invited you to the wedding?” So, Um Humood said, “Of course 
it would be a more generous gesture if he sent his son.” And she said, “We’re like 
that. [God] sent us his son.” She was talking about the prophet Isa. “And he sent 
you Mohamed, his slave. You always say that he is his slave and his prophet.” Um 
Humood said, “Oh no. Get up, Um Yousif (ʾUm Yūsif), take me away. I didn’t know” 
(laughs). So, my mother said, “Why are you shouting?” She said, “She made me 
say Mohamed was a slave.” My mother said, “Yes, he’s [God’s] slave and his 
prophet, Um Humood, you didn’t say anything wrong. Just ignore her.” She said, 
“She made me say that Christ was the Son of God.” Stuff like that. They stood in 
the face of religion. They didn’t change their clothes. They didn’t change their 
dress. Their hair was covered. Their clothes were a thūb. When a woman went 
out, she covered her face with a thin ghishwah. They call it a fāshah. A fāshah on 
the face, but the face is covered. And she would go and come to the souq and she 
worked. She worked in music. A lot of the band members were women. Only a few 
were men. The rest were all women… 
Sara: And the wives of shīūkh would wear men’s clothes to go and see them 
dance.  
Hind: A masseur. Women worked in massage. 
Sara: Ask her.  
Hind: She worked in massage.  
Sara: Ask her about the women who would study at night.  
Hind: Massage. Some women, you just call them, and they come massage you at 
home. They do post-natal massages. And if a woman falls ill and then heals a little 
bit, they massage her. Or if a woman complains about an ache in her back, or ache 
in her knees, or anything like that, the masseur would come and massage her. 
Sara: Throat. Ghamāzah.223 
Hind: For the throat, they would ghamiz the children. 
Sara: This is all folk medicine. 
Hind: In children, sometimes, the tonsils close. Now, each tonsil is separate. 
Sometimes, the tonsils close. There’s dirt between them, I mean. So, she takes a 
khūṣah and she opens the child’s mouth, and she moves the tonsil like this, so if 
there’s any dirt they remove it, they call it ghamiz the child, ghamāzah. So, they 
worked in the medicine that they were capable of.  
 
Is this when pomegranate skin would be used? 
Hind: This is folk medicine. They would use it all the time. They use it a lot. They 
use myrrh. Now when the divers come back, they’re covered in blisters. So, they 
put pomegranate skin on the blisters they have. They put myrrh with rose water. 

	
223 A ghamāzah is a woman who would ghamiz. This is a performance of folk 
medicine to treat inflamed tonsils.  
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They put myrrh with rose water, and they treat the blisters. Sometimes, if it’s 
outside, that makes sense. But, if there are other diseases, diseases related to the 
stomach and to the intestines, then they can’t do anything. But, I mean, for 
toothaches they use cloves. That’s something they use. 
 
Did specific women practice folk medicine, or was it practiced generally?  
Hind: No, there were specific women.  I mean, you go to a woman, and she makes 
it and gives it to you. Pomegranate skin was good for the mouth. They also take 
sidir.224 I mean, they take sidir leaves and they drink them. They put them in water, 
and they soak them, and they drink the water. She would have a lot of things. They 
would take them from a book called al-Antaki (Alanṭāky).225 He wrote the book. It 
has stuff about myrrh and stuff about this and that and this and that. Do you know 
what I mean? I mean; some of them take it and make it. My aunt, God have mercy 
on her, my father’s sister, she used to make stuff like this.  
Sara: Really? 
Hind: Yes, yes.  
Sara: Just a moment – I want to tell the girl something. Her father’s mother – 
imagine! She was old. What’s her name, my father’s mother? Imagine: she used 
to read poetry. I mean, how was she reading at that time? 
Hind: They used to read! They went to the muṭawaʿ. In every firīj, there would be 
three muṭawaʿ who taught children how to read… 
Sara: Imagine. She used to write poetry, in those days. How would she recite 
poetry? 
Hind: No, she didn’t write poetry. She used to memorize it. Memorize poetry. She 
had a strong memory, and she would memorize. She would read. I’m telling you. 
Our topic is the muṭawaʿ. The muṭawaʿ is everywhere. The boy would be with the 
girl. I mean, you have a son and you put him in the class. I have a daughter, and I 
put her in the class with the same muṭawaʿah. They wouldn’t separate the boys 
from the girls. 
Sara: Would the class by taught by a muṭawaʿah or muṭawaʿ?  
Hind: You take your son to a muṭawaʿ, and you find girls with the boys, you take 
him to a muṭawaʿah and you find boys with the girls, it’s all the same. In our firīj 
there’s a man … and he taught my mother how to read. What difference does it 
make? They all teach you how to read. So now the Quran is difficult, it’s not easy 
to read. But they read the Quran. But they don’t read papers. They don’t know how 
to read papers. Why? Why does my mother read? 
Sara: My aunt reads 
Hind: Why did they read? Because they came out of an environment that read. 
They put them in the muṭawaʿ, and they read Quran and they read alif bāʾ tāʾ and 
they read Quran as it was meant to be read, pronunciation. I mean, for ʾalḥamdu 
they didn’t say ʾalḥamdulilāh and move on. No: ʾalḥamdu, alif fatḥah, lām saknah, 

	
224 Sidir is a plant called Ziziphus spina-christi. It is also known as the Christ’s thorn 
jujube. 
225 Dawud al-Antanki (Dāwūd Alanṭāky) is a Syrian physician and pharmacist who 
was active in Cairo in the 16th century.  
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hāʾ kasrah, dāl ḍamah, and so on.226 So they read the word with the letters and 
with the diacritics. So, they came out of the muṭawaʿ knowing how to read. 
 
How old would they be?  
Hind: They start memorizing at four years. From the age of four, she would go to 
the muṭawaʿ, and she would stay for a year, two years, three years, four years, 
until she memorizes the Quran. And they came out of an environment that read. 
So, they found a newspaper, and they read it. And they found a book, and they 
read it. So, they continued reading. So, I mean; my mom left the muṭawaʿ reading. 
And then she found my father reading. He would get himself a magazine, or he 
would get himself a newspaper, or he would get himself a book. So, she would 
read too, and that was okay because she had already read the Quran and the 
Quran is difficult. It’s not easy. But the rest didn’t read when they left the muṭawaʿ 
and it was over for them.  
 
What was the social attitude towards girls who read? 
Hind: There wasn’t a differentiation. No, no. It wasn’t like this girl is educated and 
this girl isn’t educated. They were all the same.  
Sara: Tell her about the women who studied at night – the ones who used to go to 
Hanan Albayat (Ḥanān Albayāt). 
Hind: This … start a new page in your notebook. The woman worked as a sagāya. 
She irrigated. She worked as a servant in the houses. She would work as a servant 
for her food, and she would eat and drink in the house and she would take the 
leftovers to her children. She worked a nanny for the shīūkh’s children. Or she 
worked a servant in the shīūkh’s houses, she would eat her lunch and eat her 
dinner and take the leftovers to her children. She worked as a nanny, and she 
worked as a servant and she worked as a sagāyah… 
Sara: And she worked as a tailor. 
Hind: Yes. She would take her lunch; she would sell. If she had a cow, she would 
sell the cow’s milk and she would sell the butter and the yoghurt, and she would 
sell the buttermilk. That’s women’s work. She would sell eggs and chickens and 
geese. Do you know geese? A goose is between a duck and between a … the one 
that waddles. She would take peanuts and fry them and sell them. In every path, 
you would find a lady with a jifīr. What would she sell? Instead of going to the souq, 
you would go to her. She sells nuts. She sells peanuts. She sells pumpkin seeds. 
All on the street.  
Sara: She also sold fabric. 
Hind: They sold eggs. She sells buttermilk. She sells milk. She sells butter. And 
they did whatever they could. I’m not telling you they lived a luxurious life. But they 
lived.  
Sara: Sewing. They sewed bed sheets. How did they sew?  
Hind: Sewing, yes, everything was done with a needle. Do you mean madrasīah 
sewing; the one they called madrasīah sewing? ʿArab didn’t know how to do this. 

	
226 ʾAlḥamdu is the word, and alif fatḥah, lām saknah, hāʾ kasrah and dāl ḍamah 
are its individual letters with their diacritics. 
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The ʿarab all sewed like this. The ʿarab way of sewing, like I told you. Like this. 
Men’s clothes, and women’s clothes. Like they used to sew. This is after they came 
and after they opened the schools, and a man came, and his name was Zakaria 
Albayat (Zakarīā Albayāt). They brought him to teach reading. Where? At Alhidaya 
[Alkhalifiyah School]. He came to Bahrain, and he brought his mother Zakariat 
(Zakarīāt) and he brought his sister Fatima. What did he do? He rented a house 
and he put them in it, in the south. Zakaria Albayat and Fatima Albayat and [their] 
mother. He worked in the schools. They call him Zakaria Albayat. Now, Fatima 
alBayat and her mother Zakariat started visiting people. Write this down. She 
visited families. She went to Fakhro house, [and] my father’s house, [and] Ali bin 
Abdulla [Alkhalifa]’s house, he had daughter’s too, she went to Abdulla Alzayid 
(alzāyid)’s house, and they started to get invited to the ʾikbārīah’s houses because 
they were Lebanese, and their brother was a teacher. At that time, how did people 
see teachers? Not at all like they see teachers today. No. He was a teacher! Like 
principals back then. A child would fear principals. Girls would shiver when the 
teacher said, “The principal wants to see you.” Look at them now. Anyway, they 
started inviting them. They would ask them, “Do you have girls? Why don’t you 
teach them?” This was Fatima. She would ask. They said, “We took them to the 
muṭawaʿ and now they read Quran.” She asked, “Do they know how to write?” 
They said, “No.” She said, “Why don’t they come to me? I’ll teach them how to 
write.” They said… notice, she was invited to the ʾikbārīah’s houses, the rich 
people, she said “Let them come to me at night, since they don’t go out during the 
day, let them come to me at night and I will teach them.” So, they went from Ali bin 
Abdulla’s house. My aunt, may she rest in peace, went…They became 8 or 9 girls, 
something like that. She turned them into a class, and she started reading with 
them.  
 
What did they read? 
Hind: She told him to bring notebooks and bring pencils and her brother, who was 
Zakaria alBayat and was a teacher, would give her books that taught [the girls] 
how to read and write. They already read, because they’ve read the Quran, so they 
learned the alphabet. Writing. Because they already know how to read, this was 
easy for them. They started these classes knowing how to read, so writing was 
easy to learn. So, they started going at night. This is the true beginning of women’s 
education. And I tell you this from my own father. This information isn’t from just 
anybody. My father, may he rest in peace, was a witness of the age, like they say. 
Charles Belgrave said he had the honor of opening the first girl’s school and he is 
a liar. This was how education started at that time. 
 
What year was this? 
Hind: 1927 
 
Before schools? 
Hind: Listen to me; now I’ll tell you. Abdulla bin Isa, at that time, was the Minister 
of Education. He was appointed, Abdulla bin Isa, a sheikh. And teachers would 
sometime visit him in his majlis in Muharraq. Abdulla bin Isa said to them – my 
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father was there too… they would go and stop by his majlis from time to time – he 
said, “I hear there are girls who go to a house for Zakaria Albayat’s sister.”  
 
Did they go secretly, or did people know?  
Hind: No, they used to go. The servant would take them. Zilikha (Zilykha) would 
take them. 
Sara: That’s what I meant. 
Hind: Zilikha would go and walk behind them until they reach the house. There 
she’d sit and wait until their lesson was over. And the same was true for the Fakhro 
girls; the lady who would bring them was called Saeeda (Sʿīdah). 
Sara: Did they go secretly, or did their parents know? 
Hind: No, the Arabs knew. There was nothing wrong with it – that these girls were 
going to learn how to write. She also taught them a type of sewing called 
madrasīah, tīch and sharak and laf.227 She taught them. She told them bring a rag 
with you and she started drawing for them and they would take sewing lessons 
with her. She taught them arts. About the arts, my aunt Fatima said they would 
take a yaḥlah. Do you know liyḥan? They now strike them to make music and they 
sell them for pottery. She told them to bring some. She said, “I want each girl to 
bring something like that.” My aunt said she took a yaḥlah with her. She said that 
she also told them bring some starch, and each girl brought some starch with her. 
And she also told them to bring a little bit of mung beans, or legumes, or lentils, 
“Whatever you want! Bring some mung beans, or legumes, or lentils, if they were 
beans.” She said she would teach them art. So, my aunt said, “She melted the 
starch for us, and we did this and that to the līḥān, and we put starch on it, and we 
left it with her. And this was the art class. The next time, she told us to bring cans.” 
Do you know the cans that have paint? The small metal ones? They’re for paint, 
and they sell them. They’re quite small. She said, “Bring a can with you, and bring 
a shaving brush, if you have an old one.” My aunt had an old shaving one that was 
her brother’s, so she took it with her. And the project they worked on during the 
last lesson was hard, I mean it was dry, so she said, “We painted them. Some 
silver, some gold, some red, based on the girl’s mood.” She said, “This was the 
arts class. She would also give you sewing lessons, tīch and sharak and stuff like 
that.” And she said that she was going to teach them how to write. Abdulla bin Isa 
asked, “they say the girls are going at night to Zakaria Albayat’s sister. What’s their 
system? Do they get together every night?” So, my father said – my father was 
sitting there – he said, he told him, “Sheikh, they go to her and learn how to write. 
They learned how to read from the muṭawaʿ, but they’re learning how to write.” He 
asked, “They’re learning how to write?” They said, “Yes.” My father says that 
Othman Alhorani (ʿUthmān Alḥūrānī) asked, “Why don’t you teach them during the 
day, and have them go during the day?” So, my father said, “Because the 
daughters of these big families don’t go out during the day. They learn at night.” 
So Othman Alhorani, who was also a teacher, he was a principal, said, “Put them 
all together and open a classroom and let whoever wants to study … study during 
the day. Why don’t they study during the day?” So, this person talked, and that 

	
227 Tīch, sharak, and laf are sewing techniques.  
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person talked, and this person talked, and that person talked. Othman Alhorani 
told Abdulla bin Isa, “Now, you’re teaching the boys. Tomorrow, when the boys 
want to get married, they’ll marry girls who they consider to be ignorant. Why don’t 
you teach the girls, like you’re teaching the boys? And you already have a principal: 
Fatima Albayat.” So, Abdulla bin Isa said, “We opened a school for boys and the 
ʿulamāʾ protested aggressively. They said that we had abandoned Islam.” My 
father says that a man called Alṣaḥāf had said that Isa bin Ali was an apostate. 
Why was he an apostate? Because he opened a school to teach boys. So, my 
father told them, he told Jassim Alshirawi (Jasim Alshīrawī) he told Abdulla Alzayed 
and he told those who were a little bit educated, he said to Abdulla bin Isa, “All of 
the ʿulamāʾ who protested have now enrolled their sons in the schools. So, we’re 
not forcing anyone. Whoever want to enroll her daughter can do so, and who 
doesn’t want to won’t be forced into it.” So, Abdulla bin Isa said he would tell Sheikh 
Hamad. That’s because Sheikh Hamad was ruling; Sheikh Isa had been cut off. 
So, Sheikh Hamad said that he did not mind, but nobody should be forced to enroll 
his daughter. So, they rented a house there in the south, a school, they rented a 
house and they put them there. There’s a lady called Latifa Alzayani and she has 
a daughter called Maryam Alzayani. They put them as teachers, teaching the girls 
how to read Quran. And Fatima Albayat was teaching them how to write. And they 
brought boys’ books to them at the beginning. They gave them to them, and bit by 
bit education developed.  
 
Were the books religious? 
Hind: No, no, they were a variety of books. 
 
