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Recent years have witnessed an explosion in information technology. Schol-
ars and scientists in all fields of study have at their fingertips more informa-
tion than ever before and, in fact, more information than they can possibly
manage. We are able to communicate and interact with others around the
world effortlessly via the Web. Interest and research on people from differ-
ent cultures and societies is at its highest in recent decades, and promises to
become even more prominent in the future.

Despite the information explosion and increased ease of communication,
there are still countries, regions, and cultures of the world about which we
have little reliable information. Although studies of culture and psychology
are prominent in the Far East (particularly Japan), North America, and Eu-
rope, they are still sorely lacking in Central and South America, Africa, South-
east Asia, and the Middle East. This gaping hole in the scientific literature is
in fact largest in psychology, as psychological studies of the people of these
cultural regions still lag far behind other types of scientific research.

The consequences of this lack of information are formidable. People’s
reactions to the events of September 11 demonstrated that ignorance     about
the lives of people from other cultures helps to promulgate stereotypes, mis-
perceptions, and misunderstandings. Believing in uninformed stereotypes
makes it easier to make negative attributions to groups of people when un-
fortunate events occur. Doing so also makes it easier to homogenize people,
ignore their considerable individuality and diversity, and believe in the su-
premacy of one’s ways of life, beliefs, and being.

It is in this light that I welcome Gary Gregg’s The Middle East: A Cul-
tural Psychology as the first book to be published in the Oxford University
Press Series in Culture, Cognition, and Behavior. In this book, Gregg pro-
vides a broad overview of what underlies the psychological development
throughout the lifespan of individuals living in Middle East and North African
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(MENA) societies and cultures. Through his discussions of pediatric styles
of childcare, the honor-modesty system, Islam, the tension between tradi-
tion and modernity, and the development of self and identity, Gregg does an
outstanding job of highlighting aspects of development that appear to be simi-
lar panculturally—universal to all people of all cultures—as well as those that
appear to be unique to the MENA region. Moreover, the work presented in
this volume represents not only Gregg’s own research, but also his under-
standing—remarkable in its breadth and depth—of all the relevant cross-
cultural, cultural, and developmental literatures. He deftly crafts his message,
juxtaposing the available scholarly literature from Europe and North America
on questions and concerns about development with the concepts and mate-
rial generated from his primary research on real-life MENA people.

There are several characteristics of this book that make it unique. For
example, Gregg spends the first two chapters describing the social ecology of
the region, which gives readers an excellent feel for that ecology and, more-
over, for the general sociocultural milieu within which individuals in MENA
live, work, and play. It is important background information that is not often
available to cross-cultural, cultural, and mainstream psychologists today.
Gregg’s attention to concepts such as nomadism, peasant agriculture, urban
commerce, and the widespread adoption of Arab culture and Islam provides
a crucial context for understanding the material     in the main sections of the
book. This type of background material should be provided by every work
on the psychology and development of any group of people in any area of
the world and against which extracted psychological constructs should be
interpreted and connected.

Gregg is not an armchair psychologist. In this day and age, psychologists
interested in the cultural context of behavior can carry out their research at
home in front of a computer, but Gregg chose to interact directly with the
populations he is studying. Gregg’s work is also unique because it brings the
methodology of the study of lives tradition to the area of culture and psychol-
ogy. He follows in the outstanding heritage of Erikson, Mead, Murray, Levine,
and McAdams to go beyond simple verbal responses to questionnaires or
behavioral responses to tasks by conducting comprehensive, in-depth, quali-
tative studies of the lives of numerous individuals living in MENA. More-
over, he brings the complexity, richness, and sometimes conflicting aspects
of individual lives alive to the reader, all the while extracting psychological
constructs and concepts that are vital to a complete understanding of their
cultural psychological development.

Gregg’s work is also notable in the theoretical frameworks of personality
he uses. Although many views of personality in studies of culture today are
dominated by the trait approach, Gregg revives the notion of different levels of
personality organization. His three levels of psychological organization—cor-
responding to biological, social, and cultural influences—underscore the im-
portant fact that individual lives are complex, multilayered, and multifaceted.
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The notions of sentiments, motives, and social personae are interesting, unique,
and informative not only as theoretical contributions to the study of the psy-
chology of MENA but also to all who are interested in the interaction between
culture, personality, mental processes, and individual behavior.

Needless to say, Gregg’s work makes numerous contributions—theoreti-
cally, empirically, and pragmatically. The two contributions that stand out
in my mind are the messages he brings to the concepts of Individualism ver-
sus Collectivism (IC) and to contemporary studies of self and identity. He
demonstrates amply that stereotypical descriptions of cultures (and, more-
over, of individuals) as either individualistic or collectivistic are just too sim-
plistic and most likely inappropriate. Gregg clearly shows that cultures have
both individualistic and collectivistic tendencies, and that future theoretical
and empirical research needs to work through this simple and perhaps mis-
leading dichotomy. Gregg’s research adds to a growing literature that sug-
gests that selves and identities are comprised of a repertoire of schemata,
including both independent and interdependent concepts, and that culture
influences the content of these schemata via the contexts of the lives within
which individuals develop. Despite the stereotypic and oversimplistic view
of MENA cultures as being collectivistic, the individual lives of the people
Gregg studied are incredibly rich, diverse, and full of fledgling individuality
and autonomy. I agree with Gregg in his suggestion that oversimplified no-
tions of independent/individual self-construals versus interdependent/socio-
centric border on academic stereotyping, not unlike that done by political
leaders throughout history to justify outright discrimination and aggression
toward others. It is a path that concerned social scientists should not take,
and one that Gregg’s work argues against admirably.

Additionally Gregg’s book is valuable because it makes available an in-
teresting and important literature—two thirds of it by Arab-Muslim schol-
ars—available to Western researchers and the informed public. And it helps
us better understand Middle Easterners by seeing how they struggle to mod-
ernize their traditions without simply abandoning them for Western ones.
The life span developmental framework that Gregg uses is perfect in high-
lighting these issues and concerns.

Gregg is a gifted writer; he brings the material to the reader as a novelist
would bring life to characters, or as any artisans working their craft. The theo-
retical perspectives on culture, personality, self, identity, and development;
empirical contributions of the study of lives approach; and the carefully
crafted writing make this volume one that is sure to make a strong and last-
ing contribution to the scholarly literature on culture, psychology, and the
Middle East/North Africa. This book is a befitting start to Oxford’s Series in
Culture, Cognition, and Behavior.

David Matsumoto
San Francisco
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used to create more immediate and tangible results than I: the Near East
Foundation-sponsored project now active in 40 villages, improving fam-
ily nutrition, water sanitation, fuel-wood stove efficiency, and women’s
literacy.

Note on Photos �

All photos were taken by Gary Gregg and Alison Geist in southern Moroc-
can villages that continue to practice nonmechanized agriculture and herd-
ing of sheep, goats, and camels on the slopes of the High Atlas mountains.
Few Middle Easterners today live in “traditional” settings like these.
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int ro duc t ion

3

Since I began writing this book, the escalation of Israeli-Palestinian strife, the
attack on the World Trade Center, and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have
put the Middle East even more prominently onto the center stage of world
history. Samuel Huntington has ominously predicted that the twenty-first
century would see a “clash of civilizations” pitting Islam against the West,
and Samuel Barber described globalization as culminating in a struggle of
“Jihad versus McWorld.” I hope this book might help put the daily headlines
in a broader perspective, by describing psychological dimensions of traditional
ways of life in Middle Eastern and North African societies, and of the impact
of “modernization” and “underdevelopment.” It will not offer psychologi-
cal explanations for the region’s economic and political problems, or for the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. But it will consider what Arab social scientists have
been writing about the inner consequences of economic stagnation and po-
litical despotism, and about Middle Easterners’ current attempts to “become
modern” while conserving what they see as their authentic traditions.

The following chapters cover nearly all writings on the cultural psychol-
ogy of Middle Eastern Muslim societies, and examine the patterns of psycho-
logical development, attachments, values, and identities that appear to be
distinctive of the region. This work began when I first taught a seminar en-
titled “Psychological Studies of Middle Eastern Societies” and discovered that
there was no summary of the region’s cultural psychology I could assign my
students, no review of the interesting studies I’d been reading, and not even
a bibliography. As a result, the region is usually not covered in the cultural
psychology courses now taught in most colleges and universities, and is rarely
discussed at conferences of cross-cultural psychologists. Worse, Americans
interested in learning about the area’s cultural psychology find little other
than ethnocentric writings on “the Arab mentality” that mistakenly attribute
the Middle East’s recent problems to the inertia of deep-seated psychologi-
cal characteristics. I have therefore written this book with two purposes in
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mind: first, to provide cross-cultural researchers and students with a review
of writings on psychological development in the Middle East; and second, to
provide Westerners with psychological perspectives on the inner lives of
Middle Easterners as they face a rapidly globalizing world, most of them liv-
ing in conditions of economic and political “underdevelopment.”

The book draws on my own background and experience. Trained as a
personality psychologist in the “study of lives” tradition, I studied the devel-
opment of identity among young adult Americans, and then spent five years
in the 1980s in Morocco, conducting ethnographic research on the Berber-
speaking Imeghrane confederation in the High Atlas and pre-Saharan area
of Ouarzazate, and then life-history studies of identity among young adults
living in villages and small towns. My synthesis of psychological writings is
guided by my observations and interviews with over a hundred families in
that region, and by my research on how individuals live their simultaneously
modernizing and underdeveloping culture.

The Middle East as a “Culture Area” �

My review includes research on Muslim groups from Morocco to Pakistan
and Turkey to Sudan—a huge and complex area whose cultures have been
formed by millennia of mixing peoples, languages, ways of life, and religions.
No homogenous shared culture—and certainly no shared “personality” or
“mentality”—has resulted from this mixing. Nonetheless, I will discuss it as
a culture area. This notion—and even the concept of “culture”—has come
under increasing criticism as globalizing peoples, products, and ideas flow
and mix with dizzying speed. I agree with these criticisms, and with the call
to shift from studying the world’s “cultures” to the process of “hybridization”
that is taking place everywhere.1

But I believe that centuries of mixing three ways of life—nomadism,
peasant agriculture, and urban commerce—in arid and semiarid lands, com-
bined with the widespread adoption of Arab culture and Islam, have formed
a “culture area” with distinctive patterns of development from infancy to old
age. Abdelhamid Jabar’s study of psychological needs in three Arab societies
(chosen to reflect the historical importance of nomadic versus urban ways
of life) led him to a similar conclusion.2 The anthropologist Sherry Ortner
and the Turkish historian Deniz Kandiyoti argue that the extended family
systems found in the band of societies stretching from North Africa into China
and India share “patriarchal” principles found in few other of the world’s
cultures.3 These differ from each other in the way that “classic patriarchy”4

has combined with agro-pastoralism and Islam in the Middle East, with the
caste system and Hinduism in India, with rice agriculture and Confucianism
in China, and with feudalism and Christianity in Europe—thereby forming
four of the world’s “Great Tradition” civilizations.
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The Egyptian psychologists Khalifa and Radwan discuss the existence
of common Arab psychological characteristics at length in their 1998 Al-
shakhsiyyia al-misriyya (The Egyptian Personality) and conclude that the
long interplay of culturally unifying forces has led to the sharing of some
features throughout the region. Several survey studies support this view.5

At the same time, differences appear in three subregions (the Persian Gulf,
the Nile, and North Africa) and among individual nations. And through-
out the Middle East, urban, rural, and Bedouin styles of life have created
additional variation.6 I have no doubt that the “culture area” concept brings
a danger of oversimplification, and as Khalifa and Radwan point out, re-
cent decades of population growth and economic change are probably
reducing the extent to which Middle Eastern societies share a cultural psy-
chology. I nonetheless believe we cannot dispense with the culture area
notion, especially insofar as it helps understand the history by which fam-
ily systems and life-patterns have evolved, and the hybridization that now
affects every resident of the region.

The American anthropologists who developed the culture area notion
in the 1920s and 1930s did so after analyzing the borrowing and refashion-
ing of “culture traits” among native North American tribes. They never saw
cultures as isolated and self-contained, and they did not think clear bound-
aries could be drawn between adjacent culture areas. They did believe that
a predominant vision of life comes to guide a culture’s borrowing (and
rejection) of concepts, tools, and customs from their neighbors, and to guide
how it revises these to fit its own conditions and worldview. But they also
recognized that even small “simple” cultures encompass variations on their
main themes and have individuals who at least try to live by divergent styles.
Far from portraying a culture as homogeneous and cut off from its neigh-
bors, the culture area concept can help (1) recognize patterns of psycho-
logical development that this region shares with neighboring culture areas
(sub-Saharan Africa, Hindu India, and preindustrial southern Europe); (2)
identify patterns that differ from those of neighboring areas; and (3) do
justice to the great range of variation (male-female, urban-rural, country-
to-country, and individual-to-individual) observed within the region. View-
ing the region in comparison with its neighbors also helps take an important
step away from ethnocentrically seeing it in the light of American middle
class values.

Still, the “culture area” cannot be precisely defined. Studies from coun-
tries on the borders of the region—especially Turkey, Pakistan, Iran, and
Sudan—suggest that in some respects they can be considered to be “in” the
culture area but in other respects they fall “outside” it. Citizens of these bor-
der lands are correct to insist that they have distinct histories, customs, and
outlooks that set them apart from other peoples in the region. Egyptians,
Palestinians, Saudis, and others located in the region’s core are equally cor-
rect to make the same claim. And during the last 50 years, dramatically dif-
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fering forms of government have further increased cultural divergence. Still,
the societies in this region share many characteristics with each other that
they do not share with neighboring regions. I intend my definition of this
“culture area” to be only a useful approximation that can serve as a bridge to
closer study of the variations within it. In order to further simplify the book,
I will not cover studies of Muslim Arabs living outside the region, or studies
of Israel, or research on Jews, Christians, or Bahais living in majority-Mus-
lim lands. The book also will not do justice to the important differences be-
tween Sunni and Shi’ite Muslims, or to the cultures of ethnic minorities, such
as Berbers, Tuaregs, Druze, and Kurds.