Were people accepting? Or was there a ʿayb connotation?  
Hind: No, no. The ʿ arab started enrolling their daughters. What did I tell you? Don’t 
you know the Bahraini people? The Bahraini people have a capacity of accepting 
anything new and evolving. 
Sara: A flexible people.  
Hind: Your daughter’s in the school and my daughter’s in the school. She’s just in 
school, learning. If somebody insulted her and said, “Girls who went to school and 
learned how to write would write to men”, they’d tell them “Let her write to men!” 
My father, may he rest in peace, said the women’s renaissance, or what they call 
the women’s renaissance in Bahrain, started when a woman in the north held her 
daughter’s hand and took her to the south to study and learn. So, the ʾikbārīah 
were going at night to Fatima Albayat … all these girls were put in the school. And 
Abdulla bin Isa put his son’s daughters in the school because he didn’t have any 
daughters at that time. His daughters were older … Mohamed bin Isa put his 
daughters. He had small daughters. The school just happened. In two years, 
Fatima Albayat left, and they brought a lady called Arifah (ʿārifah). And then Arifah 
left, and the school grew, and the classes changed, so they built Khadija Alkubra 
School and they moved [into] it. 
 
And Charles Belgrave had nothing to do with this? 
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Hind: Charles Belgrave had nothing to do with it. That liar. He wrote in his memoirs 
that he suggested to Sheikh Hamad that he opens a school for the girls, and he’s 
a liar. A liar. My father says he’s a liar. 
 
And his wife? 
Hind: Do you know how to sew like this? 
Sara: She’s asking you about Belgrave’s wife. What did she do to the women? 
Hind: Mālat ‘alayha, in my opinion she destroyed the schools.228 
 
Why? What did she do? 
Hind: She’s a good person. I’m not saying she’s not a good person. She’s cultured. 
My handwriting is bad. Until today, my handwriting is really bad. Look at it. 
Sara: It’s better now 
Hind: It’s not good handwriting. Look at it. It isn’t nice. They give us a notebook for 
penmanship. And my teacher wanted me to copy the penmanship in it! Now, I don’t 
know how to write like that. There was no way I could copy the penmanship. So, 
she took a ruler and she hit me here, on my hand. 
Sara: The ruler had a metal edge. 
Hind: She hit me here. I still remember it. She didn’t hit me here, either (points at 
palm). No, she hit me here (points at knuckles). Once, I told her to hit me in my 
palm, because it would hurt less than the knuckles. She continued to hit me, and 
she would ask me why my handwriting was bad. Every time we had a penmanship 
lesson, she would have to hit me. And then they got the rulers with the metal edges. 
So, she started hitting me with them like this and like that and here and there. And 
once, the counselor’s wife saw her hitting me. She was hitting me here and there 
and hitting the girl next to me too. So, she said, “Come here, why are you hitting 
them?” She told her, “Because their handwriting is bad.” So, she said, “Don’t you 
know that it’s not the hands that write, it’s the brain that writes? The brain writes. 
The girl doesn’t write. The brain is what writes like that. So, you can’t do anything 
about it. Let that girl write. What you’re doing is going to stop her from writing 
altogether.” I mean, she was cultured, and she wasn’t pretty either, poor thing, 
Belgrave was so handsome, and she was ugly. I mean; she dressed very modestly 
too. All those dresses down to there! And people were acting like Belgrave’s wife 
was angel from heaven. And how lucky was the person who saw her! And how 
lucky was the student who she talked to! Anyways, she was very cultured; I’m not 
saying she wasn’t. 
 
Then why did you say mālat ‘alayha?  
Hind: She really likes embroidery. She likes sewing and she likes embroidery, and 
the advisor was an artist. So, she would bring sheets, I mean, up to the edge of 
that table. Did you study at Khadija Alkubra School? 
 
No 

	
228 The speaker is cursing Belgrave’s wife when she says, “Mālat ‘alayha.”   
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Hind: You didn’t study at Khadija Alkubra School. I mean, for example, a girl would 
stand there, and another girl there, and another girl there, and they would hold the 
sheet… and why? These weren’t sheets. They were massive. I mean, what were 
they? Belgrave would draw them, and his wife would bring flowers and you would 
have to extract colors from the flowers and sew them and you would sew the 
sheets with the flower’s colors. 
Sara: Ask her what time they would do this. 
Hind: And it wasn’t one sheet. I mean; she diverted the school’s focus from 
education to sewing and embroidery to the extent that each school would conduct 
an exhibition for sewing. I mean; now this is an elementary school. You’re 
supposed to teach them and develop their writing and help them. No. A big part of 
schooling was sewing. This is what the advisor’s wife did. 
 
And what did she do with the sheets? Did she take them? 
Hind: We had sewing classes. Everyone would be given something to sew. 
Sara: Where did they take the sheets? 
Hind: We don’t know! They would display them in the exhibitions. And the advisor 
would take them. 
Sara: Yes. But imagine, why didn’t she let them sew during working hours? They 
used to sew in the middle of the night. They didn’t sew only during working hours. 
Hind: Yes, for the exhibition!  
Sara: Imagine! They’d be scared. Back then, they used to be scared from 
something called Um Homar (Um ʾIḥmār), so they would go back to their homes 
in the morning.229 They’d spend the whole night sewing.  
 
Were these the women or the girls? 
Sara: The women.  
Hind: And during school hours, the girls used to sew too. 
Sara: Yes, but I mean, for example, the teachers, including her sister, and this is 
something I’ve seen with my own eyes, she told us that a single sheet would go 
from here all the way to our house’s fence, if not even longer. I don’t know, though, 
where the sheets went. 
Hind: The advisor.  
Sara: See. He took them. 
Hind: We don’t know where he takes them because these aren’t sheets for a bed. 
Unless they used them to cover ceilings? We don’t know. My poor sister used to 
never come home before midnight. 
Sara: Yes. 
Hind: I don’t know how to sew. 
Sara: She’s smart, but she doesn’t sew. But her sister told me that day would 
break, and they wouldn’t have gone home yet. 
Hind: If the advisor’s wife really cared about education, more than she cared about 
sewing, schools would be very different.  
Sara: Yes, but God knows what was going on in her mind. I’m sure she had a goal. 

	
229 Um ʾIḥmār is a mythical folk villain that is part woman and part donkey.  
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Hind: What goal?  
Sara: No, I mean, she made use of those girls. 
Hind: And women worked in weddings. Farāshāt. They prepare the firshah. They 
hammer the nails and hang the mirrors and they take care of pouring coffee. 
Weddings used to be ten days long. I mean; I think if the counselor’s wife cared 
about education more than sewing, she would have helped the girls a lot more. 
These were the labors that women performed. She would sell eggs. She would 
sell milk. She would sell buttermilk. She would sell chickens. Stuff like that. Didn’t 
you hear about Souq Alarbia? The women would go and sell in it. You have eggs 
so you go and sell them. I have chickens, so I take them? 
 
Where is it? 
Hind: It’s in Manama. Its place is still there, even though the swg isn’t. 
Sara: The place is still there. The souq was removed, but she knows the way to it.  
 
How did women go to it?  
Hind: On a boat. A jālbūt.230 I mean; it wasn’t a big boat. It was a jālbūt that you 
got on in Muharraq, and it would take you to Manama. It would take you to the 
Manama Bridge and you would walk there.  
 
Would women go alone? 
Hind: I mean, for example, I have stuff to sell. You have stuff to sell. We get 
together and go. 
 
Was the route considered easy or difficult?  
Hind: No, it was easy. The way to Manama is easy. There isn’t anything to it. Do 
you know the English embassy? This used to be the political resident’s house. This 
is where the boat would land.  
Sara: She’s talking about the old British Council. 
Hind: You wouldn’t walk over a bridge. There isn’t a bridge. You get on in 
Muharraq and it goes all the way to the political resident’s house. There. There’s 
the port and there she’d depart, and she’d go walk to Souq Alarbia. And she would 
go sell what she has, and she would come back and take a boat and come to 
Muharraq. 
 
Would she go for the entire day? 
Hind: Yes, for the entire day. 
 
Who would take care of her children? 
Sara: Who would take care of her children?  
Hind: Either the daughter in law goes and her mother-in-law takes care of the 
children, or the grandmother goes, and the children are with the mother in law, 
something like that. 

	
230 A jālbūt is a boat that was used during diving trips. Its base is between 25 and 
60 feet long.  
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Sara: Back then; people would even leave their children with their neighbors. I 
mean; look, her brother, may he rest in peace, he was breastfed by 15 women. I 
mean; back then, it was normal. They didn’t have a problem with it. I leave my child 
with you. Now things are different. Even her sister. Her sister is a little bit sick. I 
asked her, “How did you go?” She said, “We were afraid. We used to believe that 
there was Um Homar, so we came home at 5 a.m.” “When would your sister come 
home?” She said, “5 a.m.” Your sister, after they sewed, in the morning, they would 
come home and then go back to work. 
Hind: I can’t hear you. 
Sara: I’m telling you that your sister, when they used to sew the sheets, they would 
be afraid, and they would come back in the morning and they would go back to 
work again at the school. That means they would work at night and during the day. 
Hind: Yes 
Sara: I mean, can you believe, I tell her, her sister used to come visit us because 
she loved sewing. She doesn’t like sewing, she is a good writer and a good poet, 
but her sister told us how they would come in the morning and sleep and go back 
to work? That was because of their loyalty. Yes. 
 
Were they paid for their work at night? 
Hind: No, psht!  
Sara: They didn’t have that notion. They took advantage of them.   
 
Sara: Women used to dance and sing. Dance and sing. The bands! And they said 
that back then the shīūkh’s daughters would go and cover their faces and wear 
men’s clothes and they would watch the performance. Tell her about that. 
Hind: I’ve never heard of that. A woman covering her face and going – never heard 
of it! Unless that happened in individual cases. Shīūkh or girls, in the age I lived in, 
I mean, I was aware in the ‘40s, around ’39. I mean, I’ve never heard of it. 
Sara: Maybe it wasn’t true, [I heard and I] asked around and they said it could 
happen because the shīūkh didn’t go out. 
Hind: Where could the shīūkh go? If she is a sheikh’s wife, can she go out? A 
sheikh’s daughter, can she go out?  
Sara: I mean; they had their boundaries. Today, too, they’re not like normal people. 
 
Tell me about the mahar in wedding preparations. 
Hind: It’s normal. For example, you have a daughter and I proposed marriage. I 
told you, “I want your daughter for my son.” And you told me you’d tell her father. 
There must be a legal guardian. A legal guardian would be her father or her big 
brother, in case her father passed away, or her paternal uncle or her maternal 
uncle. I mean; there must be a legal guardian. So, if he agrees, the woman comes 
back again. And she asks you about the status and you tell her, “Let them [formally] 
propose.” So, the groom-to-be and his father come to propose. They come to the 
girl’s legal guardian: your father, your paternal uncle, or your maternal uncle, 
whatever. And they tell him:  this is what we want. And they say: that’s all right. So 
they agree on a mahar. A mahar is not specified. The mahar is based on your 
finances. It is based on your financial standing. The mahar is 50 rupees, 70 rupees, 
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100 rupees is a lot too. With the shīūkh, it is set at 400 rupees. I mean, 40 dinars. 
They don’t add to it or subtract from it. 100 Dinar… no, there wasn’t a 100-dinar 
mahar … 100 rupees, 80 rupees, 90 rupees, that’s it, that’s mahar. 
 
Who takes the mahar, the bride or her father? 
Hind: The bride. They make clothes for her, for her wedding. They buy the fabric. 
They buy something for her. They agree on a day, and they bring the dazah to her. 
What’s the dazah? It’s a bigshah, like this, with pieces of fabric, four darārīʿ, thūb 
nashil, milfaʿ, naqdah – but it would be black. I mean, things like that. A pair of 
slippers. Two pairs of slippers. Three. So, the dazah is based on the family’s 
capabilities. I mean; they give her a bag that has a little bit of oud, perfume, 
something like that, based on the family’s capabilities, they bring the dazah and 
they agree on a date for the wedding, and they set up the firsha and whatever they 
give her they spend on it. And on liʾjrah. If they’re rich, they take rice and biscuits 
and chocolate and sweets to the wedding. They take cans of peaches and 
pineapples. These are all canned. This is for the women. As for liʾjrah, if you’re 
rich, you send them four sheep, or five sheep for liʾjrah and rice. The girl’s family 
oversees cooking it. There are men who are specialized, and women who are 
specialized in cooking liʾjrah and they divide it amongst the firīj. And when the men 
come, they lay the food for them, and they zif the groom at lunchtime. They zif the 
groom twice at night, with coffee. And during the day, they put liʾjrah and the men 
have lunch and then they all leave, and the groom stays at the bride’s house. Some 
people have rice, and some people are poor, so they take ḥalwā and bread. They 
take it on the wedding day, early in the morning. Bread and ḥalwā from Abdulla 
Almaskati (Almaṣqaṭī). This is what they afford; they can’t afford the rice and the 
sheep and others. And that’s it. The girl stays at her father’s house for ten days, or 
12 days, and then they take her hadīah to her husband’s house. 
 
What’s hadīah? 
Hind: A hadīah? (Refers to an image). Look at this man. This is the firshah. The 
room is lined with mirrors and rumāmīn – they hang them. This is the bride. They 
are preparing her. This is liʾjrah. Look at how liʾjrah is cooked. These are the 
women who prepare the bride. Look. This is the bride. When Arabs take the bride 
to her husband’s house, they lay down some alfalfa. They put alfalfa on the ground 
and the woman takes off her slippers, the bride, and she puts her foot out and they 
pour water on it, on the bride’s foot, and on the alfalfa, before she goes into her 
husband’s house. They say it’s a blessing, because alfalfa never dies. Whenever 
you trim it, it plants again. You could cut it completely, and it would plant again. 
You cut it, and it comes back. So, they say: “ʿAsā ʿumrik ʿumir aljat, kil mā gaṣūh 
nibat.”231 That’s that. Now they take her hadiyah. They wash her feet. That’s her, 
that’s the bride; they’re taking her to her father’s house. That’s the dazah. Look at 
the bride, yufalilūnihā. 
 
What is yufalilūnihā? 

	
231 May your life be like an alfalfa’s life. Whenever they cut it, it grows again. 
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Hind: On the third day, people come to see the bride. She has a dafah on, or a 
white bisht, and on her head is a ghishwah. She comes with her eyes closed. She 
doesn’t move and she doesn’t talk. A woman comes and uncovers her, and then 
she takes her head like this, and pulls it this way to show you. And she picks up 
her hand and does this to it. Then she pulls her foot and her leg and shows the 
Arab who are sitting down. Why do they do that? Is she a dhibīḥa that they bought? 
 
Who are the people watching? 
Hind: Any woman. I’m going to go congratulate Flāna. This lady’s daughter is 
getting married and I’m going to go congratulate her. I look at the bride, I sit down, 
and I wait for them to yufalilūnihā. A woman comes to do just that. It is that women’s 
responsibility. She shows us her head and she shows us her everything. The bride 
is just sitting there. She wouldn’t lift her eyes. That’s what they did back then. 
Sara: The woman who would falil the bride – would she be from the groom’s 
family? Is she boasting about her beauty?232 
Hind: No, no, and it isn’t the groom’s mother or the bride’s mother. It’s just a 
woman. A friend.  
Sara: Who’s responsible for bringing that woman? The groom’s family, or the 
bride’s?  
Hind: The bride’s family. I mean, I, for example, you’re my friend and you visit me 
a lot. I tell you, “… I want you to falil the bride.” You say “ʾIn shāʾ Allāh.” So you 
are, when people come, you sit down and you falil the bride and you show the 
people, and the bride is sitting there with her eyes closed. This was their custom, 
back then. There are some good traditions. I mean; for example, there are some 
cures that they used for diseases. I mean; necessity motivated them. For example, 
they don’t know what’s wrong with the stomach when it’s in pain. They wonder if 
it’s a burst appendix. They don’t know. They give her ḥalūl.233 They try to treat it 
with herbs. What else were they going to do? When vaccinations came around, 
they got vaccinated. Cholera, the plague – it returned to Bahrain many times. In 
the last time they got the plague, in 1924, my father said they said the plague has 
a vaccination. Cholera had a vaccination. So, they set up in Muharraq. One of our 
firīj members came there, and then they opened my father Ali’s majlis and they 
used it for the doctors. The doctor came, and he had the vaccination. So, they 
vaccinated them all. All the firīj was vaccinated. Some people said that if you get a 
vaccination, then you are rejecting God’s command, because the disease is from 
God, and that sort of thing. So, our neighbor, said, “No, no, I’m going to vaccinate 
my son. I’m going to get vaccinated, and I’m going to vaccinate my son. And you 
do whatever you want.” She was saying this to her husband. So, her husband told 
her, “You’re not going!” And she said, “I am!” So, the people who were at the majlis, 

	
232 Falil is the singular verb form of yufalilūnihā.  
233  Ḥalūl is a mixture of various herbs imported from India, such as: castor, 
sesame, frankincense, wild thyme, fennel, germanders, and fenugreek. Water is 
poured onto these herbs, and then it is boiled. The water is then drunk either warm 
or cold. Dried lemon, salt, or rose water may be added to improve its taste. The 
aim of drinking ḥalūl is to detox the digestive system, as it is a laxative.  
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my father and Abdulla Alzayed, and the people who were encouraging others to 
get vaccinated … her husband told her that he’s not going. So, they told him, “If 
you get the plague, it will be dangerous for them. They’ll get vaccinated, but if you 
fall ill, you will be a danger to them. If you want to die, it’s up to you. You do what 
you want.” But my father said he dragged him to the majlis, and he was squirming 
to get away (laughs). He said there was a man holding him from each side, 
dragging him there.   
 
Sara: When men went diving, women would welcome them back. You wrote a 
song, “Warag warag.”234 Tell her about it.  
Hind: They go, they sing to them, they clap, they beat the drums.  
Sara: What’s the song they sing? The song you wrote? “Warag warag?”  
Hind: They still present it. You danced to it. I didn’t write the song. This is from our 
heritage. The men go diving. If it was Ramadan, they didn’t go. If Ramadan was 
during the diving days, they bring them back. They bring them back to fast, and 
during Eid in the afternoon they go to sea. So, when does warag warag happen? 
This is during Eid al-Adha. During alwagfah.235 The divers say, “Take us to shore. 
We want to spend ʿyd with our families, and we’ll come back in the afternoon.” So, 
they say no. Some nūākhidhah would take them home. The houses would even 
inshir.236 They call them biyūt alnashir. And if a diver comes back, it means they 
had triumphed over their nūkhidhah and they made him take them back. Two ships 
would come back, or three ships, or four, and the rest would stay and dive. They 
wouldn’t bring them back. But the nūākhidhah with pity and mercy in their hearts 
would tell the divers to go back and spend Eid with their families and return in the 
afternoon. The divers would say, “ʾIn shāʾ Allāh [we will come back to the dive], 
just take us [to our families]!” They take them to their family on Eid eve and they 
would spend Eid morning with them and that’s that. During the day, they would go 
back to diving. But when they come, I don’t know which nūkhidhah’s ship is coming. 
So, I say, “He might come back.” I go to the shore. They might bring them back. 
They might not. My husband might be coming back with the divers; he might not. I 
just go and come back. He might come back. They just stand there, and they clap. 
This is part of our heritage. It isn’t a job.  
Sara: So, women could go out of their houses and welcome their husbands at the 
shore? 
Hind: Well, they go say goodbye! Then how do they sing tūb tūb yā baḥar? When 
the divers leave, the women sing tūb tūb yā baḥar. They go and they put burn a 
fire in the sea. And people go and you go, and I go and all of the women whose 

	
234 Warag means either paper or leaf. In this context, it means leaf. 
235 Alwagfah is the day before Eid al-Adha. 
236 To ʾinshir is to raise a flag or a thūb nashil on a house’s roof. It is a celebratory 
act.  
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men are at sea go. The women go and they burn the fire, they want to burn the 
nūkhidhah. “Yā nūkhidhah lā tinwikhidh, int lā qaḍāʾ wa lā qadar.237 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

	
237 “O, captain! …You are not our fate or our destiny.” The terms qaḍāʾ and qadar 
have religious and Islamic connotations, as they refer to the fate that God 
prescribes.  
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Hind and Sara, Interview II  
 
Hind: Othman Alhorani cared about the schools. He went to the carpenter and 
made the chairs and the black boards. I mean, for the girls’ school. He cared about 
the girls’ school a lot, but then he had a fight with the advisor and left Bahrain. 
 
Is he Lebanese? 
Hind: He’s Syrian. All the people who came back then. There really wasn’t a 
distinction between Lebanese and Syrians, they were from the Levant.  
 
So, the people from the Levant who were in Bahrain, Alhorani and Albayat… 
Hind: Yes, what about them? 
 
Did they come specifically for education or were they in Bahrain for another 
reason? 
Hind: No, no, no, they came for education. 
 
Who brought them? 
Hind: They came for education. In 1919, they thought about opening a school for 
boys. There was a man from Kuwait … Kuwait preceded us with opening a school 
for boys, but we preceded them by opening a school for girls. Hafid Wahbe (Ḥāfiḍ 
Wahbī) came from Kuwait. Hafid Wahbe was an Egyptian man. He came to 
Bahrain from Kuwait, and they made him the principal of the school. This is 
Alhidaya [Alkhalifiyah School]. Do you know Alhidaya [Alkhalifiyah School]? It’s the 
first school for boys. Education started for boys in 1919, but it still wasn’t in a 
school. There was a majlis that belonged to Abdulrahman (ʿAbdilraḥmān) Alzayani. 
But you don’t know him. Do you know Fakhro house in Alhala? That’s where 
Abdulrahman Alzayani’s majlis was. He gave it to the government and the 
government turned it into a school for boys. They stayed there in ’19, ’20, ’21, ’22. 
They stayed there for four years. And then what happened? At that time, the 
school’s principal was Hafid Wahbe. Then the English deported him, and they 
brought new principals and new teachers. A committee was formed, and this 
committee would call abroad. I mean; they would bring teachers from Egypt and 
from the Levant. Like that. They started bringing them to Bahrain. And Otherman 
Alhorani was one of the teachers they brought in.  
 
You’ve written down, over here, that outstanding students were sent to the 
University of Beirut to finish their studies? 
Hind: They brought him in as a principal to Alhidaya [Alkhalifiyah School]. Some 
people say he came in ’22, others say he came in ’26. You can’t tell what’s the real 
story. He said, “Send the boys you have to Beirut.”  
 
What level of education was this? 
Hind: Elementary. They finished elementary studies there, and he said, “Send 
them to university. Send them to a university there.” They didn’t go to a university 
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right away. First, they went to a college. This college taught secondary school. 
When they were finished, the advisor brought them back. 
 
Why did he bring them back? 
Hind: The adviser said there wasn’t enough money, so he brought them back. 
They stayed for one year or two, and then he brought them back. 
 
Who were the prominent women in Bahraini society? 
Hind: Look. This all depends. I didn’t see any woman, a Bahraini woman who was 
distinctive.  
 
This can include social accomplishments. 
Hind: There aren’t any! Have you seen a prominent woman?  
 
You mentioned a woman who said that if it weren’t for the hijab, she would 
have ruled Bahrain?  
Hind: That’s… do you know Mohamed bin Khalifa? The one who ruled Bahrain? 
He has a daughter called Aisha. She has a very strong personality. She didn’t play 
a role in education, though.  
 
We can talk about prominent women in Bahraini society, outside of the 
education field. 
Hind: In 1928 … first, she married Ahmed bin Khalifa 
Sara: Bahrain’s ruler. 
Hind: No, Bahrain’s ruler was Isa bin Ali. This is Isa’s brother. 
Sara: Isa bin Ali was before Sheikh Salman?  
Hind: Isa bin Ali was the ruler of Bahrain. Before him was his father, Ali bin Khalifa. 
Ali was a ruler before he fought with his brother Mohamed and was killed in the 
war. Isa was put in his place, and Isa ruled. Mohamed bin Khalifa and Ali bin Khalifa 
fought and there was a war between them in Dil (alḍilʿ) and Ali bin Khalifa was 
defeated, and Mohamed bin Khalifa was victorious. But Mohamed bin Khalifa ruled 
Bahrain until the victory took place and then he was betrayed and imprisoned. 
Mohamed bin Khalifa ruled Bahrain before, and he was Aisha’s father. What did 
he do? At that time, we had a battle. The battle was called Damsa (Dāmsah). 
Damsa is a land in Qalali in the sea. It’s been reclaimed now, too. He had a 
document with the English, stating that he would not engage in battle without their 
command. He had signed that document. Now they were here. The Qataris were 
here and people back then, when they went into a land to battle, they would loot. I 
mean, they take the women, they take your house, and they take everything in it. 
Mohamed bin Khalifa said, “If I were to get permission from the English,” and at 
that time their post was in the Gulf, they had colonized Bahrain and the whole Gulf, 
Kuwait and Bahrain and all of the region, “if you would send someone to get 
permission from them, he would have to go to Busheher in Iran, if he was going to 
go and get permission and come back, that would take three months. At that point, 
if we hadn’t engaged in battle, they would have taken over Bahrain.” So, he 
engaged in battle with them. The English asked him why he went into battle when 
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there was a treaty between them. In Bahrain, then, Mohamed bin Khalifa fought 
against Ali bin Khalifa, and they killed Ali bin Khalifa, Isa bin Ali’s father, and the 
ones who were with him and supported him, from Alkhalifa, and then betrayed him 
– they’re are called children of Abdulla. They captured him. Bailey came from 
Busheher and asked about Mohamed bin Khalifa’s whereabouts. They said they 
had no idea where he was. So, he went and looked for him and found him 
imprisoned. He took him and they traveled. First, he took him to Aden and then he 
took him to India. The children of Abdulla betrayed him, and he stayed imprisoned 
until he died. They took him to Mecca. He left Bahrain completely. They didn’t let 
him come back. They took him to India. They imprisoned him in Aden, and after 
Aden they took him to Mecca. The Ottomans took him and took him to Mecca, and 
he died in Mecca. This is Aisha’s father. Ali bin Khalifa was the one who died and 
was killed, and he had three children: Isa bin Ali, and Khalid bin Ali, and Ahmed 
bin Ali. Didn’t they position Isa bin Ali as ruler? Aisha was proposed to by Khalid 
bin Ali. She married one of Ali bin Khalifa’s children: Khalid. She got a divorce. She 
was the woman who said if it weren’t for the milfaʿ she would have ruled Bahrain. 
Her character is very very strong. She got a divorce from Khalid bin Ali, and she 
married Ahmed bin Ali, his brother. She got a divorce from Ahmed bin Ali, and she 
married Isa bin Ali and they stayed married until she died. She married the three 
bothers.  
Sara: Did she study? Was she educated? Did she write? 
Hind: She didn’t know how to read or write. 
Sara: Imagine. If she knew how to read and write, what would she have done? I 
mean…they were good. 
Hind: They call her Aisha bint Mohamed Alkhalifa. She was, I mean, a strong and 
authoritative woman. She wasn’t very just. But when they were deposing Isa bin 
Ali from the rule, she stood by her husband. She went here and there, she spoke 
to the ʿulamāʾ, she spoke to the people, and she stood by him. She told him not to 
agree, not to write, and not to settle. I mean; this shows us that her character was 
strong, but there wasn’t a woman who did something impressive. No, there wasn’t. 
But, I mean, they bring her up as a strong and good woman. But there wasn’t 
anyone. There was Fatima Alzayani. 
Sara: Was she a doctor, or a nurse? 
Hind: A nurse. 
Sara: Did she deliver babies? 
Hind: She studied abroad in the Gulf with Sharifa and Lulwa. They were sisters to 
a woman called Saffron (Zaʿfarān). Their parents agreed to send them abroad, to 
a college, and she came back as a nurse that delivered babies. 
Sara: Was she from your generation, or an older generation? 
Hind: No, no. I mean, 1936, ’38. They sent the Alzayani girls, and they came back 
and became teachers in Khadija Alkubra School for girls, and the girl’s school was 
opened earlier but in the south. 
Sara: Didn’t Aysha Yateem have a role in society? 
Hind: This was much later, when the associations were formed. I’m not denying 
their role, but it wasn’t that effective of a role. When were these women’s 
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associations initiated? In the ‘50s? I mean; there were schools for girls from 1928 
in Bahrain. 
 
Did women enter the pearl trade? 
Hind: The pearl trade, no. Women were traders. They would sell. All the pearl 
traders were men and the women in Bahrain were traders, and they worked in 
trading. 
 
But not in the pearling industry?  
Hind: What do you mean? 
Sara: Let’ say my husband is a nūkhidhah. Don’t I do anything? 
Hind: No. Some of them, I tell you some of them like Maryam bint Ahmed Fakhro 
– she had a store in her house. And Hessa Fakhro had a store in her house too. 
 
What did they sell? 
They sold clothes, fabric. Women would go to them, to their houses, each one had 
a room in her house, and she would go there and bring things. One lady was called 
Noora Khalil She also had a store in her house. I mean, women traded. They didn’t 
open stores in the souq but they opened stores in their homes. 
 
I’ve heard about a woman from the Alkhatir (Alkhāṭir) family who inherited, 
in the 1800s, farmland from her uncle.  
Hind: I haven’t heard of her. Noora Khalil was famous for massaging and bathing 
the dead and reading Quran. In the past, when someone was ill, they would call 
someone to read Quran to them. Then she opened a store in her home. I mean; 
she was very famous. 
 
What was she famous for? 
Hind: For example, she would read mūlad, and she would massage, stuff like 
that.238 If someone was sick, she would massage the sick person, she’d know what 
to do. If somebody had a mental illness, there weren’t doctors like there are now; 
she would read Quran to them. She was famous for reading Quran to sick people, 
like that, to a boy who was mentally ill. 
 
Did she charge for this service?  
Hind: She wouldn’t take money, no, but she would do it as an act of charity.  
Sara: Now let’s say I have a son and he’s cured, what do I give her?  
Hind: Nothing was expected but if you wanted to give her a present, then that was 
possible. There’s also a woman called Aisha Almuslat (Almuṣlaṭ). She was also 
famous for massaging. She would read Quran to the sick, back then, bathe the 
dead. That’s how they became famous. Aisha Almuslat. Almuslat is a family. I 
mean; women weren’t like how people assume they are today. She would go and 
come and sell from her home. They wouldn’t go to the souq but they would have 
an agreement with an Indian to bring fabric to them. The Indians were traders. 