I will, however, continually emphasize the diversity within the region. I
adopt a notion of “culture” which views it not as a way of life shared by all
those who live in it but as a constellation of values, meanings, and practices
unevenly distributed to its members.7 In addition, each chapter will discuss
differences between men and women, and between more traditional and more
modernized milieus. Personality may indeed appear as “culture writ small”—
as an internalization of one’s culture—but individuals have surprising lati-
tude to select the elements of their heritage they regard as “their” culture,
and to synthesize them in creative and idiosyncratic ways.

There remains the difficult problem of what to call this culture area. Only
parts of it are “Arab”; it is only a part of the “Muslim” world; and “Middle
East” usually refers to the countries of the eastern Mediterranean and Per-
sian Gulf. In the book’s first draft I used “Middle East” as the best of these
inappropriate terms. But several Egyptian colleagues have convinced me to
replace it with the awkward acronym MENA: Middle East and North Africa.
While MENA is still not fully accurate, it has the advantage of not being a
household word loaded with media stereotypes. It thus may help remind the
reader that the culture area does not correspond to any of the primary iden-
tities—for example, “Arab,” “Muslim,” “Middle Eastern,” “Saudi,” “Alge-
rian”—embraced by those who live within it.

Plan of the Book �

Chapter 1 discusses the stereotypes Westerners have developed about the Arab
world, and examines five common misunderstandings of MENA societies that
have been offered as explanations for the region’s current problems. The next
two chapters provide the background or “social ecology” of psychological
development, summarizing studies of MENA social organization (chapter 2)
and cultural values (chapter 3). The introduction to part II presents the model
of cultural influences on personality development I use to synthesize the lit-
erature, and chapters 4 through 9 cover writings on psychological develop-
ment by life-stage: infancy, early childhood, late childhood, adolescence, early
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adulthood, and mature adulthood. The final chapter provides a brief review
of development across the life-span.

Given the size and importance of MENA, there is surprisingly little re-
search on psychological development. Several widely read works, like The
Arab Mind, by Raphael Patai, and The Closed Circle, by David Pryce-Jones,
take highly ethnocentric “national character” approaches, treating Arabs as
if they were a single person who could be put on an analyst’s couch. (The
2002 edition of Patai’s book features an introduction by Colonel Norvell De
Atkine, director of Middle Eastern studies at the U.S. army’s John F. Kennedy
Special Warfare Center and School, who writes enthusiastically that “at the
institution where I teach military officers, The Arab Mind forms the basis of
my cultural instruction.”)8 Several of the most interesting, like Fuad Khuri’s
Tents and Pyramids, Abdelwaheb Bouhdiba’s Sexuality in Islam,9 Hamed
Ammar’s Fi bina’ al-bashar (On the Building of Persons), Ali Zayour’s Al-
tahlil al-nafsi li-al-dhat al-’arabiyyah (Psychological Analysis of the Arab Self)
and Mustafa Hijazi’s Al-takhaluf al-ijtima’i (Societal Underdevelopment), are
works of social criticism by MENA scholars which also examine the “Arab
mentality.” In addition, few MENA psychologists have participated in the last
two decades’ growth of “cultural” and “cross-cultural” psychology. This is
due partly to their efforts to meet more urgent priorities, and partly to eco-
nomic constraints.10 The cost of the mostly Western journals and books in
this area is prohibitive to many researchers and university libraries,11 and as
Omar Khaleefa points out, attending an international conference can cost
several years’ salary.12

In spite of serious economic and often political obstacles, researchers have
carried out valuable field studies of child-rearing practices and of the forces
shaping adolescent and adult development.13 These studies lay out provoca-
tive debates about cultural influences on development and show important
lines of convergence. Each of the life-stage chapters will end by highlighting
a debate or disagreement which appears in the literature: the effects of strongly
“interdependent” nurturing during infancy and its often abrupt withdrawal;
the gender differentiation which intensifies near the end of early childhood,
often coincident with circumcision;14 the shift to possibly “authoritarian”
styles of parenting in late childhood; the smoothness versus turmoil of ado-
lescent maturation; the tension between Western and indigenous identities
in early adulthood; and the relationship of societal and psychological devel-
opment in mature adulthood.

Because I am writing partly for readers who may be learning about MENA
societies for the first time, I make occasional use of autobiographies and novels
to help bring patterns and numbers more vividly to life. This book does not,
however, review the broad discipline of psychology in the region,15 or cul-
tural influences on mental illness and psychiatry. Two recent books provide
excellent English-language introductions to these topics: Ramadan Ahmed
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and Uwe Geilen’s Psychology in the Arab World (1998) and Ihsan Al-Issa’s Al-
Junun: Mental Illness in the Islamic World (2000).

Theoretical Framework �

To synthesize psychological studies of MENA I employ a framework based
mainly on dynamic theories of personality development, especially those of Erik
Erikson,16 John and Beatrice Whiting,17 Robert LeVine,18 and Dan McAdams.19

I also draw on Takeo Doi’s writings on Japan,20 Gannanath Obeysekere on Sri
Lanka,21 Sudhir Kakar and Ashis Nandy on India,22 and Gilbert Herdt on New
Guinea.23 These differ from what Whiting terms “as-the-twig-is-bent” theo-
ries, which view development as a continuous process guided by reward, pun-
ishment, and the modeling of appropriate behavior (“social learning theory”
is the leading example). While some aspects of development certainly are con-
tinuous, dynamic theories emphasize the importance of biologically and cul-
turally patterned discontinuities: transitions in which established patterns of
emotion, relationship, and self-conception must be transformed or suppressed
in order to acquire new ones. The dynamic theories recognize that (1) devel-
opmental transitions often entail inner and interpersonal conflict, and that
(2) earlier patterns may remain part of the new organization, and sources of
tension within it. For Erikson, these discontinuities form the “developmental
tasks” that define stages of human development.

I have divided the life-span into six developmental periods, condensing
Erikson’s eight-stage schema,24 but I do not regard these periods as discrete
“stages” with the timing and content he theorizes. I also distinguish three levels
of psychological organization which emerge in succession, in adaptation to
changing biological, cognitive, and cultural influences.25 This model makes
it possible to move beyond generalizations about “culture and self” to begin
identifying cultural practices which have their main effects during specific
developmental periods and influence specific levels of psychological organi-
zation. I sketch this model in chapter 3, where I discuss how we can best con-
ceptualize the psychological consequences of “internalizing” the region’s two
primary value systems, and I then discuss it more fully in the introduction to
part II.

My choice of this framework has two important consequences. First,
while it is designed to account for cultural differences, it remains a West-
ern theory of development whose applicability to MENA societies remains
to be judged. Psychologists in many non-Western societies have criticized
the importation of Western theories and sought to create “indigenous” psy-
chologies which draw on their own traditions. Ahmed and Gielen call for
this kind of “indigenization,” for which the works of the Lebanese psychia-
trist Mohammed Nablusi (Nahu saykulujiya ‘arabiah [Toward an Arab Psy-
chology]) and the Egyptian psychologist Fuad Abu Hateb (Mushkilat ‘ilm
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al-nafs fi al-’alam al-thaleth hala al-watan al-‘arabi [Problems of Psychol-
ogy in the Third World and the Arab Countries]) lay out blueprints.26 By
bringing together previous psychological studies (over two-thirds of them
by MENA researchers) and putting them in a global context, I hope this
Westerner’s book may contribute to that project.

Second, I will pay relatively little attention to what many American text-
books now feature as the core of cultural psychology: studies of the effects of a
culture’s “cognitive schemas” on self-conceptions. This is because (1) little of
that research has been done in MENA societies: (2) I believe it gives too much
emphasis to cognition and too little to emotion and interpersonal relationships:
and (3) it fails to take account of developmental discontinuities. Further, I be-
lieve much of this work—especially research based on scoring cultures on the
dimension of “individualism” versus “collectivism”—to be especially inappro-
priate to the region, which, as Cigdem Kagitcibasi and Suad Joseph argue, has
strong individualist and collectivist features.27 I will, however, draw on other
recent work in cultural psychology, especially that on culture-and-emotion, that
shows that a set of universal emotions are shaped by each culture in accordance
with its distinctive rules for displaying feelings.28 I also will draw on recent stud-
ies of acculturation which show that the formation of multiple or “hybrid”
identities is widespread and often adaptive. Both of these lines of research can
account for discontinuity and tension in development.

Above all, I will not put MENA culture or character on the couch, for
in no respect can the region be said to have a shared “basic personality.”
The life-history interviews I conducted in Morocco show not only a tre-
mendous range of individual variation but also that the culture is not so
much shared by those who live in the region as distributed among them.
Different features are apportioned to men and to women; to the old and to
the young; to city dwellers and to villagers or nomads; to the educated and
to the illiterate; and to pious believers and to those who have strayed. Even
within families, individuals internalize versions of their culture so diver-
gent that they get in the way of understanding each other’s lives. Culture is
not to be found in a static system of shared values or meanings, but lives in
patterned dialogues and debates about values and how they should be lived.
The framework I adopt—based on six developmental periods and three
levels of psychological organization—will help describe major cultural in-
fluences without minimizing the tremendous variety in individual adapta-
tions to them. It also will help to examine how the two-sided process of
societal “modernization” and “underdevelopment” is shaping the develop-
mental tasks faced at critical periods in the life-course, and how the cul-
tural dualities stemming from Western dominance of the globalizing world
are affecting the course of individual lives.

At the beginning, however, it is important to consider the many ways
Westerners have misunderstood MENA cultures and psyches, which is the
subject of the first chapter.
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A Note to Readers �

I have written this book to be read cover to cover, with each chapter building
on the previous ones. But for those who plan to read only parts of it, and for
teachers who wish to assign selected chapters to their students, a brief over-
view of each chapter appears at its beginning. If you plan to read only some
chapters, I recommend also reading the overviews of the others.



p a r t I
Cultural Context

of Development
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Misunderstandings

c h a p t e r 1

13

This chapter briefly traces the history of Western images of the Arab-Muslim
world, and reviews the most prominent “ministereotypes” created by Western
writers, artists, and scholars. It then discusses the following five crucial misun-
derstandings of MENA societies, which lay blame for the region’s current
economic and political problems on its traditional culture or mentality.

1. Despotism and strife stem from a tribal mentality equipped with
modern weapons.

2. The “code of honor” monopolizes the Middle Eastern psyche, and
subverts modernization.

3. Islamic “fatalism” breeds inaction and stalls development.
4. The momentum of tradition resists modernization.
5. Terrorism springs from a vein of fanaticism in Arab culture and the

Arab psyche.

Rejecting these misunderstandings opens the door to examining the region’s
problems in the context of its economic and political underdevelopment,
which Hisham Sharabi argues has led to the formation of “neopatriarchal”
forms of culture. Neither traditional nor modern, “neopatriarchical” cultures
often refurbish oppressive traditions in efforts to adapt to conditions in which
true traditions have been destroyed but economic and political modernization
has faltered. In the postcolonial decades, the struggle for modernization in
conditions of underdevelopment has influenced psychological development at
all stages of life.

A Cast of Returning Characters �

Social psychologists have identified a simple, often automatic bias in our
thinking—the “fundamental attribution error”—that easily leads to the cre-
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ation of misleading stereotypes. In scores of experiments and field studies,
researchers have found that we tend to explain our own actions as responses
to situational pressures, but that we see the behavior of others as expressing
their underlying personality traits. This process intensifies when we make
inferences about groups rather than individuals, and especially when we char-
acterize out-groups, such as other cultures or ethnic minorities.1 This bias
shapes how we think about all “foreign” cultures, but it especially plays itself
out in the case of the Middle East. Scholars, journalists, and the public all
appear eager to find psychological explanations for the region’s purported
economic and cultural backwardness, its despotic regimes and terrorist cells,
and its religious “fanaticism.”

Once one begins to seek psychological underpinnings for another culture’s
seemingly strange ways, another and more powerful process comes into play:
projection. Freud and his early colleagues made much of our propensity to
project our own “unconscious” interests, wishes, and fears into the ambigu-
ous contours of the external world, and then believe we have found them there,
in reality. This innocent process lets us perceive the stars to form constellations
of creatures and heroes and the billowing clouds to unfold stories across the
sky. But projection readily becomes pernicious when it uses a “foreign” cul-
ture or an ethnic group as its canvas. Jews then come to embody all the sup-
posedly infectious forms of degeneracy “Aryan” Germans fear in themselves,
and African Americans come to be stereotyped as shiftless addicts and welfare
queens as they are made to represent the laziness and dependency white Ameri-
cans fear might derail them from the hard work their success requires.2 In a
colonial context, projection does much of the dirty work of dehumanizing the
colonized so the colonizers can go about their business with a sense of legiti-
macy. Thus the invention of the “savage” on the perimeters of “civilization,”
and of the “noble savage,” equally a figment of projection.

Attribution errors and projection have powerfully shaped what West-
erners believe they have learned about MENA peoples. Writings on the so-
called Arab personality are especially rife with negative stereotypes, as Fouad
Mogharbi,3 Halim Barakat,4 Sayyid Yassin,5 ‘Azet Hijazi,6 and Mahmoud
‘Awdah7 have shown in detail. Yassin also documents how Arab intellectu-
als who launched the wave of “self-criticism” that followed the 1967 war with
Israel laid some of the blame for Egypt’s military defeat on weaknesses in
their “national personality”—creating a cluster of “auto-stereotypes” that
provided Western writers with quotations from Arab thinkers in support
of their distorted views.8 I therefore must begin by tracing how a set of con-
flicting stereotypes of the “Arab psyche” took shape in the writings of ex-
plorers, missionaries, and colonial officials, and then by examining five
specific misunderstandings about purported psychological causes of the
region’s political problems. These misunderstandings are not merely his-
torical curiosities but continue to be propagated by journalists, scholars,
managers of international aid projects, and movie-makers. We need to see
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where they go awry—not so much to sweep them away and then get a clear
view of MENA “as it really is” as to begin afresh to weigh what researchers
have learned about patterns of psychological development.

Like His Picturesque Streets

Edward Said’s Orientalism details the extent to which the West’s “knowledge”
of MENA societies was created in the service either of conquering and ad-
ministering them as colonies or imagining them as exotic lands of freedoms
and excesses prohibited in Europe. Few “Orientalists”—as those who stud-
ied the “Near East” and then the “Middle East” first called themselves—were
content simply to pen accounts of the region’s history and institutions; they
sought also to penetrate the Arab mind and character. Not surprisingly, most
discovered a negative mirror image of the rational, industrious, self-controlled
European. Said quotes the assessment of the Egyptian mentality made by Lord
Cromer, Britain’s ruler of Egypt at the turn of the twentieth century: “The
Oriental generally acts, speaks, and thinks in a manner exactly opposite to
the European.” While “the European is a close reasoner . . . a natural logician,”
Cromer wrote, “the mind of the Oriental . . . like his picturesque streets, is
eminently wanting in symmetry . . . [and] singularly deficient in the logical
faculty.” Further, Arabs are “devoid of energy and initiative,” are “lethargic and
suspicious,” and substitute “fulsome flattery” for serious discussion. “Want of
accuracy,” he concluded, “that easily degenerates into untruthfulness, is in fact
the main characteristic of the Oriental mind.”9

Or consider Andre Servier, who wrote his 1924 book Islam and the Psy-
chology of the Musulman as “an intelligent study of Islam” intended to help
France “found thereon a Musulman policy whose beneficent action may
extend not only over our African colonies but over the whole Musulman
world.”10 He gets right to the heart of the matter: “The Arab is devoid of all
imagination. He is a realist, who notes what he sees, and records it in his
memory, but is incapable of imagining or conceiving anything beyond what
he can directly perceive.”11 At the end of the first chapter, Servier sums up
his findings:

The Arab has borrowed everything from other nations, literature,
art, science, and even his religious ideas. He has passed it all through
the sieve of his own narrow mind, and being incapable of rising to
high philosophic conceptions, he has distorted, mutilated and des-
iccated everything. This destructive influence explains the decadence
of Musulman nations and their powerlessness to break away from
barbarism.12

Explaining that “Arab blood was impoverished” by marriages to Negro slaves,
who “belonged to an inferior race, absolutely refractory to all civilization,”13

Sevrier concludes that “in the history of the nations, Islam, a secretion of the
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Arab brain, has never been an element of civilization, but on the contrary
has acted as an extinguisher upon its flickering light.”14

We might dismiss these portraits as relics of the bygone era of empire,
except that milder forms reappear in the writings of social scientists
throughout the century and to the present day. In his 1958 book The Pass-
ing of Traditional Society, Daniel Lerner cast modernization as challenging
Arab society with “a rationalist and positivist spirit against which, scholars
seem agreed, Islam is absolutely defenseless.”15 In a magazine article, he
cutely characterized the conflict as “Mecca versus mechanization.”16 In the
late 1960s and early 1970s the anthropologist Clifford Geertz described
Moroccans as having “mosaic” selves17 and wrote that in spite of Middle
Easterners’ frequent invocation of religion to justify modernization, Islam
itself “can neither embrace nor understand” modernity.18 Raphael Patai’s
recently reprinted book The Arab Mind argues that Arabs are so caught in
a magical “spell of language” that they expect rhetoric to suffice where sci-
ence and technology are needed, so they can neither see nor solve their
pressing problems:

In a pragmatically oriented community, the modal personality is
strongly influenced by reality. . . . At the other end of the scale we
find societies where reality does not exercise a high degree of influ-
ence on thinking and speech. Western peoples stand at one end of
the scale, the Arabs near the other end.19

These ideas have continued to figure in the geopolitical thinking of states-
men, as Said illustrates with a 1974 essay in which Henry Kissinger divided
the world into the developed societies and the developing:

[The developed world] is deeply committed to the notion that the
real world is external to the observer, that knowledge consists of
recording and classifying data—the more accurately the better. . . .
[The developing nations] have retained the essentially pre-
Newtonian view that the real world is almost completely internal to
the observer. . . . Empirical reality has a much different significance
for many of the new countries than for the West because in a cer-
tain sense they never went through the process of discovering it.20

Servier thus condemns the primitives for being “realists” and lacking imagi-
nation, while Kissinger condemns them for overusing their imaginations and
lacking an appreciation for reality. Some journalists have rejected this kind
of “We’re rational, they’re not” view, but others have taken it as the key to
making sense of the Middle East. In his widely read book The Closed Circle,
David Pryce-Jones makes the pronouncement that “in the years of indepen-
dence, the Arabs have so far made no inventions or discoveries in the sci-
ences or the arts, no contribution to medicine or philosophy.”21 Turning to
social scientists’ writings for an explanation, he concludes that Arabs’ preoc-
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cupation with honor and shame “is unsuited to a technical context because
it prevents reason being an agreed value.”22

A variant of this view holds that Arab civilization had a glorious past of
literary and scientific creativity but then fell into a dark age of decline and
decay. It now fails to measure up not only to the West but to its own classical
ideals. As Western archaeologists rescued the treasures of the pyramids, de-
ciphered hieroglyphic writings, and began to teach Egyptians their own an-
cient history, so Orientalists developed a sense of mission: to rescue the Arabs’
classical age and catalyze a renaissance that would lead Muslims back into
the light of progress. This view quickly found its political uses. Said docu-
ments how Napoleon took scores of scholars along on his military expedi-
tion to Egypt in 1798 and presented his forces as liberating the land from
foreign rule. “We are the true Muslims,” he proclaimed in Alexandria, come
to regenerate Egypt’s own traditions . “Napoleon tried everywhere to prove
that he was fighting for Islam; everything he said was translated into Koranic
Arabic, just as the French army was urged by its command always to remem-
ber the Islamic sensibility.” When he departed he directed his deputy “always
to administer Egypt through the Orientalists and the religious Islamic lead-
ers whom they could win over.”23 A century later the American writer Edith
Wharton toured Morocco and learned that “nothing endures in Islam, ex-
cept what human inertia has left standing and its own solidity has preserved
from the elements.”24 She praised the French general Hubert Lyautey and
his administration for being “swift and decisive when military action is re-
quired”25 and for dedicating themselves to the “preservation of the national
monuments and the revival of the languishing native art-industries.” An
appreciative Lyautey told her: “It was easy to do because I loved the people.”26

The Sheikh

The fantasy of restoring a degraded civilization to its former greatness ani-
mated the lives and writings of several British adventurers, peaking in the
legend of “Lawrence of Arabia.” Like Said’s Orientalism, Kathryn Tidrick’s
Heart Beguiling Araby recounts how, in the imaginations of early nineteenth-
century Romantic poets, “the East became a setting for the Romantic experi-
ence,” beckoning to young Europeans questing to find themselves and
thirsting for artistic inspiration. Throughout that century the image of the
Arabian Bedouin as a noble savage was cultivated by writers who confidently
believed that deep in the interior of Arabia’s Nejd desert lived proud tribes-
men with the purest Arab blood coursing through their veins, speaking the
purest Arabic, and living in the purest liberty—their character combining
virility, chivalry, tenderness, and a natural instinct for godliness.27 Many great
“Orientalist” writers and painters never left their imaginary dreamscapes to
cross the Mediterranean; others took their dreamscapes with them. Richard
Burton, a gifted speaker of 29 languages who made the pilgrimage to Mecca
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in 1853 disguised as a Pathan28 doctor, wrote of the Bedouin as having a so-
ciete leonine, a “lionistic” society, in which “the fiercest, the strongest, and
the craftiest obtains complete mastery over his fellows.”29 An accomplished
swordsman who once challenged a fellow student to a duel at Oxford, “Bur-
ton was the first writer who explicitly admired the Bedouin’s predatory char-
acter . . . [and in his hands] the detested bandit became a romantic rebel
against society.”30 The Jesuit missionary Wilfred Palgrave crossed the Nejd
in 1862 in disguise as a Syrian. He loathed the Bedouin, who he described as
“at best an ill-educated child . . . [and] a degenerate branch of that great tree”
of the Arab race, but he felt he found the pure-blooded, courageous, gentle-
manly Arab thriving in the desert’s oasis communities:

patient, cool, slow in preparing his means of action, more tenacious
than any bulldog when he has once laid hold, attached to his ances-
tral uses and native land by a patriotism rare in the East . . . sober
almost to austerity in his mode of life. . . . [They are] the English of
the Oriental world.31

In 1875 the nobleman adventurer Wilfrid Blunt and his wife traveled
to Mesopotamia and met, in the person of a Bedouin tribe’s sheikh, “that
thing we have been looking for, but hardly hoped to get a sight of, a gentle-
man of the desert.”32 Three years later they set out on a “pilgrimage” to the
Nejd in search of Palgrave’s pure Bedouin and, hosted there by the region’s
emir, believed they had found a society of true aristocrats—practicing
“shepherd rule”—that sadly had all but faded from British society. Blunt
long had felt estranged from Victorian society, Tidrick writes, and “Nejd
had seemed to him to be a unique repository of the traditional virtues, an
example to the world of a society ruled with a light but confident hand by
a rural aristocracy whose claim to legitimacy was based on birth and not
on wealth.”33 Blunt bought an estate outside of Cairo where he presided as
“sheikh” and dedicated himself to the cause of Arab regeneration. He
schemed to lead a movement to end the rule of the Ottoman Turks over
Arabia and reestablish the caliphate at Mecca, but the British government
took no interest in his venture.

Then came World War I, and the strategic imperative to engage the Turks
(fighting on the German side) on a second front suddenly provided Blunt’s
disciple—T. E. Lawrence—with an opportunity to carry out the plan.
Lawrence had read and daydreamed about knights and chivalry throughout
his youth, wrote a thesis at Oxford University on the Crusades, and hoped to
become a knighted general by the age of 30. In 1916 he arrived in Arabia and,
dressed in silken robes and carrying a golden dagger, he began coordinating
the guerrilla war launched that year against the Turks. He later wrote in Seven
Pillars of Wisdom: “I meant to make a new nation, to restore a lost influence,
to give twenty millions of Semites the foundation on which to build an in-
spired dream-palace of their national thoughts.”34
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Tidrick points out that it was mainly officers and alienated aristocrats who
felt lured by romantic fascination to the warrior Arab, and she insightfully
suggests that two features of their childhoods probably gave Arabia the eerie
sense of familiarity many of them described. First, as children in literate fami-
lies, they grew up reading the Bible and the Arabian Nights, whose scenes came
to life before their eyes in the Middle East. Second, most had boarding school
experiences that stressed the virile values they believed they found among the
Arabs: male solidarity, deference to authority, military toughness, and poetic
romanticism. Reflected back through their writings—and through the Lawrence
of Arabia myth created by the journalist Lowell Thomas and the poet Robert
Graves—the Bedouin as gentlemanly ideal and the desert as setting for heroic
and spiritual quests found a receptive public.

The romance of Arabia had little salience in late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century America, where a similar fascination with “becoming
primitive” developed using America’s own Wild West frontier as setting.
At the very time that Native Americans were being destroyed in the West,
the town and city-dwellers east of the Mississippi were romanticizing Na-
tive American culture and vicariously “going Indian.” Studying the wide-
spread phenomenon of spirit mediumship, the psychologist William James
noted in 1890 with puzzlement that when mediums communicate with the
spirit world they often turn into Indians as they enter their trances—seem-
ing to draw unconsciously on shared cultural stereotypes. This also was the
heyday of fraternal orders, with nearly a third of the adult male population
belonging to groups like the Freemasons, the Order of the Red Man, the Odd
Fellows, and the Knights of Pythias,35 whose meetings were devoted mainly
to initiating members through elaborate levels of hierarchy and to ornate
titles. In some of these, men became figures in Old Testament landscapes,
Greek or Roman warriors, medieval knights. In many they became Indians,
using elaborate props to turn their lodge houses into warrior campsites where
initiates would be put through ordeals to become “braves.” When they awak-
ened the next morning they went back to their mostly professional and white-
collar office jobs. Lewis Henry Morgan, the first great American anthropologist,
began studying the Iroquois in 1845 to devise rituals for his fraternal order, whose
initiates were ritually reborn as adopted Red warriors while a chorus of white
lodge members chanted for the destruction of White Men. As Morgan be-
came a serious student of the Iroquois, he drifted away from his “boyish”
fraternity brothers and was adopted into a real Iroquois clan. The historian
Mark Carnes suggests that these rituals helped give American men a sense of
rugged masculinity that their domestic lives and office, shop, and factory jobs
increasingly failed to provide. Social scientists have now documented how
around the globe colonizing peoples not only denigrate the colonized as sav-
ages but develop romantic images of them as living closer to the natural or
spirit worlds, and as living happier, freer, more manly, or more virtuous lives
than do the “civilized.”
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American interest in Arabia developed in the 1920s, when Lowell Thomas,
who had covered World War I as a journalist and met the British general
Edmund Allenby and T. E. Lawrence in Cairo, created a dramatic slide and
film-illustrated travelogue lecture entitled “With Allenby in Palestine and
Lawrence in Arabia,” which he advertised in some venues as “The Last Cru-
sade.” The historian Joel Hodson has reconstructed much of the performance,
which Thomas gave over 4,000 times, to an estimated four million people:

The audience viewed the Pyramids from the air, saw massed bodies
of cavalry. . . . and were introduced to Allenby’s crusaders and “The
Army of Allah.” They were given aerial tours of contemporary and
Biblical battlefields, where the Scots defeated the Turks, and David slew
Goliath, and they saw twentieth century crusaders on the march, along
the same roads where the armies of Godfrey de Bouillion and Richard
Coeur de Lion camped eight centuries ago. . . . [In part 2] they were
introduced to Shereef Lawrence, the uncrowned King of Arabia, and his
Arabian Knights, and to Auda Abu Tayi, a Bedouin Robin Hood. . . .
The performance ended with a description of the capture of Aleppo and
the downfall of the Ottoman Empire—Mesopotamia, Syria, Arabia and
the Holy Land at last freed after four hundred years of oppression.36

Thomas’s magazine articles and 1924 book With Lawrence in Arabia fiction-
alized many aspects of his childhood and military adventures, but the book
became a transatlantic bestseller and amplified his already grandiose legend.
Beginning with The Sheikh of Araby in 1922 and followed by Rudolph
Valentino’s portrayals of Lawrence-like figures in The Sheik and The Son of
the Sheik, Hollywood produced a series of “sun and sand” movies that estab-
lished that “the stereotypical image of the sensuous Arab was from the be-
ginning of commercial movie-making a proven box office draw.”37

The setting was the Saharan desert, but the story differed little in
theme from earlier American Indian captivity novels: a white woman
is captured and risks being ravished by a dark “primitive” abductor.
. . . Sheik Ahmed (Valentino), himself first depicted as the seducer,
rescues Diana from a villainous sheik. As with many adventure ro-
mances of the period, from Horatio Alger stories to Edger Rice
Burroughs’s Tarzan of the Apes, the hero turns out to have aristo-
cratic origins. In The Sheik, Ahmed had been lost in the desert as a
child twenty-five years before when his British father and Spanish
mother (a device used to account for Ahmed’s dark complexion)
were killed.38

In 1962 the epic film Lawrence of Arabia set off a “Lawrence mania” of marketing:

Lawrence “ghutra” scarves sold for as much as $75 and arabesque
hats ranged from $30 to $60. . . . Vogue called the phenomenon
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“Desert Dazzle.” . . . One could also get the “Sheikh look” from Eliza-
beth Arden beauty products, including Lawrence of Arabia lipstick,
nail polish, and “a Sheik-look Creme Rouge” that gave “sun-warmed
complexion tones without dashing into the desert.” . . . An issue of
McCall’s magazine devoted eight editorial pages to the “Lawrence
look” at the beach in a photo spread entitled “How to be Sheik on
the Sand.”39

Movies and fashion had by then replaced the meeting halls and ritual initia-
tion of “Indian braves” as the vehicles by which Americans could taste the
mysterious effects of mimesis: that by imaginally becoming an alien Other,
one can strengthen one’s own sense of self.