	
238 Mūlad is the retelling of the story of the prophet’s birth.  
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They traded gold in Bahrain. They weren’t allowed to go to Saudi Arabia, or Qatar, 
or Kuwait, because of their religion. But they were allowed to come to Bahrain, 
because we have religious tolerance.  
Sara: Um John 
Hind: She came in the ‘30s. She was a midwife – a Jewish Iraqi. She came to 
Bahrain. She had a disabled son called John and she came to Bahrain to deliver 
babies. She was popular because she delivered babies. Every house in Bahrain 
knew her. She came to Bahrain and lived there and delivered children. 
Sara: And Tufaha (Tufāḥah)? Who’s Tufaha? 
Hind: Tufaha is a trader. She has a bigshah that’s this big. She would walk around 
with it one her head, and she would sell from house to house in the forties.  
Sara: And Almohsin House? 
Hind: That was much much later. 
Sara: Then that’s that. 
Hind: Some women sell. Aisha Almohsin would sell from her home. The woman 
was a trader and a muṭawaʿah. Some of them were muṭawaʿ and they would teach 
Quran. Her specialization would be that she’s a muṭawaʿah who teaches Quran. 
She teaches Quran, and she teaches Quran, and she teaches Quran. There were 
a lot of muṭawaʿah in Bahrain. Everyone with a four- or five-year-old child would 
take the child to the muṭawaʿ to read Quran. Yes. I mean… the woman worked in 
these professions. Not like the jobs she had today. But she worked and sold. She 
sold nuts. Some houses fry peanuts and sell them. They sit with it in the street. 
Some women make something called qabīṭ. It had sugar and sesame on it. I 
mean… they sold. Some people made khanfarūsh and sold it.239 Some people 
made khubiz rigāg, simbūsah ḥilwah.240 The women who used to work would work 
to sell. When the man went away for months to dive, what would she do if she 
were a mother to children? So, she would work some jobs like these. Some of 
them would wash clothes. The lady who would wash clothes would come, take 
your clothes, take my clothes, I mean the whole family’s, and she would wash them 
outside in the street and bring them and hang them to dry in the yard. That’s it. I 
mean, the woman would wash clothes and she would prepare the firshah for the 
bride and groom. There were some people who were specialized in cooking liʾjrah. 
It wasn’t like she didn’t work, and didn’t go, and didn’t come. She used to go and 
come. She had freedom. She had the freedom to work. She did what she could. 
Yes. There were some famous women. Aisha bint Mohamed was just a strong 
woman. She was famous for one thing: her stance when her husband Isa bin Ali 
was going to be deposed in 1923. She stood by him, and she didn’t want him to 
abdicate, and she went and she talked to this person, and that person, and this 
person, and that person, and it wasn’t of any use but she tried. She stood by him. 
She tried, but she couldn’t. Who could, against the English? No, she left her mark.  
 

	
239 Khanfarūsh is a fried dessert. It is made of flour, sugar, eggs, milk, cardamom, 
saffron, rose water and oil.  
240 Simbūsah ḥilwah is also a fried dessert. It is comparable to Indian samosas, 
but it is stuffed with sugar, nuts and cinnamon.  
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We spoke about pearl traders, who were a minority. We also spoke about 
people who engaged in professions derived from the pearl trade, who formed 
a much larger number. I would also like to speak about people who worked 
as servants, and people who were purchased as slaves. 
Hind: Yes, servants. There were people who worked in the houses. For example, 
let’s say there are servants in the house. 
Sara: For example, Saffron and Haleema (Ḥalīmah). 
Hind: No, they were slaves, and they were bought. They were brought from Persia. 
 
Was this the case for a lot of homes in Bahrain? 
Hind: No, just the pearl traders.  
Sara: Were they from Persia or from Africa? 
Hind: Some were from Persia, some were from Africa, and they would bring them 
from Zanzibar, the Eastern coast.  
Sara: Who would buy them, the diver or the nūkhidhah? 
Hind: They sell them. They sell them in the slave trade in Bahrain. The English 
outlawed slavery at the end.  
Sara: Were the slaves set free? Let’s say I’m a slave. What happens? 
Hind: Let’s say you had a woman who was brought to you, and now I buy her from 
you. 
Sara: I paid her cost, and brought her to Bahrain, and then I transferred her to you. 
Hind: It’s all the same! You want her; you pay for her and keep her for yourself. 
And if you want to sell her, I’ll buy her from you, and I will bring her to my house to 
serve me. 
Sara: Were there a lot of slaves? 
Hind: There were a lot. 
Sara: Because I know three. 
Hind: They were slaves, and they would bring them from Africa, and they would 
sell them in the slave trade. 
 
What was their life like? Where did the live? 
Hind: They lived in the houses. 
Sara: I mean, for example, do I give them salaries, or do I own them? 
Hind: No. There wasn’t a salary. They’re enslaved in the summer and the winter. 
They cook, for example. One can work as a nanny, another as a cook, and another 
helps in the kitchen. One works as a maid, accompanying her owner.  
Sara: Does she have the right to marry? 
Hind: Yes. They marry in the house. My father, may he rest in peace, had Khairy 
(Khaīrī). He was his personal secretary. Khairy was a slave. Khairy married Zilikha 
and brought her to the big house. Zilikha gave birth to Johar (Yūhar) and Saeed 
(Siʿīd). She also has a sister called Mecca. Mecca worked as a farāshah. She 
would ifrish. Mecca had two daughters: Doula (Dūlah) and Kaltham (Chaltham). 
Doula married Johar. 
 
Would they move out to live alone after getting married, or would they stay 
in the house? 
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Hind: In the house. They stay and they live, and they eat, and they drink. Slaves 
in Bahrain were not treated like slaved in America. There they beat them, they whip 
them, and they make them work in plantations. In Bahrain, they worked in houses. 
They would bring men or women, as ifdāwīah or servants in the home.241  
 
A lot of Bahrain women worked as servants in other Bahrain houses. They 
would not be paid either. How was their situation different from the slavery 
you’re discussing? 
Sara: That’s true. Women used to work from morning until night, and then just take 
food for their children. Even I remember a lady called Haleema, and another lady 
called Maryam, and another one called Saffron. They were slaves, and they 
worked for a while at the Fakhro house, and for a while at our house. So now, how 
many are there in Bahrain? For example, do all these families have slaves? Do 
slaves make up 3% of the population, 5%? I remember an old lady called Saffron 
and an old lady called Haleema and this was back in their day, in the days of my 
grandfather’s house. So are there slaves in most of the families in Bahrain, or are 
they a negligible minority? It’s true we’re not like the Americans. Yes, you buy 
them, and you sell them, but they live in the house with the family. In America, they 
were a separate society. For us … did they have a role, or wasn’t there one? Let’s 
say they were three generations. Whose last name would the grandmother take? 
Does the slave owner have the right to sleep with his slave? And if they have a 
child together, does that child take the father’s last name? 
Hind: Illegitimate children live in Bahrain without a mother or a father or a sibling, 
and they don’t know anybody. 
Sara: Who do they call their father? 
Hind: Where’s the father? Who adopts foundlings? When the Americans came in 
1893, they opened a hospital, and they opened a place for the orphans, and they 
employed a lady called Um Maryam to take care of them. So, the ʿulamāʾ said if 
you will open a place to take care of them, they would multiply, first of all. Secondly, 
these Americans are here to preach Christianity. So, they will raise them as 
Christians.  So, Bahrain opened a place for foundlings and told the Americans that 
they can’t keep them.  
 
Was Um Maryam Christian? 
Hind: Um Maryam was a ʿajmy woman, but she worked there at the hospital. She 
worked as a nanny for the foundlings. They built them a large house, and they put 
them there. They taught them how to read. They were making them Christian. 
Bahrain objected because they didn’t want them to be raised as Christians and 
then Bahrain built a house for them. 
Sara: What year did Bahrain object? 

	
241 Ifdāwīah is the plural form of ifdāwī. Essentially, an ifdāwī would be a person 
who has voluntarily given up his or her free will, in an informal and unofficial way, 
to a sheikh or a person of higher status. An ifdāwī may be a personal guard to the 
sheikh, or he or she may be a companion. He or she may not necessarily receive 
a salary, but their financial needs would be met.   
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Hind: After the 1920s, 1930s, something like that. When they saw that they were 
being raised Christian. 
 
And where were they before the American hospital? 
Hind: Just lost in the world. They live a difficult life.   
Sara: Would they be denied by society? 
Hind: Society denied them! Society didn’t accept them. I mean, it is well known 
that foundlings were called “Naghal”.242 
 
What are the differences between slaves and unpaid servants? 
Hind: Slaves live in the house. They eat and drink in the house. They get married 
and live in the house. All in the house of the man who bought them. 
Sara: Were there a lot of slaves in Bahrain families? 
Hind: Pearl traders had them. Shīūkh had them. The poor didn’t have them. 
 
Would there be marriages between slaves and non-slaves? 
Hind: Yes. “Mā malakat ʾ aymānikum.”243 [There was a man]. He had a slave called 
Saeeda. He slept with her, and she became pregnant. She had a daughter; her 
name is Shireefa. Shireefa was included in the inheritance. Yes, she inherited. If 
he buys her with his own money or if he received her as a present, the slave 
becomes “Mā malakat ʾaymānikum.”  
Sara: And is she integrated into society? 
Hind: At the end of the day, her mother is a slave, and at the end of the day, her 
father is the head of the house. 
Sara: Were there a lot of people like that? 
Hind: There are a lot; there are a lot. 
 
Can a slave work in more than one house? 
Hind: No 
 
Can she have a profession? For example, can she sew and sell her products? 
Hind: If she can sew and she practices some jobs, if her time allows her to…  
 
Is the money she makes hers or her owner’s? 
Hind: No, the money is hers. There wasn’t a lot of injustice towards slaves. I mean, 
there was a bit of contempt because she was a slave; this is ʿ amy and this is ʿ amitī. 
And well, that’s that.  
Sara: But weren’t they outcasts?  
Hind: No, no, they weren’t outcasts. They didn’t treat them like the Americans, 
with that much cruelty, no. They cooked, they ate, they drank, but they were slaves.  
Sara: Do they take the family lastname? 
Hind: They bring them from Zanzibar and from the other African coasts, like 
Djibouti and all the cities on the Eastern coasts. Even the Africans would take them 

	
242 Naghal is a derogatory term. It means bastard.  
243 This is a reference to a verse from the Quran. 
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and abduct them. The slave trade in the entire world had people abducting and 
selling other people. They bring some of them from Persia, like Saffron poor thing.  
 
What’s Saffron’s story? 
Hind: Saffron is a woman who was brought to the house, the big house.  
Sara: My grandfather’s house. But how did she come to my grandfather’s house?  
Hind: They gave them to him as a present. Some people used to gift slaves, too.  
Sara: What year did she die? 
Hind: She stayed until the ‘90s, and then she died. 
Sara: Damn. Then how old was she?  
Hind: Maybe 70 years old. 
Sara: She lived in my grandfather’s house, and from my grandfather’s house went 
to the Fakhro house, and from the Fakhro house she came back to our house.  
 
Was she given as a present, both times? 
Sara: Yes, yes. And then, at the very end, she died at a retirement center. Right? 
Did she die in Salmania hospital or a retirement center?  
Hind: She died in the neurology ward.  
Sara: Poor thing. 
 
Did she die a slave?  
Hind: Yes.  
 
She wasn’t emancipated? 
Hind: No, she, when owning slaves became illegal, and people stopped buying 
slaves, and there was a law to emancipate slaves— 
Sara: What year was this? 
Hind: This was in the 1800s and after. They told the slaves to leave. Whoever 
wants his freedom should leave. They didn’t leave. They asked, “Where would we 
go?” 
 
Who was telling them to leave? 
Hind: The government issued a decision. For example, you have a slave, and this 
slave does not have the right to go away or go out and come back, except with 
your orders. When slaves were allowed to go out, they could go to the government 
and file a complaint about you.  
Sara: Was Haleema the same? 
Hind: Haleema was a slave too, poor thing. 
Sara: And Maryamoh (Maryamūh)?244 
Hind: The daughter of a slave is also a slave. 
Sara: Who was Maryam’s father? 
Hind: Nobody knows. They just abduct them from their homes. They abduct them 
and steal them.  
Sara: Did Saffron say she wouldn’t leave the house? 

	
244 Maryamoh is a pejorative nickname for the name Maryam. 
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Hind: They all did! Where would they go? The streets? 
Sara: Did the shīūkh have slaves? 
Hind: The shīūkh had slaves. They had the most slaves. When schools were 
initiated, they enrolled the slave’s children in the schools.  
Sara: Because there was compassion. There wasn’t contempt. The Bahraini 
families are known, and I now remember Saffron. I remember she was my 
grandfather’s and then she stayed with my father and then [another] house took 
her and then she came back to us and then she ended in the neurology ward. 
 
Were they given emancipation documents?  
Hind: Yes, they put a law.  
Sara: Who has the papers?  
Hind: They made a law that you must write down how many slave women you 
had, or how many slaves you had in your house, okay, and they were all given the 
freedom either to stay in the house with their ʿam or to leave. Most slaves who 
were in Bahrain preferred to stay. They didn’t leave. Because where would they 
go? 
Sara: Was Jameela (Jamīlah) a slave? 
Hind: Which Jameela? 
Sara: Jameela who was in my grandfather’s house. Jameela and Johar.  
Hind: These are Zilikha’s children, and Zilikha was a slave, and she married Khairi, 
and she had Johar, and she had Saeed, and they stayed in the house. Johar got 
married and he married Doula. [The slaves] would marry each other.  
Sara: Why didn’t Zilikha leave? 
Hind: Where did she not leave? 
Sara: Now that she was married to Khairi. Why didn’t she go to a house on her 
own? 
Hind: Why would she go out? She could live with her husband; they could work 
and cook and eat and drink comfortably with the family.  
Sara: Without a salary? 
Hind: Yes, without a salary. They serve themselves. My father Ali also had a 
woman who was his nanny; her name was Salama (Salāmah). My father Ali’s 
nanny. When the law to free slaves came out, they said why don’t they leave? 
They said they didn’t’ want to leave. Salama, poor thing, was an old woman and 
she couldn’t hear, and she couldn’t see. My father Ali said, “I manumit Salama and 
then where do I toss her? She can’t see and she can’t hear, and she can’t walk. 
Where do I toss her now? Just leave her with me until God takes her soul.” 
 
Were they Muslim? 
Hind: Some were Muslim, and some didn’t have a religion, but when they entered 
Bahrain they entered Islam.  
 
Hind: They came, and they opened a school here in the hospital. 
Sara: What’s the school called? 
Hind: Zwemer. He’s the man who they dedicated the new hall to.  
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Would people enroll their children in the American school, or were they 
hesitant?  
Hind: It was normal. Doula went to the school with my sister, Hessa. 
 
Did they take Bible study? 
Hind: No. 
 
Was it like the hospital? 
Hind: They didn’t give them any lessons. They held onto their customs and 
traditions and even their clothes stayed on them. Saeeda and Salha (Sālḥah) and 
all the people who worked there. 
Sara: And Makiah (Makīah)? 
Hind: Yes, all of them. And it wasn’t that extreme level of injustice in the houses. 
There was some injustice, of course, in that they considered them lesser, but I 
mean …  
Sara: Did Saffron have a passport?  
Hind: When she went to Hajj, they gave her a paper. 
Sara: She went to Hajj? 
Hind: Yes, they didn’t stop them? 
 
Who paid? 
Hind: Her owner gives her money during Eid, and he gives her zakat.  
Sara: We remain different from the foreigners. There is some mercy. I mean… 
Saffron raised my older sisters, so she became like their mother. There is 
admiration and mercy and intimacy.  
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Msheireb Museums 

6. Asma 
 
Born in 1952. 
 
My father’s house had a courtyard… My father’s house had two rooms… They 
were built from stone, and they were fastened with bamboo and mangrove. There 
was a pipe. Every room had a pipe, for when it rained. And we had a lawn to sit in, 
and a small tree to take shade under. 
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7. Asma 
 
Stories about the past are good. Stories about the past are nice. Stories about the 
past relax us. Our relatives would come from their dives, and they would tell us 
their stories and the things that happened to them at sea, and the things they faced 
while they were at sea on a boat… When we lay down on our beds, we lay down 
on our beds under the moonlight, our father, or our grandfather, or our 
grandmother would tell us stories… They would tell us stories about Bu Dariya (Bū 
Dāryāh) … He’s the sea’s father… He’s a genie, and his body is all white hair. He 
comes at night, when they’re not paying attention. When the men were not paying 
attention, he had to abduct one of them, while they were taking walks, or while they 
were that… But he’s a coward… if they say bism Allāh alraḥmān alraḥīm, and 
picked up the hammer, because iron is the only metal that descended from the 
skies, if they picked up a hammer or picked up the saw, he ran away…245They 
would only see his dust in the sea… And if they were not paying attention, no, he 
would abduct. They would turn around and wouldn’t be able to find one of their 
men. Then, they would know it was he… He would bother them so much. But, if, 
mā shāʿ Allāh, they would say God’s name or mention God, he would run away. 
 
The other story that our mothers would say was about Om Homar. Om Homar is 
also a genie. I mean… she looked like a woman. And they would go to the sea … 
and they would hear her steps, which did not sound like theirs. She sounded like 
she was paddling – paddling in the water. They knew it was she. That she wasn’t 
a human. She wasn’t a human. They said bism Allāh alraḥmān alraḥīm and turned 
around and didn’t find her. She went away! I mean, they would mention God and 
they would say there is no God but God, and they would say God is Great, because 
sometimes they would go in the evening… if their men were away diving, or went 
somewhere, I mean, then the woman would enter the sea, women would take of 
nets in the sea, she would bring the fish, she would sell the fish as it were in Souq 
Wagif. They would say bism Allāh alraḥmān alraḥīm and enter the sea.  
 
There’s also the story of Om Alsaaf Wilyf (Um Alsaʿaf wa Allīf).246 They used this 
story to scare children, so that the children would take midday naps. There’s also 
Homarat Algayla (Ḥimārat Algāylah).247 And they would use her to scare the child 
so that he sleeps. We used to sleep, back then. I mean, we would wake up very 
early in the morning, and we would sleep from midday until the afternoon. So, they 
would scare us with them. They were used for scaring purposes, I mean. “Om 
Homar is coming for you.” And we would all run and sleep. 

	
245  Bism Allāh alraḥmān alraḥīm translates to: In the name of God, the Most 
Gracious, the Most Merciful.  
246 Um Alsaʿaf wa Allīf is a mythical folklore villain. The name literally translates to, 
“she who has palm leaves and leaves.” Um Alsaʿaf wa Allīf is consquentally a palm 
tree or tree, but her long and complicated name confuses children into believing 
she is something more sinister.  
247 Another name for Om Homar. 
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There was a man who was a fisherman, and when he caught fish, he would take 
them and sell them. He lived with his daughter Hamda, and they were happy. 
Hamda was an orphan. Her mother was dead. He lived with her in the house. One 
of those days, Hamda told her father, “Father, you’re older now, my father, and I 
want you to get married.” He said, “My dear, I’m scared of bringing a woman into 
this house, and seeing her bother you.” She said, “No, father, you can bring a 
woman into this house to spend time with me and make me happy.” So, the father 
proposed marriage to their neighbor. The neighbor had been nice to them. He 
proposed marriage to the neighbor. He proposed marriage to the neighbor, and 
then he married her. He married her and, as God had wanted, she gave him a 
daughter. One of those days, God decided the father’s fate. Hamda was 
pampered, she was kind, she was good, and she made everyone at home happy. 
God chose for the father. He chose the father.248 One day, their neighbors gave 
them some fish. When they gave them the fish, the father’s wife took it. She told 
Hamda to get up and go to the sea. It was cold. She told her to go to the sea and 
descale the fish. Hamda said she wanted her sister to go with her. She told her, 
“No, you go alone.” So poor Hamda went, carrying the jifīr, and the water was 
dripping on her. She went until she reached the shore. She sat down and cleaned 
the fish. With the fish, there was a sifaycharah, which is like a faskarah.249 This fish 
was a genie. The fish said, “Let me go, and I’ll make you rich.” [Hamda] said, “I’m 
scared of my father’s wife.” The fish said, “Let me go, and I’ll make you rich.” She 
said, “I’m scared of my father’s wife.” So, the fish got up, beat Hamda on her hand, 
over here and over here, and then hid under a rock. Hamda cleaned the remaining 
fish and brought them back. But her father’s wife said, “A fish is missing. Where is 
it?” So, she said, “No fish are missing. These are all the fish.” She said, “No, the 
faskarah isn’t there. It’s missing.” So, she took [Hamda] and told her to go look for 
it. Hamda said, “Will you leave some lunch for me, my father’s wife?” She said, 
“Yes, we’ll leave some lunch for you.” So, she went to the shore, and she looked, 
and she looked between the rocks, and she looked between this and that, and she 
didn’t find the fish. Hamda went back. When she went back, her father’s wife said, 
“So you didn’t find it.” Hamda asked if any lunch was kept for her. She said, “Yes, 
it’s in the mirfāʿah.”250 So she went to the mirfāʿah and all she found were bones, 
the bones that were meant for the sheep… the bones, I mean, it was what was let 
from the food, their leftovers.  She said, “My father’s wife, this isn’t food.” She told 
her, “It’s your food.” So poor Hamda went back to the sea, and she started crying; 
“Oh sifaycharah, my dear, they ate without me, and they didn’t leave any for me.” 
The fish appeared and said, “Didn’t I tell you that if you set me free, I would make 
you rich? And you said you were afraid of your father’s wife?” Hamda cried, “Oh 
sifaycharah, my dear, they ate without me, and they didn’t leave any for me.” So, 
she said, “I told you that if you set me free, I would make you rich, and you said 

	
248 A poetic and indirect way of saying that the father had passed on.  
249 Sifaycharah and faskarah are two types of fish.  
250 A mirfāʿah is a plate lifted from the ground. It is used to store food to be eaten 
later.  
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you were afraid of your father’s wife.” So, the sifaycharah came, and brought rice 
with chicken, with fish, and its smell would fill your head. And Hamda had her lunch 
and filled her belly and, ʾalḥamdulilāh, Hamda went home with gratitude. God had 
wanted it so that the country’s sheikh had a gathering. The country’s sheikh. And 
they invited all the firīj’s residents, including Hamda’s relatives. Hamda came, and 
they didn’t tell Hamda about it. The father’s wife got up and got her daughter ready 
and made her look good. She dressed her in gold, and she dressed her in what 
she had. And she took her. And they left poor Hamda. Her father’s wife took her 
and hid her in the house and said, “Sit and wash and sweep and make our food. 
I’m not taking you with us, or anything.” Hamda, poor thing. The sifaycharah came 
to her and said, “Why didn’t you go with the ʿarab to the gathering?” She said, 
“Nobody took me.” So, the sifaycharah took her and bathed her and dressed her 
up in good clothes and adorned her hand with a gold bangle and said, “Don’t let 
the bangle fall off of your hand. Take care of it.”  
 
She took her. She took her there. When he ate and had fun and the sheikh’s son 
saw Hamda and liked her, they went home. When Hamda went home, her father’s 
wife came in laughing and giggling. The other day, Hamda’s [bracelet] had fallen 
while she was running, [the sheikh’s son] took it and told them, “I only want the 
woman whose hand fits in this bracelet. She’s the one I’ll marry.” So, they came to 
the house, looking and looking. The servants asked, “Do you have a girl who fits 
this? Do you have a girl?” They asked the whole firīj. They reached the fisherman’s 
house. Hamda’s house. And they asked, “Do you have a girl?” [The mother-in-law] 
brought her daughter out. They said, “No, we want the girl who fits this bracelet.” 
She said, “There isn’t anyone.” What did she do? In this time, she took Hamda and 
she put her in the oven, and she covered her. She covered Hamda. The rooster 
came and said, “Cuckoo cuckoo, my good aunt, Hamda is in the oven.” “Huh? 
What are they saying?” The father’s wife shooed the rooster. They said, “No, let 
us hear the rooster and what he’s saying.” “Cuckoo cuckoo, my good aunt, Hamda 
is in the oven.” They came and removed the cover and saw that good Hamda in 
the oven. They took her and put the bracelet on her, and it fit. So, the sheikh’s son 
proposed marriage to her and brought her the jihāz and they asked, “What’s your 
jihāz?” and she said, “Dates and [inaudible].” That was her mahar, and they 
brought it to Hamda. [The mother-in-law] said, “Eat your jihāz. All of it. All of it. And 
don’t say I stopped you from having it.” [Hamda] said, “My father’s wife, my 
stomach is full. My stomach is bloated.” So [the mother-in-law] said, “No, eat your 
jihāz. All of it. All of it. And don’t say I stopped you from having it.” And then, when 
it was nighttime, the sheikh came in. He took an animal’s form: a dog. These stories 
are part fantasy and part comedy and part reality. They’re part superstition. I mean; 
these stories have a moral. That’s right, they’re meant for humans to derive morals 
from, to benefit from, so they can show us how cunning the father’s wife is. And 
later, she told him that her stomach hurt. So, he laid his ghitrah on the ground and 
she took pearls and coral out of her stomach. Hamda. Hamda was blessed, and 
they took her to the palace, and she lived in stability and prosperity, and she had 
sons and daughters. [The mother-in-law] said, “I’ll marry my daughter to his 
brother.” They asked, “What’s her jihāz?” And she asked for the same jihāz that 
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was given to Hamda. When it was nighttime, his brother came over. His brother 
had taken the form of a wild dog. She told him that her stomach hurt, and he laid 
his so-called ghitrah. So, she extracted, tikrimūn, garbage from her stomach.251 So 
he ate her and he shredded her and he killed her, that dog, and he ran away from 
her and he left her at night. And this was because of Hamda, and what her father’s 
wife had done to her. So, Hamda was blessed and she lived in prosperity and she 
had sons. They say mithil mā tudīn, tudān.252 I mean, look at how the father’s wife 
had bothered Hamda. She tortured her. In the winter and in the cold, she denied 
her of food. She denied her of everything. That was reflected in her daughter. That 
got back to her though her daughter. It’s like this song we have that says, “Yā mirt 
ibūy walay walaytay, khadhāch ibūy mā tihanaytay, ligmat yirīsh nifkhat baṭnich, 
ya ḥilaylich, yal ibū khadht lak mirt ibū, ḥaṭaytha fī alʿarīsh, yaʿalhā mā tiʿīsh, wa 
itris baṭinha min alyirīsh lay baṭina yiṭīsh wa yislim lī alʿarīsh.”253 I mean this song 
was made about the father’s wife.  
 
I’ll ask you about weddings in past. Your weddings, I mean, you asked your 
father, and you asked your mother, what was their way? I mean, how? What 
was its cost? 
The mahar? 
 
The mahar 
Their weddings were simple, our weddings didn’t cost us. ʿaynīah, ʿaynīah, that’s 
right, ʿaynīah. My mother says that she got married at 6 or 7 riyals. It wouldn’t even 
reach 10 riyals, she said. And there would be a ʿaynīah from the firīj. For example, 
now they proposed marriage. We didn’t have khaṭābāt back then, or anything. We 
had a woman who was a do-gooder. She would go around the firīj and she would 
know that this house had girls and the thing we had the most was mūhibah, which 
is wahabtach to your uncle’s son.254 As soon as her mother gives birth to her. 
 
She would say that the daughter was for a certain Flān. 
She would say this about her to the people who were in the house with her. I wahib 
my daughter to her son. I mean; a stranger wouldn’t marry her. It would be either 
her maternal cousin or her paternal cousin. As soon as the girl is six years old, 
they would hide her so that her uncles’ sons don’t see her. The brothers were all 
in the same house. They were living together. Back then, the girl would get married 
at nine years old. If she is older than nine, she would be considered old, and 

	
251 Tikrimūn is the plural form of karimch Allāh. 
252 This expression can be translated to: you owe what you borrow.  
253 My father’s wife, get lost! A father married you, and you were not blessed. A 
mouthful of groats bloated your stomach… Oh father, you married a father’s wife. 
You put her in the ʿarīsh. May she not live. Fill our house with groats, until our 
house overflows! And may the ʿarīsh stay safe.  
254 Mūhibah is betrothal. Wahabtach is the verb form, in past tense. Wahib is also 
the verb form, but in present tense.  
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nobody would marry her. Yes. Nine years old or ten years old at most… if the girl 
has taken too long to get married. 
 
So, she wouldn’t have gone through puberty? 
That’s fine. She will go through puberty while she’s with her husband. [Sings] 
waʿalaīā wa ʿalā ḥālī wa ʿalā alghawāṣ, yawizonī wild ʿamī ghaṣban ʿanī wa mā 
daraw biḥālī, yawizonī wild khālī ghaṣban ʿ anī wa mā daraw biḥālī, yawizonī shaībin 
ʿayib ghaṣban ʿanī wa mā daraw biḥālī.255 Even if she didn’t have a cousin on 
either side, somebody would come from AlWakra or from anywhere and they would 
marry him to him. The girl does not give her permission and she has no opinion. 
She gets engaged on Saturday, she has the religious marriage on Monday, in the 
mosques they would marry her, her father with her paternal uncles with her 
brothers. The dazah would be on Tuesday. They would hold her on Wednesday. 
They would apply henna to the girl, and she doesn’t know that she’s getting 
married. But, back then, they were good people. Somebody would bring the meat, 
bring the sheep…. Somebody would bring the cows. Somebody would bring the 
cushions to sit on. Somebody would bring the clothes. Somebody would give them 
gold. This is for the groom. And somebody would bring them spices, and salt, and 
pineapple, and plums, and these people would all be from the firīj. Whoever could 
bring something would bring it. And when the groom’s mother gathered it all, they 
would put it in a bigshah, and they would put it on their heads and the drummers 
would drum behind them until they reached the bride’s house. They would put the 
dazah. The groom’s mother would open it. Something simple: rice and sugar, by a 
quarter kilo or two quarters. But their wedding would be blessed. They wouldn’t 
have any problems. They wouldn’t have these things. A few thūb that were stitched 
by the firīj’s relatives. Her dafah and baṭūlah would be stitched by the firīj’s 
relatives. Their gold was simple. But ʾalḥamdulilāh, there would be a wedding 
every week. There would be a wedding every week. When I help your son, 
tomorrow you’ll help mine. This is what their life was like back then. They were 
cooperative. They were arm in arm. They were one hand.  
 
They say weddings back then were seven days. 
They were seven days, but the girl would sit in her father’s house with her dignity 
and her pride. For seven days the girl would sit, and on the seventh day they make 
a hadīah to her husband’s house and the women would come to her while she’s at 
her family’s house and the mother would fil her. The girl would not dress up. The 
drummers would carry her in a rug. Four drummers would take her, and they would 
diz her on her husband on Friday eve. His family would come, having zif the groom, 
and the drums would be behind him and there would be a ʿarḍah in his father’s 
house, since the afternoon. There would be dinner at his father’s house, and they 

	
255 Pity on me and on my condition and on the diver, they married me off to my 
paternal cousin without my permission and they did not know about my condition, 
they married me off to my paternal cousin without my permission and they did not 
know about my condition, they married me off to an old, flawed man without my 
permission and they did not know about my condition. 
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would bring him later at night with the lanterns and the bukhūwr and the rosewater 
and the perfumes. Look at the firīj, and how good it is! The drummers would be 
behind him and there would be the ʿarḍah, and he would enter the khilah and then 
they would drum around him.256 They would pick up any money that was thrown 
onto them. There wouldn’t be much. It would be simple, but mā shāʿ Allāh it would 
be blessed. It was bountiful. They diz the bride and, after the men leave, they put 
her in a rug, and they bring her, and she would cry. Girls back then wouldn’t be 
beautified for their wedding. She wouldn’t know that she was getting married that 
night. Her mother would leave her with the children, and they would sing to her, 
and they would apply henna to her. [Sings] ḥināch ʿayīn yā fāṭmah, ḥināch ʿayīn, 
laīn dazūch ʿala almiʿris bālich tistiḥīn, ḥināch shinūf, Maryam, ḥināch shinūf, laīn 
dazūch ʿala almiʿris khalih ychūf, ḥināch warag, Ḥiṣa, ḥināch warag, laīn dazūch 
ʿala almiʿris ṣabach alʿarag.257And when it’s Friday morning, her mother would 
come in and she would take her, and she would bathe her, and she would wash 
her, and she would clean her, and she would hang mashmūm flowers for her. The 
ʿachāfah would come, and she would braid her hair and she would put rishūsh for 
her.258 They would adorn her with gold that was brought to her, and they would 
dress her in her baṭūlah. When they diz her the night before, she is in her bikhnag. 
But, on Friday morning they dress her in a baṭūlah and they dress her, and they 
dress her in a dafah. Then they bring her, and they seat her with her husband and 
she would have breakfast. When she had her breakfast and she was blessed, he 
went to his family, and they made lunch and they invited the firīj’s relatives. And 
they would all sit down and have lunch and get to know the groom and get to know 
him and have lunch and be blessed. In the afternoon they would also drum by the 
girl’s house. It was ʿayb for a girl to get married outside of her parent’s house. And 
the father and the brother wouldn’t attend the wedding. No. They go anywhere 
else. So, the wedding was simple, but they would be blessed and they would have 
children and they would have prosperity. The woman, poor thing, wouldn’t have an 
opinion and wouldn’t have a say. Her husband would have a say, her mother would 
have a say, her father would have a say. She would have a phrase: ʾin shāʾ Allāh. 
And she would stay for seven days in her family’s home, and on the seventh day 
they would take her hadīah to her husband’s home… There weren’t any divorces 
and there weren’t any widows. The widow would marry her husband’s brother. For 
example, I have a son and he passed away, after living a long life, may God’s 
name protect him, and he passed away. His brother, his mother must force him to 
marry his brother’s wife, so that he could raise their children together. Yes. We 
don’t have divorce. We don’t have widows. We didn’t have anything, back then. 
ʾAlḥamdulilāh. Everyone’s married and everyone helps one another and everyone. 
I mean; they were living their lives. There wasn’t any, I mean, we don’t hear 
anything like, yes, and the women were like boxes. If her husband told her 
anything, no matter what it was, she wouldn’t even tell her precious mother. She 

	
256 The khilah is the marital bedroom. 
257 This is a song sung to brides. They are instructed not to be shy and to let their 
grooms see them. They are also told that they will sweat when he does. 
258 Rishūsh are perfumes. 
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wouldn’t say this and that. ʾAlḥamdulilāh there weren’t any problems, and there 
wasn’t anything. There was nothing better than their lives.  
 