The Harem

A third variant of the West’s view of MENA comes mainly from writers and
artists who found sometimes lifelong inspiration in the exotic colors, textures,
scents, and rhythms of its daily life, and in the erotic delights they either tasted
there or imagined flourishing behind harem walls. As Rana Kabbani (1986)
shows, Western fascination with the eroticism of the Middle East goes back
at least to Shakespeare’s Anthony and Cleopatra, in which the “enchanting
queen” of Egypt leads Anthony into an intoxicating passion that costs him
his life. Anthony realizes the danger early on, breaks “these strong Egyptian
fetters,” and returns to Rome, where he takes up his duty and marries, but
with regret: “though I make this marriage for my peace, in the East my plea-
sure lies.” His Roman Octavia possesses “wisdom” and “modesty,” but
Cleopatra beckons with her beguiling “eros, eros”—“she makes hungry where
most she satisfies.”40 “The dichotomy has now crystallized,” Kabbani writes:
“the West is social solidarity; the East pleasure, unrestrained by social dic-
tates.” Anthony dies kissing her:

For Anthony, the East arrived in Cleopatra’s barge. It was a mixture
of new delights: the pomp of pageant, the smell of perfume and in-
cense, the luxurious brocades that shimmered in the sun, and most
notably, the woman herself—queen, love-object, mistress and des-
pot—was the East, the Orient created for the Western gaze.41

For many Europeans, the East arrived in the Arabian Nights, a work first
written by a French Arabic scholar named Antoine Gallard as a diversion,
based loosely on oral tales that circulated throughout the Middle East and
India. Published in the first decade of the eighteenth century, the Arabian
Nights immediately became popular and spread the image of the seraglio, or
royal harem, as a place of unleashed sensuality and violence. In the “frame
story” that sets the tales in motion, the King Shahrayar finds his wife bed-
ding one of his black slaves and kills her. Convinced of woman’s essential
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lechery and deceit, he resolves to marry and deflower a virgin every night and
then kill her in the morning. An intended victim, Sheherazade, tells the tales
to captivate the king and avoid meeting her fate. In 1841 Edward Lane, who
wrote an early ethnography of Egyptian life, published a family-friendly ver-
sion of the tales, excising much of the sex and taming some of the violence.
Later in the century, Richard Burton produced another version that he pub-
lished privately for a circle of friends that included several reputed “libertines.”
Burton embellished the sex and the violence, appending his own thoughts
about perverse Arab erotics. In all of these versions, Kabbani notes, the women
characters are mostly “demonesses, procuresses, sorceresses, witches. They
are fickle, faithless and lewd. They are irrepressibly malign and plot to achieve
their base desires in the most merciless manner imaginable.”42 Thus were Arab
women created for literate European tastes.

When Romantic poets and then painters looked outside repressive Eu-
rope for images of erotic liberation, they set off in search of the Arab women
of their fantasies. In the mid–nineteenth century, the French writer Gerard
de Nerval traveled in Egypt and Lebanon, “the land of dreams and illusions,”
in search of adventure, imagery, and the Eternal Feminine. “I must unite with
a guileless young girl who is of this sacred soil that is our first homeland,” he
wrote, “I must bathe myself in the vivifying springs of humanity, from that
poetry and the faith of our father flowed forth!”43 He begins his account of
buying a slave girl in his popular Journey to the Orient by observing: “There
is something extremely captivating and irresistible in a woman from a far-
away country.” But soon after his purchase he realized: “I owned a magnifi-
cent bird in a cage,”44 with whom he could not speak. He tried to teach her
French, with little success but much fun: “I amused myself, too, very much,
by having her pronounce complete sentences that she didn’t understand, for
example, this one: Je suis un petite sauvage [I am a little savage].”45 When he
left he turned her over to a Frenchwoman in Cairo, explaining: “She’s lovely
enough in Levantine costume, but she’s hideous in the dresses and whatnot
of Europe. Do you see me entering a salon with a beauty who could pass for
a cannibal!”46

Flaubert traveled in Egypt in 1849, where he took up with a famous dancer/
prostitute who later became the prototype for several of his female characters.
Said writes:

In all of his novels Flaubert associates the Orient with the escapism
of sexual fantasy. Emma Bovary and Frederic Moreau pine for what
in their drab (or harried) bourgeois lives they do not have, and what
they realize they want comes easily to their daydreams packed in-
side Oriental clichés: harems, princesses, princes, slaves, veils, danc-
ing girls and boys, sherbets, ointments, and so on.47

Dozens of other writers and painters, including Delacroix and Matisse, found
inspiration in exotic, erotic, sometimes hashish-enhanced adventures in the
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Middle East—a tradition carried on more recently by the American writers
(Truman Capote, Tennessee Williams, William Burroughs, Allen Ginsberg,
Jack Kerouac) who clustered around Paul Bowles in Tangier.

The Western public’s fascination with what lay “beneath the veil” or
“within harem walls” gave rise to a genre of pornography set in Arab lands,48

and at the height of the colonial era—1900–1930—to the production of mil-
lions of postcards that purported to provide peeks into forbidden Arab inte-
riors. In 1986 the Algerian writer Malek Alloula published a collection of these
postcards created in his homeland during this era, entitled The Colonial
Harem. After quickly exhausting the possibilities of naturalistic photos
showing nondescript veiled figures from a distance, he explains, French pho-
tographers began hiring marginal women, often prostitutes, to pose as “au-
thentic” Algerians in their studios. The first studio cards in this collection
show girls and women looking out through barred windows, as if in prison;
then they are captured at their window sills by photographers who have po-
sitioned themselves within. Next come numerous as-if harem scenes, with
unveiled, often bare-breasted “Moorish” girls and women drinking tea, sit-
ting near hookah pipes, and reclining in apparent anticipation of their lov-
ers. Some of the photographers tried to convey authenticity by draping the
women in layers of finery and jewels, though still often baring a breast, and
some photos more than hint at lesbian love play. Alloula notes that “the co-
lonial post card says this: these women, who were reputedly invisible or hid-
den, and, until now, beyond sight, are henceforth public; for a few pennies,
and at any time, their intimacy can be broken into and violated.”49 Ultimately,
he writes, they resemble trophies of war: “The raiding of women has always
been the dream and the obsession of the total victor. These raided bodies are
the spoils of victory.”50

This fascination has hardly passed from the scene. The back cover of
Cherry Mosteshar’s 1995 book Unveiled proclaims in bold red print: “She was
Trapped Behind the Veil of Hell,” “A Nightmare World of Violence and
Degradation” and “Now Her True Story Can Finally Be Told.” Jean Sasson’s
1994 book Princess Sultana’s Daughters advertises itself as “intimate revela-
tions” about “A Life of Unimaginable Wealth . . . Unthinkable Sexual Prac-
tices . . . and Terrifying Cruelty.” And in 1997 Carla Coco published Secrets
of the Harem, a large-format coffee-table book that purports to open the
harems of nineteenth-century Ottoman Turkish rulers, “penetrating” the
“complex organization” governing them in much the same imaginative way
as did the Algerian postcards Alloula collected. Lavishly illustrated with paint-
ings by European artists, the author sets out to describe “the welter of needs,
desires, hopes and dreams of oriental women,”51 as seen in “the most volup-
tuous place in the empire.”52 We learn about the Turks’ origin on the steppes
of Central Asia: “The pleasures of galloping on horses, raping girls, getting
drunk, shedding blood and other acts of violence were mingled with feelings
of tolerance and brotherhood.” Somehow, though, “women enjoyed both
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consideration and freedom,” which Islam greatly curtailed, giving them in
its place the luxury and sensuality of harem life. The hookah-smoking con-
cubine depicted in Frederick Bridgman’s Odalisque thus shows how “the soft
Levantine lovemaking replaced the rough love games of the steppes.”53 The
topless African and European dancers in Vincenzo Marinelli’s 1862 Dance of
the Bee in the Harem illustrate a diplomat’s report that they wore “garments
so thin that they allowed ‘all the secret parts’ to be revealed,”54 but only to a
few eyes. Jean-Leon Gerome’s 1859 Guardian of the Harem shows one of the
“ugly, deformed and fierce-looking black eunuchs from Africa,” among whom
“homosexual love flourished.”55

Inside the harem, “lesbianism was rampant,”56 and women enjoyed “happy
hours of oblivion”57 brought on by coffee, tobacco, and opium, which Jean-
Jules Antoine Lecomte de Nouy’s 1888 painting The White Slave illustrates as
the nude woman exhales wisps of smoke. Yet danger always lurked: a double-
page spread of Fernand Cormon’s 1874 Jealousy in the Seraglio shows a na-
ked, dark-skinned woman peering with tensed joy at the bloody body of a
white-skinned woman that an African eunuch has just knifed. The caption
explains: “The harem, a wonderland of delights and pleasures, could become
a treacherous place for the unfaithful concubine who displeased her master.”58

Two intoxicated women reclining together in Eugene Giraud’s Interior of a
Harem somehow illustrate that in the sixteenth century the reins of govern-
ment “passed into the hands of the women and the palace slaves, who used
their power recklessly and with great cruelty.”59 And somehow Delacroix’s
1834 Algerian Women, which depicts three rather glassy-eyed hookah-smoking
women attended by a black servant, illustrates how in the nineteenth cen-
tury, “new sentiments were stirring, and the women, despite their poor edu-
cation, were quite capable of thinking in addition to loving and procreating.”60

The book ends with “the elegant, ethereal princesses” wandering about the
imperial palace “like ghosts, dressed in the best of French fashions,” as an
unnamed “new leader” transforms the empire into a republic and passes laws
that “formally establish equality between men and women.”61

Media Terrorists

In recent decades fiction has quickly followed the news in proliferating im-
ages of “Arab terrorists,” as popular novels, TV shows, and movies have
capitalized on the public’s fascination and fear. Reeva Simon found few spy
thrillers with Middle Eastern themes before the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, but
these took off exponentially after it. By 1985 over 600 had been published in
English: “Supermarkets, drugstores, bus stations, and airports were inundated
with spy novels whose covers depicted petrosheiks and terrorists held at bay
by macho “avengers,” “destroyers,” “killmasters,” “executioners,” “peacemak-
ers,” and assorted James Bond clones.”62 Historically MENA provided set-
tings for “romantic” mysteries, but Simon found that most published after
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1967 “fall into the ‘paranoid’ and ‘vicious’ varieties,” featuring physically gro-
tesque, vengeance-crazed, religiously fanatical villains.63 Jack Shaheen has
tracked Western media stereotypes of Arabs during this period, and his Reel
Bad Arabs reviews nearly 900 films with Arab characters.64 “Hollywood’s
sheikh of the 1920s became the oily sheikh of the 1970s and 1980s,” he writes,
“and now the fanatical ‘fundamentalist’ terrorist who prays before killing
innocents.”65 Video stores and cable channels now offer hundreds of films
with

Western protagonists spewing out unrelenting barrages of uncon-
tested slurs, calling Arabs: “assholes,” “bastards,” “camel-dicks,”
“pigs,” “devil-worshippers,” “jackals,” “rats,” “rag-heads,” “towel-
heads,” “scum-buckets,” “sons-of-dogs,” “buzzards of the jungle,”
“sons-of-whores,” “sons-of-unnamed goats,” and “sons-of-she-
camels.”66

Romantic themes have all but disappeared.

Ministereotypes

The West has predominantly derogated Arabs as backward, irrational, fatal-
istic, and fanatical, but it also has reversed the stereotype and celebrated the
Middle East as home to men more virile and women more sensual than overly
civilized Europeans. The West thus has no single stereotype of the Arab but,
as Tidrick puts it, many fluid “ministereotypes.” Said emphasizes the politi-
cal origins of these images and Tidrick the psychological, but together they
show that every effort to know the Arabs67 will be shaped by political and
psychological forces that easily escape the notice of Westerners who believe
their viewpoint to be “scientific,” “objective,” and “balanced.” Just as the
Orientalists’ paintings and the postcards of Algerian women tell us more about
the ways Europeans looked at them than the way they “really” looked, so
Tidrick observes that the writings of the British adventurers tell us more about
their romantic dreams and personal quests for identity than they do about
the Bedouin. Discussions of the psychological characteristics of MENA
peoples will prove to be especially “loaded” with political and personal mo-
tives: and this book can be no exception. The struggle to unearth and over-
come attribution errors and projections can never fully succeed, but especially
for an American writing or reading about the Middle East, it must be relent-
lessly carried on.

Misunderstandings �

Until the 1970s the Middle East did not occupy American imaginations the
way it did European, but with dramatic front-page coverage of wars, dictators,
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and terror, it now looms large. After four decades of feminism, Bedouin
manliness finds few admirers, and even if one wanted to, there are precious
few Bedouin left to romanticize. The sexual revolution has eased the repres-
sions that made “foreign” eroticism seem so lush and alluring, and AIDS has
made quests for foreign liaisons more dangerous. Media portrayals of Arab
men as terrorists, despots, and lechers and of Arab women as helplessly op-
pressed victims now stand unleavened even by stereotypes of the noble sav-
age and erotic muse. Today both media and scholarly treatments continue
to promote a range of serious misunderstandings about how psychological
and cultural characteristics may doom the region to despotism and under-
development. I will discuss the five most widespread and entrenched of these
misunderstandings.