Sick people. What do you do with people when they’re sick? 
We have ʿarshaj. ʿArshaj every week. Every week, on Wednesday, our fathers 
would make it for us and give it to us. Mā shāʿ Allāh it would clean our bellies. 
What was our food? It was just dates and fish. ʾAlḥamdulilāh. There wasn’t any 
harm. And walking. Movement. Movement is a blessing. The woman moves. The 
girl moves. The man moves. Look at their lives; they’re just going and coming and 
going and coming. They wouldn’t sit. Back then, we would sweep with a ʿisū.259 
We would sweep the porch and we would bring the seashells from the sea, and 
we would pour them on the porch. I mean, our movement… and there was alkay 
as well… I remember my mother would remove hair from eyes. When a hair would 
fall into an eye, they would come to my mother and my mother would life the eyelid 
until the eye tears and the hair falls out. And we had a lot of women too. We had 
women who nafis and women who would deliver babies and women who would 
massage and women who would read Quran260 … I mean… our doctors were from 
our firīj. They were from our firīj. They were our mothers. There were women who 
delivered babies at home, women who gave massages, women who ighmiz 
tonsils… They were all women from the firīj. I mean, we didn’t have, every firīj had 
them. There was the muṭawaʿah who would read Quran, and the muṭawaʿ who 
would read Quran. There’s the woman who would heal, and the woman who would 
treat. They were in every firīj … And we have a teacher who teaches Quran, and 
she deserves our respect. Every region had them, and they would treat us, and we 
would pray. We would never miss our prayers, and we would never leave the 
Quran.   

	
259 ʿIsū is a broom made of dried palm leaves. 
260 Nafis is the verb form of nifās, which is the after-birth period. The woman who 
performs this action would take care of another woman who has just given birth. 
This involves the cooking of specific traditional foods that are believed to have 
healing properties. This also involves the upkeep of the home and the performance 
of chores that the mother cannot perform at that time.   
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8. Asma  
Okay. Now, we’re not done. These are our preparations for Ramadan. We have 
harīs seeds, and some make bizār, they mix the spices, they mix the bizār and 
grind it with a mortar. It’s hard when we buy it. We buy cinnamon, we buy 
cardamom, we buy nutmeg, we buy cloves, we buy red chilli, and I mean, turmeric 
and ginger. They grind them all and dry them, and then they grind them again. 
When they grind them fully and they’re smooth, they put them in jars, and they give 
them to their neighbors who might not have some for Ramadan. They store the 
bizār before Ramadan comes by. Some people make coffee. They roast it and 
they grind it in the mortar, and they put it in cans, and they prepare it for Ramadan. 
This is because Ramadan is sometimes in the winter and sometimes in the 
summer. They might not have the opportunity, I mean, so before then they prepare 
it. Some people make khubiz rigāg and some people make rice. You can see, mā 
shāʿ Allāh, that they’re a lot of commotion in the firīj: this person’s standing up, and 
this person’s sitting down, and this person’s carrying and this person’s putting. I 
mean, mā shāʿ Allāh, it’s as if all their hands are working together. The women of 
the firīj. Some of them take the shrimp. Especially if Ramadan comes around in 
the winter. We would have dried the shrimp before Ramadan. We would have dried 
it and steamed it and salted it and … stored it for the biryani, for the shrimp 
mashkhūl.261 Our parents, back then, would make shrimp and we would keep it 
and the fish, sometimes, they would take it and salt it and store it so that even if 
Ramadan comes in the winter, we will have all these things. 
 
In Ramadan, they sew clothes for us. They sew for us. They sit in the morning sun 
like so, and instead of chatting, or this, or that, no, they sit, and they sew. Our 
mothers would sew. They sew clothes for us. They sew bikhnag for us. They sew 
darāʿāt for us, for Eid. They would make [them] for every girl. Every day, she would 
wear a darāʿa. Every day, every girl would wear a darāʿa. I mean, the darāʿāt were 
simple. They would have a shāl, and zarī, I mean, there were clothes for the 
wintertime and clothes for the summertime. And we wouldn’t throw them! We 
would keep them for the rest of the year. These aren’t the kinds of clothes that you 
take and throw.  
 
What’s the fabric called? 
There’s malmal and there’s barsīm and there’s shāl. 
 
Was this for the men? 
No, for the women. Yes, shāl for the women. And barsīm and malmal…. I mean, 
they were within our means. And there was zarī. The zarī was different types.  
 
If a pregnant woman were to give birth, where would they take her? 
At home. No, no. At home. Back then, we didn’t have hospitals. In the forties, there 
weren’t any hospitals. Then, we had Hamda Hospital in the fifties. Like that. When 
petrol emerged, and like that, Hamda hospital was established. I was born at 

	
261 Biryani and mashkhūl are the names of two different dishes with rice.  



	 	

172 
 

home. My brother was born in the hospital. I don’t have a paper (laughs). I was 
born in 1952, but I don’t have a paper. What am I to do?  
 

9. Haya 
In the olden days we didn’t have jobs, except for this. And we use this to decorate 
the house and to cover the ground. We didn’t have carpets. We would use this to 
cover the house and decorate the ground, and we would trade with traders, of 
course. We would make these things and they would come and take them, and we 
would buy clothes and perfumes from them. And our life went on, mā shāʿ Allāh. 
We didn’t need to work. We were with the group, and everyone would teach the 
other and everyone would do something. I mean, these are palm leaves and we 
also had tilī, which we would use for children’s clothes and for adults and for brides. 
This is tilī, and we would sew with our hands. There weren’t sewing machines back 
then. There was no embroidery. There wasn’t anything. There were just the old 
things, and it was great, and we used to trade with… 
 
Who taught you? 
A long time ago, with my friends. I was maybe 8 years old. I would see my friends 
doing it, and I they would tell me to do the same. That’s because we need it. And 
they say here, in Qatar, that Sheikh Abdulla, may he rest in peace, had kept some 
tilī. He boasts about it, and he says, “Look, this belongs to our people.” And like 
that. I mean, we lived, mā shāʿ Allāh, in the best conditions. 
 
Where would you bring the palm leaves from? 
We would buy it. If they bring it in the shops, we would buy it. And we would get it 
from the palm trees we have in the farms. We had farms, I mean. There would be 
dates and we would plant bananas and we would plant simple vegetables, 
ʾalḥamdulilāh, especially if it rained. 
 
And cows, back then. Milk would be from the cows, and the meat, and the cheese. 
What do you call it? Butter, and oil, and yigiṭ would be from the goats. Of course, 
the meat and the chicken were all available in our houses, but not as much as 
there is today, more than what is necessary, I mean, and mā shāʿ Allāh.  
 
We would buy colors from the shops. It was very important that the colors were 
available to us, because the palm leaves were available. Some we would get from 
Dubai. Mostly, from Dubai. Yes. Because Dubai and Bahrain were, I mean, before 
Qatar and that. We would send who’s traveling and he would go and get some for 
us and we would take it and cook it in the water, and we would put in the palm 
leaves … In an hour, or something like that, the dye would color [the leaves], and 
it would firm, and then we would spread it, and we would lay it in the sun. I mean, 
it wasn’t even in the sun; it would be in the shade. And in a day or two days we 
would take it and gather it and take care of it. 
 
Thank God, I mean, now what’s new is the abundance and the development. 
That’s it. But what’s available to us now used to be available to us then: the 



	 	

173 
 

farming, the animals, the moon, the sun, the I-don’t-know-what, all of it, all of it, all 
of it was there. The fish! We can’t even talk about the fish, that’s how much there 
was… and we would eat for free, and the dates… We would eat for free… Just 
come and help me and take anything you want… It’s enough, it’s enough, 
ʾalḥamdulilāh. Back then, people didn’t want excess. They just wanted what was 
enough. We would eat today’s blessings, and tomorrow’s blessings would be from 
God.  
 
The khaṭābah would propose for them … she would tell you about the girl and she 
would tell the boy about the girl, and if she went to the bride’s father and she told 
him that the boy is like this and like that and if she went to the groom’s family and 
she told them the girl is like this and like that, and she brought them closer together 
and the marriage would be 150 or 200 or 100 what-do-you-call-it. Back then, there 
was the jihāz but you would have to buy, I mean, the stuff to sew and that… The 
bride’s family would buy, the groom’s family and then the neighbors and their 
people and the relatives would carry it on their heads and go around with it, 
because there weren’t any cars, there wasn’t anything. So, they would show the 
people and they would come, and we would prepare. The people would go, and 
they would carry it on their heads, and they would go from house to house, I mean, 
and they would see it and these houses, each one would put something from the 
clothes they have, some gold… I mean, if something was suitable to them… 
Clothes… Everyone would put a little bit, a little bit, a little bit, a little bit… mā shāʿ 
Allāh … By the time it goes back to the bride, she would have wealth in that box, 
or two boxes, or three. And then, didn’t I tell you that the men diz the groom before 
they take him? They bring the woman to him, and the woman is brought to him 
without going to the hairdresser first, and she wouldn’t be cleaned or anything, 
she’d be completely normal. They used to say, in the past, that if she were to get 
sick, or something, she wouldn’t look different to the man. He would know that that 
were her. When do they beautify her and make her up? The next morning. But at 
night, she is very average. But the next morning, they prepare her in the best 
clothes, with the best cleaning, everything, everything, mā shāʿ Allāh. Back then, 
the woman would be patient, she’d be patient with the man… she would do 
everything.  
 
We didn’t have electricity. We had lanterns. We would sew and we would 
embroider, and we would do it all by the light of the lanterns. 
 
Back then, the seeds would be normal. We would take it and wash it and … First, 
we would spray it with water and clean it. This is a big amount for the big house. 
The small houses would not be able to do this… Just the big house… They would 
gather people, a lot of people, and they would come, and they would grind the 
seeds, a bag or three bags, and they would keep it and they would do it in 
Ramadan and they would give it out… In a big mortar… And they would put water 
on it, and the dirt would come out, and they would dry it and clean it and put it in 
bags and they would leave it until Ramadan. And there were the bakers, too, who 
would take the flour and grind it… And they would make bread from it and lugaymāt 
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and khanfarūsh and that sort of thing262… We would get together on wedding days 
and we would get together during Ramadan and, yes, I swear, everyone would 
help the other… mā shāʿ Allāh there was prosperity. 
 
And then, after he worked, if they had an opportunity, they would also go [to sea] 
on Fridays… They would bring the fish, and we wouldn’t sell the fish, we would 
divide it amongst ourselves… Some people go hunting and they bring truffles too, 
they come back and divide it between us. The idea of having to buy it didn’t exist. 
If they came back from a hunting trip, bringing back game, for example, or 
something, they would divide it amongst the firīj. And whoever would go get fish 
would divide it amongst the firīj, and that’s how we were, ʾ alḥamdulilāh … We were 
content, ʾ alḥamdulilāh … You had God, you had clothes, you had a home, and you 
had food. What else would you want? What mattered was health. You get up and 
you pray, and you did what you had to do, and you visited your close friends, and 
you made food for special occasions. If we made food, we divided it amongst our 
neighbors and they would also bring food for us, especially during Ramadan. They 
would make things and they would divide them between close friends and family. 
And we would make things and divide them between close friends and family too.  
 
And on the days, they would come back from their dive, we would go and stand by 
the sea, so that we could wait and say, “Oh, the ships are here!” The divers would 
go for two or three months. First, they would go for a longer trip, and then they 
would go back for a shorter trip. We would wait for them on the shore, and whoever 
had a high spot in their house would wait for them there. Some people would make 
these high spots out of palm leaves, whoever could, and they would watch for them 
from the top. And whoever didn’t have these high spots would go to the sea and 
wait for them, “They’re here, they’re here, they’re here, they’re here, ʾalḥamdulilāh 
rab al ʿālimīn.”263  
 
  

	
262 Lugaymāt are a fried dessert. 
263 This statement can be translated to: Thank the God of two worlds! The two 
words are our present life and the afterlife.  
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10. Hala 
She would put a cow in the yard. In the yard was her cow… each one in its house, 
no, the women would sell … She would gather eggs and the chickens would lay 
eggs in people’s houses. When it was cold, there wouldn’t be any eggs. The 
chickens become overcome with laziness, a bit. In the warmth, the chickens lay 
eggs. When the chickens lay eggs, the women gather these eggs and give them 
out. They either give them out or sell them. They either give them out or sell them. 
They wouldn’t do less than what was expected of them, socially. Back then, 
neighbors would act as one.  
 
In Ramadan, in a yard [in Souq Wagif], the women would gather, and they would 
sit in the yard. Somebody would sell simbūsah, somebody else would sell 
lugaymāt, and somebody else would sell zalābyah. This was all done for 
Ramadan.  
 
If we memorized the Quran, from Thursday to Thursday, we would give her half a 
riyal. From Thursday to Thursday. And when we memorized the Quran, we would 
take a jifīr, and we would put the girl in front of it, and her mother behind her, and 
they would come and go from house to house. They would take pineapples. You 
could give them pineapples and plums. She would have cans and she, the mother, 
would give them out. They also had a song; I forgot it, [sings] ʾAlḥamdulilāh aladhī 
hidānā min faḍlah min alqurān naḥmidah ḥamd lā yuḥṣā ʿadad lah alfaḍil.264 
 
Back then, Souq Wagif was all sea… Our mothers would wash our clothes; they 
would wash all our clothes at sea. We didn’t have that much water.  
 
Every woman had a sewing machine in her home. Her daughter would be next to 
her, and the mother would design and sew, and the daughter would help her. Yes, 
she would sew, the red shāl, the blue shāl, and the green shāl. We would make 
them all. The darāʿah, the thūb. They would make everything, everything. They 
would make the bride and groom’s clothes. They would make sarāwīl zarī, kūrār, 
yes, and the kūrār, mā shāʿ Allāh. Two women would come, and they would sit, 
and they would make kūrār zarī sarāwīl. They were women’s sarāwīl. Yes. Women 
who don’t know how to embroider would go to the people in Jasra. There, there 
was a man called Mohamed Alzayani and he would make zarī. He would sew zarī 
and they would be those nice drawings. There was also a man called Ismael 
(ʿIsmāʿyl), Ismael Alamady (Alʿimādy). They would be in Jasra and in Souq Wagif. 
That’s where their shops were. Yes. We would gather there, and we would sit and 
they would sew in Jasra, each one of them… Everyone would sit in the lawns in 
the afternoon and as soon as the third call for prayer would be done, they would 
pray and go out and gather at the tailors. They would sew sarāwīl and they would 
sew zarī and they would sew ʿ abāyāt and they would sew bishūt. They would make 
everything. 

	
264 This translates to: ‘Thank God who has guided me towards the Quran. We give 
him immeasurable thanks.’  
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I know that they make rishūsh.  
Rishūsh, oh yes, they would grind the rishūsh in the back. They would grind the 
rishūsh for the hair. It would make the hair smell good, for weddings. Yes, they 
would rishūsh them with rishūsh. 
 
In the lawn, they would come with gifts. They would gather the mirrors. Back then, 
they would gather the mirrors from house to house. The glasses, the plates, and 
the trays, everything they would bring from house to house. Back then, they would 
help each other. All the women would get together, and then they would go. Later, 
when they got married, when they were about to get married, they invited the 
women in the firīj: Fireej Albaraha (Firīj Albarāḥah), Fireej Souq Wagif that’s in 
Jasra, Fireej [whispers] Baharna. They would all get together. They would have 
one heart. They were nice. So nice! There wasn’t a difference between this or that. 
We wouldn’t differentiate… And the gifts would come, and we would put wood in 
the lawn, and she would cook that wonderful meal, that liʾjrah … They put liʾjrah 
and every girl takes it from house to house and they put the trays on their heads… 
Whenever they would forget someone, they would cook again. Whenever they 
forgot someone, they would cook the next day, the third day, they made people 
happy, they made the ʿarab happy. There’s also a girls’ night, when they invite all 
the girls. They call it laylat banāt, and they bring khabīṣ and pineapple and 
plums.265 There would also be balālīṭ.266 The whole house smells like a wedding. 
Its smell would make you feel like there was a wedding. And they would have the 
rizīf behind the groom.267 The yard would be full of happiness. The house’s owner 
[female] would call this person and call that person and they would make the 
mirrors and they would put the green mats. They would take the mirrors from the 
houses.  
 
Back then, the girls would all drum on the trays... They would pick the rice and they 
would pick the lemon in the yard. They would get together for seven days. Back 
then, the rice wouldn’t be clean like it is today. Back then, there would always be 
stones, and there would be sand… And they would sort it. They would get together 
in the firīj and they would sort the rice and they would pick the lemons and they 
would sew the lemons. They would make them into long necklaces, yes, I swear. 
They would also grind the khabīṣ, and they would wash the rice and they would 
make the khabīṣ and they would gather it and they would wash it and they would 
gather it for the khabīṣ. But come and see what it smells like! The smell would waft 
when they cook the khabīṣ. For seven days there would be drumming, and they 
would sing for the bride.  
 

	
265 Khabīṣ is a dessert made from flour, oil, cardamom and saffron.   
266 Balālīṭ is a sweet and savory dish made from vermicelli noodles, sugar, rose 
water, saffron, and eggs.  
267 Rizīf is a synonym for ʿarḍah 
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Back then, when they proposed marriage to a girl, yes, when they proposed 
marriage to a girl back then, they would want a good woman. Back then, they 
would want a good woman. Yes, they wouldn’t look for someone who had 
graduated, or say that they wanted her from a school. No. They want the good, 
sensible woman. They want her to be the daughter of good people, and they want 
her to be a homemaker. When they call them and they tell them come and propose 
marriage, they said look at our daughter, and look at how good she is, then when 
they left, they would say, [sings] “Bintnā alʿadlah, bintnā alkhamāmah, bintnā 
alghasālah, bintnā alṭabākhah.” 268  The people proposing marriage would say, 
[sings] “Hathy ily nabiyh, hathy ily nabiyh.”269 They said “Ḥayākm Allāh”.270 That’s 
that… People would praise the girl… Flānah has a girl… here, she’s so good.  
 
Can the man see her? 
Back then, they would come. They would dress her in her ʿabāyah and she would 
walk in the yard and he would see her. And some people, he wouldn’t see her. 
Some people would allow it, and he would see her. And some people wouldn’t 
allow it, and he would only see her on her wedding night. They would make their 
decision based on the woman’s praise, the khaṭābah’s praise… If anyone saw her 
go to school or go to Quran, he would see her and he would say, “I swear, Flānah 
is going out, she’s going to the Quran today, look at her in this one, she’s outside 
and she’s wearing her bisht and she is walking.” They said, “There she is, Flān’s 
daughter, Flān’s daughter, go look at her.” That’s a proposal.  
 
Do they discuss how much to give her and how much to not give her? 
Yes, but that’s later, and that’s the mothers. I mean, the proposers and the 
proposal and all of that. 
 
What do they bring to her? 
They bring the dazah. The dazah. The rolls of fabric. The rolls of fabric from shāl 
and clothes from tūr.271 
 
Is this before the milchah or after? 
This is after the milchah. What do we give you? What do you want? What do you 
not want? They say, “As you like.” Whoever wants to ask, asks. And whoever 
doesn’t want to ask, they bring what they can to her. “Whatever you can.” They 
bring the dazah in a metal box… They put slippers. There would be a few slippers. 
They put a few ʿ abāyat. She puts a bigshah or three or four and rolls of fabric. They 
put the fabric and they divide it between the neighbors after the wedding.    
 
  

	
268 Our good daughter, our daughter who sweeps, our daughter who washes, our 
daughter who cooks.  
269 This is what we want, this is what we want.  
270 May Allah welcome you.  
271 Tūr is also the name of a fabric.  
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12. Saif 
 
Which year were you born? 
Saif: 1963…When I got married, I was 28 years old. 
 
How much did you pay for the wedding? How much did the wedding cost? 
Saif: It didn’t cost me anything. Back then, it was for free. It didn’t cost anything. 
We would have a dhibīḥah, and we would invite people for the dhibīḥah. We would 
have three or four and we would invite them to dinner. 
 
Okay. And the dazah? What about the dazah or the ḥinah?272 
Saif: There weren’t any ḥinah back then. There weren’t any dazah either. We didn’t 
have any. The neighbors would take money and her mother would take it to [the 
bride]. She would give it to her, and tell her, “Come on, establish your house.”  
Guest: She would give them the money and they would do everything  
 
Would there be any financial contributions? Would anyone give you an 
ʿaynīah? Help you? 
Saif: They gave us some help. They helped us.  
 
Did you not bring any folk bands? 
Saif: There weren’t any. There wasn’t a ʿarḍah and there wasn’t any drumming. 
Nothing. We brought the tanbūrah from here.273 We had a neighbor, may she rest 
in peace, and they would do the tanbūrah for us.  
 
Good. Do you not remember how much the band that played the tanbūrah 
took at the time? 
Saif: We didn’t give her anything. They didn’t take anything. They didn’t take a 
single riyal. I mean… they were our neighbors. 
Guest: How much was the mahar?  
Saif: The mahar is twenty-one liras of gold. 
 
God is great! God is great!274  
Guest: How much would that be worth today? 
Saif: I’m a trader. I’m an employee. 
Guest: Would there also be a mūaʾkhar? 
Saif: No, there wasn’t.  
  

	
272 In this context, the word ḥinah is used to refer to a party in which ḥinah is applied 
for the bride and her family and friends.  
273 A tanbūrah is a musical instrument.  
274 The speaker is implying that he is impressed.  
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13. Noora 
 
Noora, when were you born? 
I, what they wrote in my passport is ’56. 
 
Your grandmother, may she rest in peace, what stories did she tell you when 
you were younger? 
My grandmother didn’t tell me stories because my grandmother, may she rest in 
peace, was busy with the Aldarwish [family]. This was because she was, you could 
say, a manager in their home, or in their kitchen … so she traveled with them. Very 
rarely would she be at home, my mother would be the one to talk, mostly, may she 
rest in peace.   
 
(The remaining translations in this interview were done by Msheirib Museums):  
 
In East. She said: We were young. There was financial hardship. He raised their 
children. He sold them out to Abdulla bin Jassim. Mother says she was then a 
young woman. They used to work in wood cutting, bringing water, and helping in 
cooking and serving the elderly and the grand people. They did not live 
independently. They lived in one castle. This was Alwajba (Alwajbah) Palace of 
Sheikha Hessa bint Hamad. We lived with her for a while. After the sheikh died, 
they distributed them out. Some to Sheikh Suhaim (Suḥaym), May Allah bless his 
soul! Others to Sheikh Khalifa, and third ones to Sheikh Jassim. That is, they 
shared out all the servants, as they say. 
 
Among his sons. 
Yes. 
 
She said that they got tired of the work. There was, as we used to say, an embassy. 
There was a British Advisor. He used to say any person who could go over the 
bridge or out from the castle so far, the post where the flag was, was set free. After 
that they were given papers and they traveled to Bahrain. They became free 
persons. No one could have a say over them anymore.  
 
No, look! My father was an artist. My mother was an artist. This means we knew 
“Tanbūrah” since we were young…  
 
Mother knew when they brought her; they brought her from Yemen … She and her 
sister they were sold as slaves… They kidnapped her. She and her sister. But 
when you saw her, you wouldn’t think she was a slave. She was like a free woman.  
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15. Sara 
 
That means you’re 65. Okay. Were your parents in Wajba Palace? 
Sara: They were in Wajba Palace and then they went down to Al Rayyan Al 
Qadeem (Alrayān Alqadīm). Not the new one. The old one. They lived there, my 
father and mother and my grandmother and my mother’s uncle. They raised me 
and ʾalḥamdulilāh. I mean; I lived within my means. It was a simple life. Between 
you and I, life back then was much better than life today. So, what can I tell you? I 
mean, we lived. 
 
Did you have any suffering, like the suffering of Zilikha and her mother? 
No, no. I mean, my grandmother was talented in raising cows and she would give 
us oil to sell. And we lived off the oil and she would sell bulls, and she would raise 
calves and they would grow to be cows and that’s how we lived.  
 
Zilikha: He wants to know what your life was like at that time. I mean, how did you 
live? How did you eat? How did you drink? Where did you work? Did you have 
other jobs? Did you only work with the shīūkh? 
Sara: No, we only worked with the shīūkh. 
Zilikha: With the shīūkh. Okay. That’s the sort of thing we want. 
Sara: We would milk the goats and some people would milk the cows and some 
people would milk the camels.  
Zilikha: And all this work would be for the shīūkh? 
Sara: Yes, it would be for them. Who else would it be for? 
Zilikha: And all this money would belong to the shīūkh? 
Sara: Is it okay to say? 
Zilikha: Yes. 
 
Of course. 
Sara: So, I can say it? 
Zilikha: Say it. 
Sara: It all belonged to Sheikh Abdulla bin Jassim.  
Zilikha: Yes, of course you can say that there’s nothing wrong with saying that. 
Sara: Sheikh Abdulla bin Jassim, may God have mercy on his soul, all our relatives 
went with him, but we were now owned.  
Zilikha: Yes. You were raised like their children?  
Sara: Of course.  
Zilikha: With them. 
Sara: We were raised in Sheikh Abdulla bin Jassim’s house, with his children. He 
would even yell at us when we called him ʿamy. He would say, “I’m not your ʿam, 
I’m your father.” May he rest in heaven, along with ʿamitī the sheikha, may God 
have mercy on her soul. She treated us the same way she treated her old children, 
there wasn’t anything about it.  
 
Marriage 
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Sara: Do you think I’m crazy enough to get married. No, my brother. ʾaʿūdhu 
bilāh.275 
Zilikha: She’s a rebel. 
 
Are there any reasons? There must be. 
Sara: There aren’t any reasons and there’s nothing about it, but I don’t like being 
tied to a person. 
Zilikha: That’s because marriage, in the way people back then understood it, they 
weren’t like us…Now people understand one another, the man and the woman 
have conversations together. Back then, he wouldn’t talk to her. This goes for most 
women, except for the few who God had mercy on. 
Sara: My father, may he rest in peace, had promised me to an Iranian man and I 
didn’t know about it. I didn’t have a single idea.  
Zilikha: This happens because the man has the control. I mean; the woman 
doesn’t become a wife who is treated like an equal. No, she is like a slave to him. 
Sara: Like the people who are owned.  
Zilikha: How did you get rid of it? 
Sara: They came to me in the afternoon, and I was sitting outside. He said, “Why 
are you sitting outside?” I said, “What do you mean, why am I sitting outside? 
What?” So, he said, “It’s not up to you. Today, you’re my wife.” I said, “Your wife?” 
He said, “Yes.” And I said, “With whose permission?” He said, “With your father’s 
permission.” I said, “Who’s my father?” He [told him]. I said, “Over our dead bodies. 
I don’t have a marriage.” I went and spoke to ʿam Jassim, may he rest in peace, 
and I said “Oh, ʿam Jassim.” He said, “Yes?” I said, “ṭāl ʿumrik, my father’s done 
something.”276 So they went and called my father. He [told him]. And he said, 
“Yes.” He asked him “Are you crazy or sane? How do you marry off a human who 
doesn’t know and hasn’t even been told? Why didn’t you tell her?” He replied, 
“That’s our way, my ʿam, we don’t ask the girl. We marry her off and hand her to 
her husband.” … He said, “Take the money and give it to the man and let the man 
divorce her.” I said, I swore to God, that if that human comes in and holds my hand, 
I would turn it into a funeral that he would be responsible for… my father didn’t 
speak to me for two years. 
 
  

	
275 ʾaʿūdhu bilāh means ‘I seek refuge in God’. 
276 The phrase ṭāl ʿumrik means ‘may God lengthen your life.’ 
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17.  Hamad 
Let’s talk about weddings. Do you remember the first year you got married? 
What year it was? The price? May God lengthen your life. 
 
The cost was about a thousand and five for the woman in the beginning. My father 
paid them to her brother. And the rest was simple. I mean; it was in the realm of 
four dhibāḥ. And they would do the dhibāḥ during the day, and they would divide 
them amongst the houses. I mean; like people do today. They divide it between 
the houses. They would give each household a little bit. And at night they would 
slaughter one dhibīḥah and they would call the close relatives… The wedding 
would have the Qatari ʿarḍah … The women would also get together in a place 
and they would sing there, and they would participate, and they would call it 
murādāh. Weddings were special occasions, and they would bring drummers. The 
drummers were local, and they wouldn’t bring them with a fare. The groom and 
bride’s relatives would dance, and they would participate in the happiness. 
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19. Abdulrahman 
Jilmood (Jilmūd) House is considered one of the houses that symbolized the 
architectural infrastructure of the Jasra area. The truth is, I mean, we saw it when 
we were young, and we would pass in front of its main façade. This house follows 
the heritage of Arabic houses. They are large houses with rooms surrounding a 
courtyard in the middle. The main door was what made this house stand out the 
most. I saw this house before it collapsed, and I saw the main entrance. The 
house’s door was directly on the road, or on the old lane. And the door’s frame 
was engraved: “Inā fataḥnā lak fatḥan mubynā” This is a Quranic ayah. I believe 
that a date was also fastened to [the door].  
 
Of course, you could count the doctors on a single hand, back then. I mean; it’s 
true that they would come from Bahrain sometimes and they would be pharmacists 
who would practice medicine, or treat the ill…  
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20. Ibrahim 
Back then, we had murādāh. Back then, murādāh would have groups of girls and 
they would sing songs. They would sing songs like diving harmonies.  
 