Despotism and Strife Stem from a Tribal Mentality
Equipped with Modern Weapons

In the introduction to her 1994 book Passion and Politics, the journalist Sandra
Mackey writes: “Arab society is tribal. . . . The Arabs came to nationhood late,
and they came with their tribalism intact. And it is as tribes that they largely
manage their countries.”68 She believes tribalism animates an unstable ten-
sion of fission and unification that causes the Arab world so much strife: “The
Arabs move rapidly back and forth between the realm of brotherhood and
the recesses of betrayal, between unity and conflict. . . . It is this juxtaposing
of conflict and unity that fuels the turmoil of the Arab world.”69 David Pryce-
Jones’s book The Closed Circle offers a similar tribalist framework for under-
standing MENA: “Far from creating approximations of Western social and
political norms, the Arab order in its post-1945 independence has been re-
verting to basic tribal and kinship structures, with their supportive group
values, as they were in precolonial days.”70 He elaborates: “Tribal society is
a closed order. . . . Blood-relationship provides the closest social binding,
greatly simplifying the common purpose. Aggrandizement and perpetuation
of the tribe are ends requiring no justification.” Competition within and
among tribes creates “a zero sum affair. Pursuit of ambition by one family or
tribe is necessarily loss and restriction to another.” This leads to a “power-
challenge dialectic” that, “surviving as a tribal legacy down the centuries . . .
has everywhere perpetuated absolute and despotic rule.” In his view, the prob-
lems of underdevelopment all stem from this: “The power-challenge dialec-
tic continues to prevent the transformation of the collectivity of separate
families into an electorate, of group values into rights and duties, of obedi-
ence into choice and tolerance, of arranged marriage into romantic love, and
of power holder into a party system with a loyal opposition.”71

Historical and anthropological studies show that while tribal peoples have
long comprised a small percentage of MENA’s population, they have exer-
cised a disproportionate role in shaping its culture. Tribespeople have con-
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tinually replenished and swelled the populations of towns and cities, and in
many areas tribes from the hinterlands often swept away dynasties in decline
and set up new ones. But as the great fourteenth-century historian Ibn
Khaldun recognized, tribal and urban ways of life are antithetical in key re-
spects, and tribespeople change when they come to town, losing over a couple
of generations their “tribal” qualities of toughness and solidarity. Scores of
community studies show that neither urban dwellers nor most village-dwell-
ing agriculturalists can be termed “tribal” in any anthropologically meaningful
sense of the term. In addition, studies of MENA tribes show just how diffi-
cult it is to define precisely what a “tribe” is. Many lack the genealogical or-
ganization boasted by some, and it was largely MENA tribes that convinced
anthropologists that genealogies rarely described the actual organization of
groups but provided an “idiom” by which groups try to make and reject claims
on each other.72 Furthermore, tribes rarely developed “despotic” rule, which
mainly appeared with settled peasantries and urban-based states. Many stud-
ies of tribes show egalitarian, persuasion-based self-government at local,
small- group levels where families are joined by kinship and day-to-day co-
operation and many tribes devised schemes for rotating leadership among
their component clans or fractions, so no one could dominate.73 Authoritar-
ian rule developed at the top of some tribes, especially when sheikhs and khans
ruled peoples they had conquered or acted as agents of powerful sultans.

So it is not clear that tribes were ever “tribal” in the sense intended by
Mackey and Pryce-Jones, or that tribes should be blamed for the despotism
of states. It is clear that contemporary MENA societies should not be termed
“tribal.” Some of the rhetoric of tribal life continues to be used in political
arenas, where it may sound archaic to outsiders, but this is a far cry from a
still-tribal social system undermining modernization. In many MENA na-
tions kinship and regional attachments guide the formation of important
economic and political relationships, and the patron/client networks built
from these may undermine attempts to create more democratic institutions.
When I consider the character of patron-clientage in chapter 3, I will show
that there are important tensions between unifying and fissioning forces at
all levels of social organization, and that a kind of “power-challenge dialec-
tic” does play itself out in interpersonal as well as political life. But these do
not originate in an unperturbable momentum of tribal tradition, and the
notion that MENA societies are still tribal—hence strife-torn and despotic—
is simply the wrong starting point for understanding them.

The “Code of Honor” Monopolizes the Middle Eastern Psyche,
and Subverts Modernization

Mackey and Pryce-Jones both see the honor code, anchored in the region’s
tribalism, as providing MENA’s predominant ethical system and psychologi-
cal orientation. Mackey writes that Arabs “follow the general patterns found
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in the Bedouin’s deep commitment to family and tribe, the dictate of ven-
geance, and the concept of honor.”74 She explains that “honor is the driving
force of the Arab psyche. It is a demanding master that stalks its vassal with
a broadsword called shame. . . . in Arab culture, pride constantly plays against
defensiveness, creating within Arabs and among Arabs a level of ongoing
tension.”75 The Bedouin so deeply internalized “the family’s values and codes
of behavior,” she believes, that “he ceased to identify himself emotionally as
an individual. Rather, his wishes reflected the wishes of his father, his inter-
ests matched those of the group.”76 Honor provided the glue:

All different kinds of honor from bravery in battle to generosity ex-
tended to guests to the sexual chastity of his sisters and daughters
interlocked to surround the Bedouin ego like a coat of armor. The
smallest chink in that armor threatened to unhinge it, leaving
the individual exposed to the greatest of all threats—shame. . . . In
the end and at any cost honor had to be restored.

Honor thus wreaks havoc throughout the Middle East: “Honor builds from
the individual to the nation to interstate relations and back down again in a
constant battle of one Arab to get the better of another. This contest for honor
fractures nations and divides countries.”77

Pryce-Jones writes with equal certainty that “what otherwise seems ca-
pricious and self-destructive in Arab society is explained by the anxiety to be
honored and respected at all costs, and by whatever means.”78 Reinforcing
the power-challenge dialectic “from the top to the bottom of Arab society,”
the honor-shame system “effectively prevents the development of wider, more
socialized types of human relationship . . . to Western concepts of contrac-
tual relationships.”79 He concludes: “The customary attachment of notions
of honor to status and behavior, leading to pursuit of a military heroism that
has long since been obsolete and make-believe in practice, continues to ob-
struct all reformist thought or experiment throughout the Arab world.”80

Mackey and Pryce-Jones are not just reading each others’ works but the writ-
ings of scholars like Patai, who claims that the Arab psyche is governed by
shame (fear of public censure) rather than guilt (fear of transgressing in-
ternal standards), which predominates in the West, and who attributes
many social, political, and military problems to Arab leaders’ preoccupa-
tions with “saving face” rather than adopting technological methods. A
number of Western-trained MENA scholars also have written critically of
their compatriots’ preoccupation with honor and shame, so Patai, Mackey,
and Pryce-Jones all have Arab intellectuals to cite. In chapter 3 I will argue
that honor and shame indeed are crucially important features of MENA cul-
tures, and that they shape the personality development of perhaps most in-
dividuals. But accounts like those given by Mackey, Patai, and Pryce-Jones
grossly overstate individuals’ immersion in their groups, and misconstrue the
nature and role of the “honor code.”
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The notion that “primitive” peoples don’t develop into individuals as
Westerners do but remain enmeshed in the feelings and thoughts of their
group has been around for a long time. Freud and other colonial-era psy-
chologists believed that the development of civilizations proceeded along the
same lines as that of individuals, so that the “thought” of primitive peoples re-
sembled that of Western children and neurotics with childhood fixations.
Others wrote that primitives had permeable rather than solid “ego-boundaries,”
their moral lives being governed by socially induced shame rather than the
guilt that stems from violating principles of one’s “own” conscience. In 1935
the anthropologist Alexander Goldenweiser wrote what should have been the
last word on this outlook:

Anthropologists are no longer surprised when new evidence is brought
forth of the existence of full-fledged individuality among primitives.
In the heyday of folk theory it was glibly assumed that the primitive
individual was literally submerged, that no room was left for person-
ality or self-expression in a society ridden by tradition, dominated by
established habits and dogmas, shot through with inflexible patterns.
No one any longer believes this. We know now that the very unifor-
mity of primitive patterns should not be taken literally.81

But the simplistic West versus non-West dichotomy has come back in the
view being advanced by social psychologists that Western societies have “in-
dividualistic” cultures that fashion “egocentric” selves, while most non-
Western societies—including the Middle East—have “collectivistic” cultures
that shape “sociocentric” selves (see chapter 9).82

Studies of MENA tribes show that however much they emphasize group
loyalties, tribesmen have no difficulty identifying themselves emotionally as
individuals, and in fact celebrate autonomy and independence as components
of honor. “A real man stands alone and fears nothing,” explained one Awlad
Ali Bedouin to the anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod, “He is like a falcon. A
falcon flies alone.”83 Her Veiled Sentiments elegantly shows how a complex
and subtle genre of poetry and song provide the Awlad Ali with vehicles for
expressing and communicating the personal sentiments that the code of
honor requires them to officially deny. And Mackey’s suggestion that an
individual’s wishes automatically coincide with those of his or her father and
group appears ludicrous in light of the literary and ethnographic accounts of
prodigal sons, daughters who attempt suicide rather than accept arranged
marriages, and nearly endemic intrafamilial strife. A recent American social
psychology text cites the Moroccan proverb “If you cut off the ties of blood,
you will have to worry on your own” as evidence that it is a “sociocentric”
culture84 but does not mention the commonly muttered proverb “Aqarib
agarab,” which means “Close relatives are scorpions.” Evidence of “full-
fledged individuality” among the most traditional MENA tribespeople and
villagers could fill the rest of this book.
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Scores of careful community studies show the honor-shame system to
be far more complex than the accounts that blame it for MENA’s strife and
underdevelopment (see chapter 3). It varies dramatically from region to re-
gion and even from village to village; it takes on a different character for
women and for men; its principles prove to be subject to continual dispute
rather than consensus; it appears as one among several ethical systems guid-
ing everyday life; and social action very often fails to follow its principles. The
anthropologist Michael Herzfeld argues that it does not form a “code” that
regulates behavior but a “poetics” by which people seek to stylize their pub-
lic self-presentations in certain circumstances.85 Pryce-Jones at least points
out that the honor system is a circum-Mediterranean cultural pattern but fails
to note that its great prominence among ancient Greeks hardly prevented
them from inventing democracy, nor has it prevented Italians and Spaniards
from becoming modern.

As for the argument that intense familial loyalties and the honor-shame
system subvert reasoning, mastery of technology, and nation-building, one
can look at the fate of Japan—long regarded as having one of the globe’s most
intensely interdependent family systems and most pronounced ethics of
honor, shame, and “face”—which hardly remains mired in technological
backwardness. What Japan, and indeed portions of the Middle East, shows is
that familial attachments and sentiments of honor can fuel achievement,
entrepreneurship, and modernization under auspicious conditions. MENA’s
honor-shame system certainly helps define its distinctive culture(s), and it
often plays an important role in personality development. But it forms one
thread of the culture(s), not its heart and soul, and cannot be blamed for the
region’s economic and political problems.

Islamic “Fatalism” Breeds Inaction and Stalls Development

Western diplomats and administrators of development projects often vent
their frustrations with the pace of progress at religious “fatalism,” which they
view as a deep-seated cultural or psychological trait. At almost any capital
city cocktail party or Peace Corps beer bash a voice or two will rise above the
murmur of chat and pronounce: “These people are so used to sitting around
waiting for God to do things that they won’t get up and help themselves.”
Some Westerners know enough Arabic to dub this the “insha’ Allah complex”
or the “maktoub mentality.” Insha’ Allah means “God willing,” and most
Muslims utter this phrase after any reference to future events, such as, “I’ll
meet you tomorrow at 9 a.m., insha’ Allah.” Maktoub means “it is written”
or “it is fated” by God and is often voiced to express feelings of resignation
or helplessness before greater powers, such as while watching a flash flood
sweep away a carefully cultivated field of barley. Many other common phrases
(fi yad Allah, “it’s in God’s hands”) convey similar sentiments, and everyday
conversation is peppered with religious references that evoke God’s presence
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and influence on the course of events: bismillah, “in the name of God,” will
be uttered at the beginning of any undertaking; tebarakallah’alik, “may the
blessings of God be upon you,” is used as a compliment; allah ybarikfik, “may
God bless you” is used to mean “you’re welcome.” Westerners can read this
saturation of daily life with God’s power as a deep fatalism, or as a tragic sense
of the precariousness of human undertakings, or as an infusion of every act
with a spirit of worship. A few scholars, such as Patai, take it as fatalism and
view Islam as providing a doctrine of predestination that gives comfort in
times of hardship but has a “retarding effect” in times of opportunity, be-
cause “it makes people adverse to any effort directed toward seeking better-
ment.”86 Morroe Berger followed suit in his 1962 book The Arab World Today:

Risk, uncertainty, free forms in art and literature, scientific explo-
ration, philosophic speculation, the questioning of systems of gov-
ernment and of authority, all are leaps into the unknown and hence
challenges to fate, to what has been laid down by religious and secu-
lar authority, to the perfection of Islam and to its completeness. This
attitude shows itself in fatalism, authoritarianism, and the Arab view
of the external world of nature.87

Some Arab writers also have made fatalism a target of criticism, as did
Habib Ayrout in The Egyptian Peasant, long regarded in the West as the clas-
sic study of rural MENA society. The American-trained psychologist Sania
Hamady also attacked fatalism in her 1960 book Temperament and Charac-
ter of the Arabs. Writing this work as a “critical self-analysis” at a time of re-
naissance and emancipation, she argued that Arabs also need a “liberation
from the self” and “a cleansing from within.” In ten pages on predestina-
tion, fatalism, and resignation, she eloquently describes the demoralization
wrought by poverty (“His fatalistic attitude is the result of a subsistence
economy where people live in material want until death”88) and oppression
(“The impact of fatalistic philosophy on the Arabs is therefore due not so
much to the religious doctrine of determinism . . . as to the nefarious influ-
ence of political subjugation, economic poverty, and social tyranny”89), and
she makes it clear that “landlordism and sheikhcraft are the main institutions
that keep the people in the bondage of fatalism.”90 But she also makes blan-
ket statements about fatalism in the Arab character: “He is little aware of the
fact that he can, to a large extent, control his environment, contribute to-
wards shaping his destiny, realize his wishes through conscious management
and ameliorating his lot by his own actions.”91 Many Western authors have
quoted and paraphrased statements like these, while ignoring her points about
the heavy oppression of poverty, landlordism, and sheikhcraft (see chapter 9).

Yet religious fatalism provides an even less appropriate explanation for
underdevelopment than does the honor code. As most scholars92 recognize,
Islam is remarkably flexible, and, like “honor,” it takes diverse forms within
a region, a village, or even a single family. Like other religions, Islam can be
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invoked to advocate or oppose modernization, to justify or condemn violence,
to indict an oppressive government or cloak it in legitimacy. Whether it
mobilizes initiative or counsels resignation appears to depend mainly on the
presence or absence of real opportunity. Hani Fakhouri studied the Nile vil-
lage of Kafr el-Elow in the mid-1960s (when Ayrout’s book was reprinted to
effusive reviews), just as an expansion of factories in the surrounding area
was beginning to provide well-paying jobs and business opportunities. He
conducted a survey among the supposedly fatalistic peasants and found that
90 percent believed a person’s social position “is the result of his own efforts”
and only 10 percent “the result of God’s Will.”93 There were 18 small busi-
nesses in Kafr el-Elow at the end of World War II, 77 in the mid-1960s, and
283 when he returned in 1985. The latter two decades’ growth in entrepre-
neurship, he notes, was accompanied by an intensification in religiosity.

John Waterbury’s North for the Trade tells the social history of Morocco’s
Sous Valley region through the biography of a merchant named Hadj Brahim.
The combination of gasoline pumps for wells drilled into an abundant water
table and roads built by the French enabled the Berbers of this previously
remote region to become the greengrocers of Morocco and by the 1960s to
rival the wealth and influence of the traditional elite. In the process, they
developed a religiosity resembling the Protestant ethic that the sociologist Max
Weber believed helped give birth to capitalism in the West. The Soussis em-
brace orthodox Muslim beliefs and practices but use them to support a dedi-
cation to hard work, frugality, asceticism, and achievement that they regard
as redemptive.

In the mid-1980s Alison Geist and I studied economic development
among the Imeghrane, an agro-pastoral group on the southern slopes of
Morocco’s Atlas Mountains. The Imeghrane are part of the same Berber cul-
ture as the Soussis, but their terrain lacks most of the Sous Valley’s resources,
and we found it literally littered with failed entrepreneurial projects: farms
and olive orchards hewn out of desert wastes that died when well-water turned
brackish;94 shops built for tourists who rarely stopped because the town down
the road offered more spectacular vistas; fields of saffron abandoned after the
owner’s downstream neighbors stopped him from pumping water during a
drought. We also discovered an important political difference. At Indepen-
dence the Soussis swept out most of the local officials who ruled the coun-
tryside for the French and “milked” it for their own benefit, but in Imeghrane
these men were restored to power by the new government, and their sons
and grandsons continued to dispense access to government development
projects as patronage, and to seize opportunities for themselves and their
clients.

One of the more progressive men in Imeghrane’s central cluster of vil-
lages owned a small cafe on a picturesque hill overlooking the weekly mar-
ket, and began planning renovations when he heard that the road from the
main highway was to be paved and would allow tourists to visit. But one day
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he returned from a trip to town to find that the governing official had bull-
dozed his cafe to the ground and rewritten the deed for the coveted hilltop
property to the head of a wealthy family in a neighboring village—an all-too-
common typical example of what Hamady terms “sheikhcraft.” Enraged, he
attacked the official but was subdued by his paramilitary police, and after being
told what could happen to him and his family he gradually resigned himself.
When we saw him a few days later he bitterly muttered “Maktoub, maktoub”
(It was written, it was written). We heard a great deal of this fatalism in
Imeghrane—after human initiative and perseverance had been defeated by
the superior powers of nature or corrupt rule.95 Waterbury heard some of it
in the Sous, and points out that no one attitude pervades all areas of a person’s
life: “Just when one becomes convinced that Brahim is a North African Ben
Franklin, he abruptly becomes the Muslim fatalist or a grocery story J’ha [a
trickster character], taking his customers or the government for a ride.”96

The lessons seem clear: the opening of opportunity breeds a kind of
achievement-oriented, “Muslim ethicist” religiosity; the closing of opportu-
nity breeds resignation in the solace of religious fatalism. “Fatalism” plays
no larger role in Islam than it does in Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism,
or Christianity; nor is it any more a trait of Arabs than of any other peoples.
And it no more retards development in the MENA than it has in Asia, where
economic “miracles” have turned “backward” nations into “tigers” of the
Pacific Rim. Contrary to the fatalist doctrine, a “Muslim ethicist” religios-
ity—in which worldly achievement is perceived as a kind of divine “calling”—
animates much of the MENA’s development (though this does not mean it
is the primary cause of development). It also fuels discontent with the clos-
ing of opportunities by corrupt officials, wealthy elites, multinational cor-
porations, and dictatorial regimes (see chapter 8).

The Momentum of Tradition Resists Modernization

Claims that the honor code or Islamic fatalism are to blame for the Middle
East’s economic and political underdevelopment often form part of a broader
argument that “tradition” has a kind of inertia that the forces of moderniza-
tion can only haltingly overcome. Patai says this quite explicitly: “In modern
Western culture, the new is considered better than the old, and thus change
in itself is considered a good; in tradition-bound Arab cultures, the old is
regarded as better than the new, and thus the retention of the existing order
is considered a good.”97 It may seem obvious that modern and traditional
ways naturally oppose each other and that traditions have a weight of habit
that acts as a naturally conservative force. But any intimation that Middle
Easterners are “tradition-bound” misrepresents their reasoning, their moti-
vations, and their current cultural struggles. A great many traditions are dis-
carded the moment modern ways prove more convenient, effective, or
enjoyable. Joseph Hobbs reports that the Ma’aza Bedouins of Egypt’s eastern
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desert readily abandoned their traditional animal-skin water bags for plastic
Jerry cans because they don’t break when dropped, and in many areas,
pastoralists now move their herds by truck.98 Tourists often feel cheated when
they sweat to get into remote areas and then see the extent to that “authen-
tic” traditions have been discarded in favor of mass-produced and marketed
ones. The Turkish novelist Orhan Pamuk has one of his characters write about
a master mannequin maker who could not sell his exquisite works of art to
the owners of fashionable stores because they were too authentic to tradition.
“Turks nowadays didn’t want to be ‘Turks’ anymore,” explained a merchant
who sold European-style clothes, “but something else.” Another “pointed out
that his customers did not buy an outfit but, in truth, bought a dream. What
they really wanted to purchase was the dream of being like the ‘others’ who
wore the same outfit.” But the master and his son kept making mannequins,
carefully observing the gestures of people in the streets, believing them to be
the indelible repository of their cultural heritage. Then they saw the gestures
give way:

The gestures that he and his father called “mankind’s greatest trea-
sure,” the small body movements people performed in their every-
day lives, changed slowly and congruously, vanished as if under the
orders of an invisible “chief,” only to be replaced by a slew of move-
ments modeled after some indiscernible original. Some time later,
as the father and son worked on a line of mannequin children, it all
became clear to them: “Those damn movies!” cries the son.99

One of the most stunning misrepresentations of tradition’s resistance to
modernity appears to have been the journalist Richard Critchfield’s popular
Shahhat: An Egyptian, which tells the intimate story of a “deeply traditional
Egyptian . . . faced with sudden changes in his way of life.”100 Struggling to
wrest a life from poverty in a Nile village near the temples of Luxor, Shahhat,
as Critchfield portrays him, ineffectively alternates between fatalism, anger,
and escape, a behavior Critchfield sees as widespread: “Shahhat is typical of
the great mass of poor Egyptians, in his emotionalism and search for expla-
nations to natural phenomena, not in modern logic, but in the sacred and pro-
fane supernatural.” The peasants “developed a distinct mentality,” he writes:
“they preserved and repeated, but did not originate, create, or change.”101 In
several passages, he suggests racialist explanations for Shahhat’s reactions to
the “cultural turbulence” around him: because he has some “Arab Bedouin
blood” he “may be a little closer to the dark springs of life than the average
fellah.” In another passage Critchfield attributes Shahhat’s temper to a “venge-
ful Bedouin streak in Shahhat’s blood.”

But as the political scientist Timothy Mitchell showed in a 1990 cri-
tique,102 much of Critchfield’s description of peasant life depends on para-
phrase of Henri Ayrout’s The Egyptian Peasant. In addition to describing the
peasant as mired in fatalism, Ayrout wrote that the peasant “is like a primi-
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tive man or child,” possessing “little individuality” and “atrophied intelli-
gence.” Oppressed by large landowners and despotic governments, he lives
in misery but with such a “lack of education and culture” that “he does not
feel the depth of his suffering.”103 Mitchell questions whether some of the inci-
dents in Shahhat actually took place, but he objects most strongly to the way
Critchfield saw village life through the lens of Ayrout’s account of irrational,
child-like, fatalistic peasants. Yet not only was Shahhat well received, Mitchell
writes, but in 1981 Critchfield was awarded a MacArthur Foundation award
for his “original” work.104

One reason for the continued misrepresentation of tradition is that a good
many cultural battles in MENA societies are fought in the name of advanc-
ing modernization versus defending tradition, with rhetoric implying that
the modern should be welcomed because it is modern and the traditional
conserved because it has passed the tests of time. Nearly every aspect of life is
now debated in terms of tradition and modernity, and it may be no exag-
geration to say that MENA culture now consists of a “rhetoric of modern-
ization,” in which even mundane actions (for example, eating with one’s
fingers versus a fork) become statements of principle. But the fact that people
may fight for a tradition does not mean that it has a momentum of its own or
that those defending it are “tradition bound.”

When we visited Imeghrane’s sheikhs at the beginning of our fieldwork
and asked how their lives had changed since they were boys in the 1930s, they
voiced relief that tribal warfare had ended and delight that food had become
more varied and plentiful—with no hint of nostalgia for violence or hunger.
Imeghranis certainly “cling” to many of their traditions, but they success-
fully lobbied for a maternity clinic where their women could give birth in
modern conditions. In their classic study Becoming Modern, Alex Inkeles and
David Smith point out that life in premodern societies tends to be full of
hardship and suffering, and that premodern peoples eagerly adopt modern
tools and ways that ease their burdens. Around the globe, the frustrations of
premodern peoples have intensified not when they have been presented with
opportunities to replace the traditional with the modern but when their ac-
cess to modernity has been blocked. This, rather than “Bedouin blood,” may
explain Shahhat’s drinking and outbursts of violence.

Colonialism greatly complicated the process of “becoming modern,” and
the continuing domination by Western and Westernized elites continues to
complicate it. Colonization typically took away the very resources and de-
nied the very technologies traditional peoples needed to modernize, yet at
the same time tried to get them to give up their core cultural and religious
values for whatever Western mores each generation of soldiers, merchants,
farmers, and missionaries took with them into the colonies. This has had two
profound consequences. First, it has made the only “modern” life available
to many traditional peoples a miserable marginal existence in a sprawling
urban shantytown. Joseph Hobbs reports that the Ma’aza Bedouin have seen
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fellow tribesmen forced into slums, and their preference for the “freedom”
of the nomadic life reflects not the momentum of tradition, but a carefully
considered choice for better nutrition, sanitation, family solidarity, and even
economic opportunity.105 Second, colonized peoples often have embraced and
defended some of their traditions as defining their identities, and used them
to help rally resistance against the colonizers. This has been especially im-
portant throughout the Middle East, where Islam, the veiling of women, and
(in some areas) Arab ethnicity helped mobilize anticolonial resistance.

Yet as cultural practices became “traditions to be conserved” against the
assaults of the West, they were transformed in ways that made them no longer
truly traditional. Believing that Muslim peoples had become weak because
they had allowed their religion to degrade, reformers sought to “purify”
Islam by ridding it of “superstitions.” Nationalists embraced essentially mod-
ern forms of orthodoxy as the true tradition they fought for against their
colonizers. Similarly, the veil became a modern symbol, as women began
wearing them as statements of anticolonial protest—especially when other
women, inspired by Western ideals, were unveiling and claiming equal rights
as a strategy for strengthening the nation. And the pan-Arab nationalism that
animated resistance in Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine, Egypt, Syria, and Iraq
consisted of a fully modern philosophy for nation-building created by French-
and American-educated intellectuals in the 1940s and 1950s. Far from being
“bound” to tradition, MENA societies profoundly modernized their tradi-
tions in order to fight for them against their colonizers. The result may not
much resemble the Western ideal of secular humanism,106 but it is a mod-
ern, self-conscious reworking of tradition, and not tradition as spontaneously
lived before colonization.

The process of revising and “inventing” tradition107 has continued and
perhaps intensified after independence, as it has around the globe. The Mo-
roccan historian Abdullah Laroui has analyzed this process and argued that
Arab “traditions” often turn out to be the creations of a traditionalist ideol-
ogy issuing from a modernizing elite. “Tradition is a choice made in response
to foreign intervention,” he writes.108 Not only are “traditions” attacked and
defended as people jockey for power in families, communities, and nations
but they are adapted for display to tourists and for performance on TV vari-
ety shows as “traditional”—paradoxically transforming them in the very act
of preservation. In many areas of life, traditions come to be enacted mod-
ernly, and modern ways traditionally, and it becomes exceedingly difficult
to disentangle what is truly traditional and what truly modern.