There wasn’t any diving, and the people who dove are gone. They are not 
immortal, and we just remind people to memorialize it until it becomes immortal. 
As for the art, I tell you, this is the art that exhausted us... There were songs about 
diving that they must remember. I told you about people who used to sing about 
divers back then. They would sing and the būānīsh would take [the divers] to sea 
and they would sing to them.277 And when they renew the būānīsh, and they make 
a new bānūsh, and they want to take it down to the sea for the first time, they bring 
the whole diving crew, and they sing to the boat until it enters the sea. Where did 
these [songs] go? … Back then, before they go down to [inaudible], you would find 
the songs and the drums…  
 
  

	
277 Būānīsh is the plural form of bānūsh, a type of boat used for diving trips.  



	 	

185 
 

21. Farha 
 
My mother would teach me… I would pour on [the slave master’s] hands so he 
could wash them after lunch… And for the coffee, there would be another thing. I 
would carry the pot and I would pour the coffee, and if I poured it and it were cold, 
he would laugh and say, “Next time, bring it warm. Pour a little bit on your finger. 
If it’s hot, bring it to me. If it’s cold, pour the rest on your head.” But he would be 
joking. He wouldn’t allow anything bad to happen to us. 
 
How old were you?  
I was seven or eight years old. 
 
Was your father with you? 
We were separated. You know how enslaved people were. We were separated.  
 
When I grew older, this paper happened. We used to be enslaved, but then they 
gave us these papers and these papers were given to people who used to be 
enslaved, and they mean that now they’re free…. They gave the shīūkh money 
and the slaves would go away free… This was in ’52 or ’56.  
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22. Farha 
 
What was your role at home? 
At home, my mom would do housework. My mother would cook, and she would 
have to do everything. When I was young, they taught me something. I mean, 
carrying the jug. I would pour water on ʿamy’s sons. I would carry the thermos and 
[inaudible]. I would pour coffee for him. If we wanted something, for example, he 
would send me to his mother. She was also there. But I don’t remember her very 
well. He would send me to his mother, and I would go and bring something from 
her, or she would have something written down. He would give me something and 
he would tell me to take it to his mother. I would go. I would understand. I mean; 
he was always busy. 
 
Who did he have? Did he have a lot? 
Servants? 
 
Yes 
Yes, he had three. Three, other than my mother. Three. 
 
Women? 
Yes, he had women.  
 
One of them was called Haila (Haylah), and one was called Haloom (Ḥalūm). My 
mother was the third, and I was the fourth. There was Swairah (Siwayrah), too. 
Swairah was specifically responsible for his children, for the newborns. 
 
The newborns? 
Yes, she was specifically allocated to his wife. I was specifically allocated to him. I 
mean; I didn’t do any other work. 
 
Yes, but he would also have shaheen falcons, and he would send me. What would 
he do? My mother would light the fire in the middle of bayt alshiʿir. We all lived in 
the desert… Yes, in the desert. And he would make the eggs for the shaheen 
falcons himself… He would fry them and say, “Take them. Don’t you dare eat any. 
If you eat any, the birds will tell on you.” I believed him. I was scared. I would take 
the food to the birds and when there was any food remaining, I would take it and 
show him. I would show him and when I showed him, he would say, “Make sure 
you don’t eat any, this time… I’ll give you the food, but don’t eat it. If any is left 
over, don’t eat it. The birds will tell on you.”  
 
I saw my mother’s mother and my mother’s father… I mean, they would talk to me, 
and they would tell me stories about the desert and about that knowledge. They 
would teach me things. They said that if my ʿam came to me and told me to do 
something, I was to say okay. I was to say ʾin shāʾ Allāh. But I was young. When I 
would walk into the house and hear the relatives running barefoot in the meadow, 
I would tell the sheikh, “I’ll just go run in the meadow.” 
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Would you go play with them? 
I would go play with them. 
 
Yes, I swear, there is nobody like Sheikh bin Thani. Nobody in all the Al Thani 
family. I mean; we were young. And he wouldn’t call us his slaves. He called us 
his children. We would sit and eat together. Allāh yastir ʿalayh.278 And we would 
have lunch together. Houbara and game and nobody would hunt like Sheikh bin 
Thani. 
 
  

	
278 Allāh yastir ʿalayh translates to: ‘May God [hide his flaws].’  
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23. Ghada 
[The following translation was conducted by Msheireb Museums] 
 
We had electricity and everything and water and there was ice at home … [W]e 
took water, at that time there were slaves…They took water from ice and there 
were servants to serve us. 
 
… How did you cook? 
In the past, they cooked with charcoal. In each house, there was a pan for sheep.  
They cooked in the pan. They locked sheep in a room. 
 
Your milk and everything from your home? 
Everything from our home: milk, chicken, eggs even the bread they used to bake 
at home… At that time in each house there [w]as a kiln… When Ramadan came, 
they baked al rakak bread. They baked day by day, not like nowadays when they 
bake and leave it for a month. 
 
What were your preparations for Ramadan? Some people didn’t prepare 
anything, but others were preparing well before Ramadan. 
No, no, before Ramadan they prepared themselves and went out to bring bags of 
cereals to make harees. They selected the good ones, washed them and ground 
them with the grinder then they dried the cereals, flour and seeds for the whole 
year. In Ramadan, they used to prepare the cereals and the flour. 
 
Did they grind cereals at home? 
They ground and dried them, but I didn’t see that. 
 
But you heard. 
Yes, I did. My mother said they put out the cereals, ground and spread them, and 
then they put them in bags two or three months before Ramadan. They prepared 
them for Ramadan. They dyed the utensils, unless they got lost when they took 
them to the neighbor’s homes. Our utensils in green, …, our neighbors in red, 
somebody’s in blue… those who had could, and those who didn’t have anything, 
his neighbors helped them. 
 
You mean the entire neighborhood?  
The whole neighborhood was one family, before in Ramadan, at two thirty pm. The 
dishes and plates went from one home to another… They brought big a starch 
plate to the house that was cooking harees. They bought a cow before Ramadan 
and kept it for Ramadan meat. 
 
You provided meat. 
At that time No. They raised a cow at home. For Ramadan they slaughter it and 
kept its meat in a freezer to take some for each day of Ramadan. For example, 
with harees I didn't cook harees every day like my neighbor. But when I cooked, I 
sent some to my neighbors, and also my neighbor did the same. 
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Did you ask your mother if they had fridges? In the past there weren’t any. 
No. In the past those who could bought them. 
 
[The following translations were conducted by the researcher] 
 
Did you ask your mother about her marriage, for example, what it involved?  
Yes, my mother told us they want to propose to the girl, for example, a khaṭābah 
would sit down and say “look at Flān’s daughter, how her hair is long… and she is 
fat and how pretty she is. She’s white. How fat she is!” Back then, they would praise 
fat girls. “And her eyes, mā shāʾ Allāh, and her mouth is big, and…” If she was 
mastūrah and she was the daughter of good people, they would propose marriage. 
This was done based on word of mouth. He wouldn’t see her, and she wouldn’t 
see him. No. Back then, girls had manners. Girls would wear their bikhnag and 
they would play with each other. But as soon as she was of a nice age, that’s it. 
He didn’t see her, and she didn’t see him. And they would go and propose 
marriage. First, all the women would go. 
 
This is what your mother told you? 
My mother told me that the women would go, and they would see the girl and they 
would look at her. Then, after they saw her and everything, they would go to the 
house and the go to the boy and they would say, “I swear, we saw her, and she’s 
a good girl, and she’s a sensible girl, and she’s a mastūrah girl. Do you want to be 
unfair? Ask about her mother. This girl’s mother is Flānah, and this girl’s mother is 
[Flānah].” Then, in a few days, they would go and say, “the men are coming.” They 
would get together, the father, the father’s brothers, and as you would say, the big 
names in the family. And they would all go, and they would reach there, and they 
would welcome them, and they would say, “We want your daughter.” Then, they 
would say, “Welcome, our daughter is your daughter, take her, take her with the 
ʿabāyah on her back, and take her with her ʿabāyah.” They wouldn’t mention the 
mahar and they wouldn’t ask how much the mahar was. Back then, the mahar was 
seventy riyals.  
 
How much did they give your mother? 
They gave my mother fifty… yes, how it was back then… they wouldn’t give more. 
There wouldn’t be more. And they would bring the dazah normally… everyone 
would take what he could take. I mean, they wouldn’t pressure the boy to bring 
more than he could… no, no. He would bring what he was capable of brining. And 
they would put everything in the dazah. They would bring clothes; they would bring 
as much gold as they could… what they could bring… and they would take it to the 
bride’s mother’s house. They would take the dazah to her, and on the day, they 
took the dazah to her, the women would go right after. They would sit and they 
would falil and they would show the dazah. And everyone would look at the dazah 
and see what was in it, and what was not in it. They would be happy, and they 
would sing, and they would drum, and then the wedding day would happen.  
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Do you have drums? 
Yes. The wedding happens and they drum, and they bring the drum set. Back then, 
there were folk drummers, and their drumming was nice.  
 
In the morning, there would be liʾjrah. Starting at night, they would diz the bride to 
the groom. But they would be dressed to cook. As soon as it was three am, they 
would begin slaughtering. Back then, they would bring two cows and ten sheep. 
They would kill the cow and a few sheep, and they would leave them for the 
morning. And the firīj’s residents would bring large pots, and they would bring large 
pots for the groom’s mother, and they would take it to the groom’s aunt and to 
Flān’s house, and to the neighbors and all the relatives. And they would cook this 
in the morning, when the sun rose. By the time people were praying in the morning, 
the pots would have been removed and they would have divided the food. How 
delicious was that food!  
 
God is great! The woman who would cook for weddings, would cook for our 
relatives. It was for our relatives. She wouldn’t cook for people. No. She would 
cook that good food for our relatives … my mother … she would just cook for 
relatives; may she rest in peace. 
 
The muṭawaʿ was co-ed. We would read at Um Amna. And if it were summer, she 
wouldn’t let us go. She would make us read the Quran. We were young children, 
but there wasn’t a school. 
 
My uncle’s son married me… I swear, I was twelve years old. I finished elementary 
school, and I was just about to go to middle school when my father, may he rest in 
peace, said no. He said it was ʿayb to reject my cousin. Back then, if your uncle’s 
son proposed marriage to you, it was ʿayb to reject him… the women came to 
propose marriage while I was playing in the streets.  
 
[The following translations were conducted by Msheireb Museums] 
From where did you bring those toys? 
For the dolls, we took the bones of the chicken. We made like a plus sign when we 
tie them with a string to make hands. Then we fixed them on a Pepsi can, adding 
to it an egg and drawing eyes on it. We dressed them in darāʿah then a dress and 
al baṭūlah. In this way, we made dolls like a woman. And we made men for them 
as well. We put them in a carton sort of box prepared with a bed, backrests, cooker 
and such things. 
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24. Sabta 
 
[The following translations were conducted by Msheireb Museums] 
 
My father was from a Yemeni tribe, a tribe of Bedouins who lived spread across 
certain plains and mountains. Of course, their life was simple. They were Bedouins 
who grazed sheep. They were very simple, indeed. Sometimes the chieftain would 
work with everyone like the least important girl in tribe. Every woman would do the 
chores of her own home. When there would be some work for the tribe, the women 
would sit together and do it, and the men were the same. It was important that the 
service be for the benefit of everyone…I know these things from my mother, who 
had heard it from my father, because I wasn’t old enough to remember the things 
my father told me. They tell me that I’d sit with him and that he was so generous. 
God bless his soul… They raided the sedantary tribes: killing, looting and stealing. 
They kidnapped people and took them to other areas like the Gulf in an area that 
was called Dalma (Dālmah), which forms part of Abu Dhabi. In Saudi Arabia, there 
was a place where slaves were sold. I mean sold people – Allah is the Greatest… 
Yes, they traded people as they would goods. Slavery was not prohibited in the 
past… It wasn’t banned. Nobody asked where those gangsters came from or what 
they were doing, and whether there should be laws to stop them. No, no at all. You 
had money and you needed help, so you could buy servants to serve you and your 
household and live with you as if there were your kids… Yes. There were good 
people who treated them well, and other people who were bad and treated them 
badly… After they looted the tribe and killed the chieftain, the tribe was destroyed. 
They kidnapped my grandmother and her children and took them all to Qatar … 
They brought them to Qatar and sold them here… Fatima thought she was going 
to live with the girls as a slave, eating, drinking, serving and sleeping – thus 
enjoying comfort and raising children. But she said, “No, I won’t accept this kind of 
life. I’m not a slave. I was an important lady in my tribe. Neither I nor my children 
will be slaves. That’s impossible.” … So, she was disobedient, and they poured 
beatings and humiliation upon her to make her obey… To give up and accept the 
facts, but [my grandmother] didn’t. For this, there was a place to subdue slaves 
and force them to do as they were instructed. The area was Dalma, an island of 
Abu Dhabi … There, they used to take the slaves. If you had a disobedient slave, 
you would take him or her there to be tamed. They were famous for their ways in 
taming slaves. They said this woman wouldn’t be a good slave unless you took her 
there… They took [my grandmother] and her kids to Abu Dhabi. To that same place 
which for humiliating slaves, but all in vain. She wouldn’t obey. Finally, do you know 
what they did to her? Oh, my God. I can’t say. It still breaks my heart… God is 
great. God is great. Frankly, she possessed a lot of good manners. May God grant 
her long life. Where were we? Oh yes, they tied her to a palm tree and whipped 
her with green palm fronds… And after the beating she began to bleed… All her 
body. Don’t forget that she was a woman; even a man couldn’t stand it… OK. Then 
the whole woman’s body was bleeding. It was full of wounds. Then they took the 
hot sift and put it on her. I don’t know how that woman could bear living that way. 
When they arrived there, my uncle was a baby, and he needed to be breast-fed. 
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And he died. My father and aunt survived. My grandmother’s body swelled from 
beating and scorching with hot water, and she died. 
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APPENDIX IV: IMAGES 
 
Image I: The first sirwāl style, fashioned from floral cotton and colored satin. Its 
design incorporates embroidery on tapered legs.  
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Image II: The second sirwāl style, fashioned from plain cotton. Here, it is shown 
with three horizontal pleats and embroidered edges. Variations include a festoon 
instead of embroidery, or construction from striped cotton without any 
embellishments.   
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Image III: A darāʿah constructed from patterned fabric. Here it is shown with a short 
sleeve and without any embellishments.  
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Image IV: A darāʿah constructed from plain fabric. Here, it is shown with long 
sleeves and embroidery on the neckline, sleeves, torso, and hemline. 
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Image V:  A bikhnag with gold embroidery. Embroidery shapes vary, but their 
construction from gold thread and location on the bikhnag are the same. 
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Image VI: A plain white thūb.  
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Image VII: A thūb nashil, which is identical in shape to the daily thūb, but is heavily 
embroidered with either silver or golden threads.    
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Image VIII: A thūb mfaḥaḥ, which is a type of thūb nashil. Different vibrant colors 
of the same fabric are used to construct its sleeves.   
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Image IX: A dafat rās made of black silk and free from embroidery.  
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Image X: A ʿabāyah um alsimach, which is a black ʿabāyah decorated with 
embroidery in the shape of a fish. 
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Image XI: A bisht. Here, it is shown in white. The bisht may be made from black or 
other neutral colored fabric.  
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Image XII: A baṭūlah face cover, with a tilī ribbon constructing the upper bridge. 
This photograph was provided by Noora Al Shirawi.  
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Image XIII: Naqdah embroidery on pink and black fabric. This photograph was 
provided by Noora Al Shirawi.  
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Image XIII: Naqdah embroidery on green fabric. This photograph was provided by 
Noora Al Shirawi.  
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Image XIV: Naqdah embroidery on green fabric. This photograph was provided by 
Noora Al Shirawi.  
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Image XV: Threads used for qayṭān (left) and lbādilah (right) embroidery. This 
photograph was provided by Noora Al Shirawi.  
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