It is simply false to say that Westerners systematically welcome “the new”
while Middle Easterners defend “the old.” And even worse than being false, this
way of thinking distorts the process of modernization and the nature of the
struggles currently taking place in MENA societies. I will show that the cul-
tural conflict between modernism and traditionalism—often taking shape as
a conflict between Westernization and Islam—proves crucial to the organiza-
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tion of what Erik Erikson termed “psycho-social identity” for many Middle
Easterners. But modernists often make themselves quite comfortable with the
status quo, while many traditionalists seek reform and advocate radical change.
Some of the most effective modernizers are illiterate villagers like our neigh-
bor who turned his back on traditional agricultural ceremonies, saying, “Look,
America’s gone to the moon and we’re sacrificing sheep to bring rain? We’ve
got work to do!” And some of the most articulate traditionalists—including
leaders of “fundamentalist” groups—are highly educated and worldly mem-
bers of the urban elite. The cultural struggle of modernism and traditionalism
must be seen as a debate over two philosophies about how to become modern:
by following the West or by finding a Moroccan, or an Egyptian, or an Arab,
or a Muslim path. From a psychological point of view, the most important fea-
ture of this struggle is that a great many individuals find themselves internally
divided and uncertain, ambivalently drawn to modernism in some contexts and
to traditionalism in others (see chapter 8).

Terrorism Springs from a Vein of Fanaticism
in Arab Culture and the Arab Psyche

When I first drafted this chapter, U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania had
just been bombed, and retaliatory raids had been carried out on targets in
Sudan and Afghanistan. TV and newsmagazines were parading photos of the
“master terrorist” Osama bin Laden, captioned with his ominous warnings
that the holy war on Americans has just begun. As I revise it in the aftermath
of the attack on the World Trade Center of September 11, 2001, American
troops continue to search for bin Laden in Afghanistan, the United States has
attacked and occupied Iraq, and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has escalated
to new levels of violence and despair. Western TV screens have been filled
with a steady stream of horrific images: Taliban executions of veiled women
in the Kabul soccer stadium, planes crashing into the World Trade Towers,
carnage from Palestinian suicide bombings and Israeli reprisals.

There can be no doubt that guerrilla raids and attacks on civilians have
profound cultural and psychological consequences, both in MENA and the
West. But the causes of “Arab terrorism” are no more to be found in the
culture(s) and psyches of ordinary Middle Easterners than are the causes of
Irish Republican Army and Ulster Defense Force terrorism to be found in
the Catholicism and Protestantism of ordinary Irish Christians, the causes
of the Clear Path cult’s sarin gas attacks in the culture and psyche of ordi-
nary Japanese, the causes of 14,569 attacks carried out in Italy between 1969
and 1986 to be found in an Italian “mentality,” or the causes of the militia
movement and the Oklahoma City bombing to be found in the culture(s)
and psyches of ordinary Americans.109

Walter Laquer traces the rationale and tactics of modern terrorism to
mid-nineteenth-century Russian sources, elaborated late in that century by
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Armenian and Hindu Indian nationalists.110 In the second half of the twenti-
eth century, terrorist groups have emerged in many societies around the globe,
including those with reputations for nonbelligerence. From 1980 through 2001,
the world’s leading practitioner of suicide bombing were the Tamil Tigers of
Sri Lanka,111 who are culturally Hindu with a largely secularist ideology. Scholars
studying terrorism, impressed by the range of societies in which it has emerged,
have avoided psycho-cultural explanations in favor of an emphasis on (1) the
psychological makeup of the individuals who become terrorists, (2) the group
processes operating in organizations that carry out terrorist acts, and (3) offi-
cial sponsorship of terrorism as a political strategy. Studies of individual ter-
rorists find a tremendous range of life-paths that lead to violence, find
psychological characteristics shared by a great many nonterrorists (i.e., threat-
ened identity,112 splitting and externalizing defenses113), and almost without
exception conclude that “individuals who join terrorist groups show little evi-
dence of psychopathology.”114 Jonathan Drummond argues that it is a critical
conjunction of societal “tipping events” (signaling a group’s victimization) with
personal “triggering events” (individual victimization, loss, or humiliation) that
leads a small percentage of political activists to become terrorists.115

Thanks to a half-century of research inspired by the Holocaust, wartime
massacres of civilians, and genocides, we now know a good deal about the
group processes by which “terrorist” killers are created; the main processes are
as follows.116

1. Sanctioning of violence by authorities—often phrased in terms of
a myth of historic mission and amplified by the motive of
vengeance

2. Peer pressure to conform
3. Deindividuation of the actors
4. Denigration of the victims as subhuman
5. Training and baptism of a killing self
6. Routinization of the violent acts

When organizers can recruit individuals who live in despair, who have suf-
fered personal loss or humiliation, and who have previous combat experi-
ence, these processes become all the more effective. They can be used in any
culture to create cult-like groups that typically refurbish myths of warrior
heroes to legitimate their attacks. But however well the myths play to their
audiences, their claims to cultural authenticity mislead if taken for explana-
tions for why such groups come into existence or carry out the actions they
do. The available studies suggest that psychologically, terrorist groups re-
semble each other more than they do the cultures they claim to authentically
represent, and that “fanaticism” is generated as cult-like groups get mem-
bers to sever their ordinary social and family relationships.117

A good deal of evidence indicates that “Arab terrorism” has emerged
mainly in milieus where the culture has been distorted or destroyed. Many
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terrorists, perhaps a majority, have come from Palestinian refugee camps, and
more recently, from the war against the Soviets in Afghanistan. In 1986 the
Newsweek reporters Ray Wilkinson and Rod Nordland investigated “the
Middle East terror network” and concluded that “Terrorists are not born,
they’re made.”118 They found that Mohammed Abbas, who ran the Achille
Lauro hijacking, had recruited his commandos from the Sabra and Chatilla
camps; the surviving attacker of the Rome and Vienna airports had lost his
father in an Israeli air raid there; another had lost his wife and daughter in an
air raid on Chatilla; a teen-age guerrilla who called himself “Guevara” showed
them shrapnel wounds from the battleship New Jersey’s shelling of Lebanese
villages. It was the young men in the camps, writes the political scientist Barry
Rubin, who responded to Yasir Arafat’s plea: “Isn’t it better to die bringing
down your enemy than to await a slow, miserable death rotting in a tent in
the desert?”119 Many Taliban similarly had their origins in Pakistani refugee
camps, some raised in religious orphanages that trained them for permanent
armed struggle. The journalist David Lamb concludes: “If there is a common
denominator in the character of the Arab terrorists, it is a sense of hopeless-
ness.”120 And as the Palestinian psychiatrist Eyad El-Sarraj has observed, it is
the emotionally scarred and despairing children of the first Intifaada who have
grown up to become the suicide bombers of the second.121 A recent study of
young Palestine suicide bombers similarly pointed to the conjunction of sym-
bolic political events (Ariel Sharon’s visit to the Temple Mount) with per-
sonal injuries and humiliations suffered during the Intifaada.122

The traumas and addictive excitement of war often breed men who
hunger for more. It was battle-scarred and betrayed World War I veterans
who formed the Freikorps terrorists in Germany, whom many view as Nazi
precursors. Vietnam veterans swelled the ranks of right-wing militias in the
United States, and it was a veteran of the Gulf War who bombed the Fed-
eral Building in Oklahoma City. It now seems to be Afghan guerrilla fight-
ers, encouraged by their defeat of a superpower, who provided the initial
core of al Qaeda. From scores of studies we know that to grow up in a refu-
gee camp or to come of age in a guerrilla war means to not live in one’s
culture, and as the readjustment difficulties of Vietnam combat veterans
have shown, it often means to be profoundly alienated from ordinary fam-
ily and social life. Recent studies have begun to focus on the disorienting
experiences of “guest” workers and students in Europe, who often encounter
racism and isolation alongside freedom and opportunity. While a great
many work out cosmopolitan “hybrid” identities, the quest for authentic-
ity leads a significant minority to Islamism, and some of those to hatred of
the West. Given the roles of refugee camps, wars, and emigration in the
backgrounds of many terrorists, and the ways violent groups require with-
drawal from ordinary relationships, it appears clear that terrorists tend to
be made in estrangement from their culture’s mainstream rather than from
thorough embedding in it.123



40 Cultural Context of Development

Yet if terrorism emerges from the confluence of individual suffering and
state sponsorship, it readily takes on a life of its own. As Allen Feldman docu-
ments in his study of sectarian conflict in Northern Ireland,124 terrorism cre-
ates a culture of violence that refashions the geographical spaces people
inhabit, the types of characters the culture lauds and condemns, and the
meanings people give to their bodies and feelings. Violence causes previously
multisectarian or multiethnic communities to segregate and turns border
zones into stages for the performance of violent rituals, as occurred with the
creation of Israel and later in Lebanon’s civil war. Bodies become tests of
courage, weapons of violence, and scarred memorials to battle and torture.
Political violence, Feldman argues, whether perpetrated by colonial powers
on the colonized, by freedom fighters on their enemies, or by states on their
citizens, profoundly changes culture.

The anthropologist Ghassan Hage writes that Palestinian youth partici-
pating in the intifaada have created a new “culture of martyrdom.”125 The
groundwork was laid as the “highly masculine and competitive” youth cul-
ture came to celebrate daring confrontations with Israeli troops. Julie Peteet
describes how by 1992 interrogations, beatings, wounds, and imprisonment
had become rites of passage for Palestinian youth:

Visits to families are punctuated by the display of bodies with the
marks of bullets and beatings and are social settings for the telling
of beatings, shootings, verbal exchanges with settlers and soldiers,
and prison stories. . . . To the Palestinians, the battered body, with
its bruises and broken limbs, is the symbolic embodiment of a twen-
tieth-century history of subordination and powerlessness—of “what
we have to endure” but also of their determination to resist and to
struggle for national independence. A representation created with
the intent of humiliating has been reversed into one of honour,
manhood and moral superiority.126

Young men often describe these experiences as leaving them “nothing left to
lose” and as inspiring them to join armed groups and to commit more dar-
ing acts. Hage detects “a suicidal tendency exhibited in those practices well
before they materialize in the form of suicide bombing.”127 Then, “once the
first act of suicide bombing occurred, it was immediately followed by a cul-
ture of glorification of self-sacrifice, that became further reproduced as more
suicide bombings occurred, until this culture of glorification became an en-
trenched part of Palestinian colonized society.”128

By 2001, 70 percent of 1,000 Palestinian nine- to sixteen-year-olds inter-
viewed by the psychologist Fadal Abu-Hin said they wanted to be martyrs.129

Hage joins a chorus of Palestinians in criticizing suicide bombing, but he
suggests that two factors help explain the “paradox” of “a self aiming to abolish
itself while also seeking self-esteem.”130 First is the “quasi-complete” lack of
opportunities for Palestinian youth to build meaningful lives or even “to
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dream a meaningful life,” which “produces a generalized form of premature
social aging, even of social death.” The second is “colonial humiliation”—
being “psychologically demeaned” by both the general subordination of Pal-
estinians and the personal humiliations of daily life: “being shouted at, abused,
searched, stopped, ordered around, checked, asked to wait, ‘allowed to pass,’
and so forth.” In response to unbearable social death, the culture of martyr-
dom provides youths with a meaningful death and with “an imagined enjoy-
able symbolic life following the cessation of their physical life.” The
anticipated attack thus helps annul the sense of humiliation. Echoing Peteet’s
observations about scars transforming humiliation into honor, Hage suggests
that terrorist organizations’ ability to transform social death into meaning-
ful after-life and humiliation into potency may be “their primary function
and the secret of their success.”131

Wherever violence becomes organized and chronic enough to remake
culture, the psychological consequences can be widespread and deep. In Latin
America, army attacks, police torture, death squads, and guerrilla movements
became so pervasive that by the 1980s anthropologists began terming some
of them “cultures of terror.”132 In addition to the armed strife in Palestine,
Algeria, and Lebanon, many MENA citizens are affected on a nearly daily basis
by the terror that some governments use to rule them, as its objective is not
just to eliminate dissidents but to create pervasive fear and mistrust. Samir
al-Khalil’s Republic of Fear gives a powerful account of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq
as a society virtually created by the state and as a culture built on fear of the
mukhabarat, the secret police. The use of state employment and state terror
as the carrot and stick of autocratic rule has shaped the modern cultures of
many MENA nations, creating generalized dependency and insecurity. The
mixing of autocratic rule and secret police with traditional beliefs in super-
natural beings and Western media imagery readily creates the sort of “magi-
cal realist” atmosphere evoked in the novels of Gabriel Garcia Marquez,
Salman Rushdie, Tahar ben Jelloun, and others, in which reality and fantasy
braid dismayingly together into a cultural landscape that is neither traditional
nor modern.

The challenge to cultural psychology, then, is not to “explain” terror by
finding its cultural roots133—especially since people become terrorists pri-
marily in milieus where traditional culture has been undermined. Rather, cul-
tural psychology’s so-far-unmet challenge is to investigate how political
violence, by both militia-like groups and governments, affects the psyches of
those who grow up and live in its shadows (see chapter 9).

Underdevelopment �

Many of these misunderstandings have been created by distorting important
forces at work in MENA societies. Tribally based values have shaped the
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region’s cultural heritage(s); social life often is animated by something like a
“power-challenge dynamic”; honor and shame do anchor a central ethical/
etiquette system; Islam does pervade life in a way that makes God continu-
ously present; contemporary culture does take shape as a debate about tradi-
tion and modernity; the heritage does celebrate the daring and glorious deeds.
All of these features influence psychological development and personal iden-
tities, which this book will explore. Specifically, it will examine how Middle
Easterners are seeking to adopt modern ideas, technologies, and styles of life,
and to preserve their cultural heritages, in conditions of underdevelopment
or dependent development.

Underdevelopment in MENA has to do with the fact that most of the
nations that have oil are sparsely populated, and that most of the nations with
large populations lack not only oil but also the other resources (water, coal,
minerals, wood) needed to fuel industrialization. It has to do with the region’s
high rate of population growth, that contributed to the 2.3 percent decline in
per capita GNP between 1980 and 1993, the worst performance of any region
in the world. “Real wages and labor productivity today are about the same as
in 1970,” write the economist Alan Richards and the political scientist John
Waterbury: “rising poverty, joblessness, and social unrest are direct results
of this growth failure.”134 Underdevelopment has to do with the fact that many
governments have grown as what political scientists call “rentier states”: fi-
nancing themselves by directly controlling oil revenues (or in some cases
foreign aid), they provide modern sector jobs through development projects
and public services, thus bypassing the need to tax their citizens and be held
accountable to them. Al-Khalil estimates that 60 percent of the urban labor
force in Iraq depended on the state, meaning Hussein’s Ba’th Party, for their
jobs.135 Underdevelopment also has to do with the support Western powers
and the former Soviet Union have provided to antidemocratic regimes, and
with the saturation of the region with marketing images of Western life-styles
that the majority of people cannot afford.

Above all, underdevelopment does not perpetuate tradition: it is an ac-
tive process of change that renders people unable to live either traditional or
modern lives. Underdevelopment challenges those living it to create new
forms of culture by selectively blending elements of the old and the new, and
the result challenges observers to understand it with concepts other than
“traditional” and “modern.” Ahmad Zaid describes how the importation of
a kind of pseudo-modernity has provoked a great variety of reactions, pro-
ducing a “third” culture that is neither traditional nor modern.136 The histo-
rian Hisham Sharabi uses the term neopatriarchy to describe this “absence
equally of genuine traditionalism and of genuine modernity.”137 “Over the
last one hundred years,” he writes, “the patriarchal structures of Arab soci-
ety, far from being displaced or truly modernized, have only been strength-
ened and deformed, in ‘modernized’ forms.”138 From families to regimes and
all along the networks of fluid protofamilial patron-clientage that link them,
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neopatriarchal forms of relationship adapt to conditions of underdevelop-
ment, yielding a society of “forced consensus based on ritual and coercion”
from top to bottom, one that is “incapable of performing as an integrated
social or political system, as an economy, or as a military structure.”139 Sharabi
cites the Nobel Prize–winning Egyptian novelist Naguib Mahfouz on the
central psychological consequence for the average man: “In this new society
he has been afflicted with a split personality: half of him believes, prays, fasts
and makes the pilgrimage. The other half renders his values void in banks
and courts and in the streets, even in the cinemas and theaters, perhaps even
at home among his family before the television set.”140

The Lebanese social psychologist and novelist Halim Barakat offers a
similar analysis, emphasizing the damaging role played by most MENA re-
gimes: “In a society that is neither modern nor traditional, the state—by
restricting public involvement and appropriating the vital functions of so-
ciety—has become a force against, rather than for, the people and soci-
ety.”141 A 2002 United Nations Development Program (UNDP) assessment
by a commission of Arab scholars reaches similar conclusions. In spite of
impressive economic, health, and education gains, citizens of MENA coun-
tries have the least freedom and “voice and accountability” of any region
in the world: “The wave of democracy that transformed governance in most
of Latin America and East Asia in the 1980s and Eastern Europe and much
of Central Asia in the late 1980s and early 1990s has barely reached the Arab
States.”142 The “freedom deficit” has stifled private sector initiative and civic
participation, and caused the region to be “richer than it is developed.”143

The estimated one million scientists and professionals who have emigrated
from the Arab world have impressive accomplishments, but MENA lags
behind other developing regions in research and development. And a sur-
vey of youth conducted by commission staff found 51 percent wishing to
emigrate—nearly all to Europe, the United States, and Canada.

Barakat writes that with governments deliberately undermining modern
institutions they can’t control and imposing oppressive policies in the name of
modernization, many populaces find themselves left “with very limited options
except to seek refuge in their traditional institutions (that is, religion, sect, tribe,
family, ethnicity) to express their discontent.” This has “solidified rather than
diminished the conditions of dependency, patriarchal and authoritarian rela-
tionships, socioeconomic disparities, and alienation that have endured through-
out the post-independence period.”144 Far from being static, Arab culture always
has been shaped by dynamic struggles between “the old and the new,” and this
has intensified in recent decades. Today, Barakat concludes, “conflict between
sets of value orientations is the greatest indicator of the complexity and con-
tradictory nature of Arab culture at present. The task of understanding such a
culture is rendered even more difficult by its transitional state; an intense in-
ternal struggle of becoming is underway.”145 The psychological dimensions of
this “struggle of becoming” are the central topic of this book.
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The Social Ecology of
Psychological Development

c h a p t e r 2

Part 1 of this chapter reviews traditional forms of social organization in
MENA societies, which historically provided the environments in which
development took place, and set the overall designs of infant care, child and
adolescent socialization, and adult roles and life-paths. Patterns of family,
gender, and kinship relations developed from centuries of interaction among
pastoral, agricultural, and urban ways of life, and broadly resembled those
found throughout the Mediterranean, including those in the southern
European societies Westerners view as providing their own classical heritage.
Ethnographies from nearly all MENA societies suggest that three characteris-
tics are especially important:

1. The organization of marriage, family, and kinship systems is
“endogamous”: marriages with “close” relatives are preferred,
especially with a man’s father’s brother’s daughter.

2. The nature of social groupings is “segmentary”: family, kin, village,
tribal, and neighborhood groups tend to split into smaller competing
groups in some circumstances, and unify into larger cooperating
groups in others.

3. The basic building-block units of society are not families or lineages
but “patronymic associations”—fluid, flexible family-like groupings
extended by patron-client relations with nonkin, which sometimes
come to resemble what anthropologists term “lineages.”

Ethnographers repeatedly emphasize the flexibility of social groupings in
MENA, and that relationships both within and beyond the family cannot
simply be taken for granted but must be negotiated dyad by dyad. These
dyads are generally hierarchical—of senior-junior, master-apprentice,
teacher-student, patron-client types—and take family-like forms, in that they
tend to be enacted with etiquettes of authority-deference and of protection-
dependence that are extended from family contexts.

44



The Social Ecology of Psychological Development 45

This broad pattern of family and kin relations sets the social ecology of
psychological development in traditional milieus. Children learn the rudi-
ments of these interaction styles with their immediate family members, and
then progressively extend them to more distant kin and then nonkin. As the
etiquettes are mastered and internalized, they shape many of the region’s
culturally distinctive psychological characteristics. Yet in spite of the culture’s
official values subordinating the individual to the group, the fact that group
relationships are so open to negotiation creates a surprisingly wide field of
play for individual initiative and character. Part 2 of this chapter describes the
profound changes that colonization, independence, urbanization, education,
and underdevelopment have brought to traditional patterns of life. As the
UN’s recent Arab Human Development Report documents, in spite of
dramatic economic growth and improved health and literacy, the majority of
MENA citizens currently live in conditions of underdevelopment character-
ized by: (1) economic stagnation aggravated by high rates of population
growth; (2) continued rule of undemocratic regimes and absence of basic civil
rights; and (3) sharp cultural duality of Western versus indigenous styles of
life. The processes of “development” and “underdevelopment” are simulta-
neously changing the social environments in which psychological development
takes place at all stages of the life-cycle.

Introduction �

In every society, psychological development is embedded in the organization
of families and styles of familial interaction, in the relationships among the
kin-groups, villagers, and townspeople who make up its primary communi-
ties, in conditions of cooperation or strife with neighboring groups, and in
the nature of the political process by which groups govern themselves or are
ruled by others. In turn, these features of social structure usually take shape
as adaptations to the society’s ecological setting and to the technologies at its
disposal. Some psychological characteristics, then, may be traced ultimately
to the society’s systems for organizing people to produce and distribute food,
material goods, and services and to reproduce itself biologically and cultur-
ally—all together making up the social ecology of development.

The anthropologist Francis Hsu, for example, sees the Chinese family
system as adapted to its agricultural technologies, its land-tenure systems, and
its dynastic rule, and he views personality as built around familial roles and
the values and feelings associated with them. Backed by the Confucian em-
phasis on filial piety, sons came into adulthood by embracing their duty to
conserve the property and the “Big Family” that ancestors had built. They
thus typically developed in submission to and then identification with their
fathers, who embodied the authority of the ancestors worshiped at house-
hold shrines. This system “deprives the younger generation of any feeling of
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independence,” Hsu writes, “while at the same time it enables them to share
whatever wealth and glory is due to their immediate or remote ancestors.”1

This contrasts markedly with the Native Americans of the central plains—
to take a second example—who lived as mobile hunters and gatherers, had no
family lands to conserve through inheritance, and continually changed the
composition of their camping groups. Matrilineal kinship systems developed
in this context, giving women a good deal of familial authority and social sta-
tus, and adolescents were allowed greater latitude for romantic liaisons and for
choosing their own spouses. Young men came into adulthood by going off on
solitary vision quests in which they acquired personal guardian spirits, and by
establishing highly individualized reputations as hunters and warriors. The full
range of human affection flowed in both the Chinese and American plains
worlds, but through very different patterns of attachment, authority, and ini-
tiative. Personality developed through different systems of family and commu-
nity roles, and self-conceptions were defined within different worlds of meaning:
ancestors and land versus guardian spirits and brave deeds.

This chapter will describe the broad outlines of MENA’s social struc-
ture and political economy, focusing on aspects which most directly shape
psychological development. The remainder of this introduction lays out
what may be the crucial difference between traditional and modern societ-
ies: that in most traditional societies, authority and domination tend to be
exercised directly, in face-to-face personal relationships, while in modern
societies authority and domination tend to be vested in impersonal insti-
tutions, such as schools, corporations, and bureaucracies. Part 1 reviews
MENA’s traditional social ecology, focusing on a mixture of pastoral no-
madism, peasant agriculture, and urban commerce found throughout the
ancient Mediterranean and stretching into Central Asia. Part 2 considers
how the traditional pattern is changing as MENA societies are both becom-
ing modern and becoming underdeveloped.

It will be important to keep in mind that I will use all of these notions—
culture area, pattern, tradition, modernization, and underdevelopment—as use-
ful simplifications. The area cannot be precisely defined, the pattern shows
endless variation, there never was a period of “true tradition,” and moderniza-
tion and underdevelopment are controversial processes, better assessed in the
cool light of history than in the heat of the present. But some important influ-
ences on psychological development do appear to be characteristic of the re-
gion, and distinguish it from the neighboring areas of sub-Saharan Africa,
Hindu India, or preindustrial Europe, and these terms help describe them.

“Traditional” MENA Societies �

Industrialized societies are dominated by corporations, schools, government
agencies, and other large organizations. Many sociologists regard the “ratio-
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nality,” “impersonality,” and “regimentation” of these bureaucracies as the
defining features of modernity. The general separation of family and firm
means that individuals form relationships by different principles at their place
of work (and school) than they do in their homes and personal lives. Work
relationships tend to be more formal, contractual, and based on calculations
of self-interest. Managers learn to view their employees as “resources” and
to pay, promote, and fire them not on the basis of kinship ties or personal
feelings but as they contribute to the organization’s productivity. As the so-
ciologist Anthony Giddons points out, this separation leaves individuals free
to cultivate friendships and families as “pure relationships,” based solely on
shared interests, feelings of affection, and other emotional ties.2 Nearly all
Western psychological theories of development assume that the ability to
sustain satisfying pure relationships is the healthy outcome of childhood and
adolescent socialization—and many scholars take this as the psychological
hallmark of modernity. Giddons suggests, however, that we might reason-
ably expect “pure relationships” to be quite unstable, and to make for espe-
cially fragile friendships and families.

This differs dramatically from most preindustrial societies, where fam-
ily based groups typically perform the functions of the firm, and often those
of the school, the political party, the welfare agency, the police, and the army.
Where families are managed as production systems—and often as political
parties, police forces, and so on—emotional ties take on a different charac-
ter from those built as pure relationships: personal feelings of affection and
animosity merge with calculations of resource deployment and strategic al-
liance. Many important life choices—including one’s vocation and spouse—
may be made by family elders, a situation that requires everyone to adopt
broadly “collectivistic” values rather than “individualistic” ones.

In MENA societies, family and kin-based groups continue to play this
kind of encompassing role in many, perhaps most, lives. From this arises
some of the most dramatic differences between MENA and “modernized”
societies. Relationships between husbands and wives tend to take on a dif-
ferent emotional character where marriages are arranged, romantic love is
disparaged as a danger to the social order, and passion is distinguished from
a type of love which grows from a lifetime of collaborative work. Parent-
child relationships take on a different character as well: even where they
attend school, many children begin contributing to their family’s subsis-
tence at an early age, and are educated as “apprentices” to their parents and
elders. Rather than teaching their children to find their own ways in the
world, parents more often nurture the formation of lifelong bonds of
loyalty and interdependence. Patterns of authority and domination also
differ in ways that have important psychological consequences. Many pre-
industrial societies are “gerontocracies,” in which seniors (typically in their
forties and fifties) are supported by the labor of juniors, whose lives they con-
trol. Most are “patriarchies,” in which men exercise authority over women and



48 Cultural Context of Development

assign them much more of the labor of subsistence. In addition, an unequal
distribution of land and herd wealth sets up a range of relationships by which
senior men dominate and sometimes exploit poorer kinsmen and neighbors.

Pierre Bourdieu argues that the face-to-face character of these forms of
domination brings about the most important difference between premodern
and modern cultures.3 The social ecology of the industrialized West oper-
ates by what he terms “mediated forms of domination,” in which the control
of labor and extraction of profit are carried out by seemingly impersonal in-
stitutions. By contrast, most preindustrial economies rely on “elementary
forms of domination,” in which this authority must be exercised in a face-
to-face manner. Managers of modern corporations and bureaucracies “are
able to dispense with strategies aimed expressly . . . and directly . . . at the domi-
nation of individuals.”4 They carry out policies formulated by experts and
exercise institutional rather than personal authority over those they super-
vise, so that seemingly objective assessments, market forces, and other im-
personal priorities control employees’ lives. In elementary systems of
domination, however, “relations of domination are made, unmade and re-
made in and by the interaction between persons.”5 That is, seniors must per-
sonally dominate juniors, men personally dominate women, and the wealthy
personally dominate the poor—often within networks of family and kin ties
in which feelings of affection and friendship also flow. If one seeks to under-
stand traditional MENA societies in comparison to the modern West, this must
be the starting point, because “elementary forms of domination” remain pre-
dominant in many areas of the former, while “mediated forms of domina-
tion” prevail in much (though certainly not all) of the West.

This creates important psychological differences, as the patriarch who
directly dominates, exploits, protects, and nurtures his sons, brothers, women,
nephews, neighbors, sharecroppers, and servants must be both hardened and
softened in profoundly different ways from the corporate executive who fin-
ishes his spreadsheet projections, hires or lays off hundreds of workers, and
then goes home to a separate family life and circle of friends who share his
recreational and aesthetic interests—pursuing the pleasures of “pure relation-
ships,” to use Giddons’s term. And so must the members of the patriarch’s
household and network of clients differ in similarly dramatic ways from the
executive’s labor force. Westerners may enjoy the freedom to direct their lives
in accordance with their inclinations, so that identifying one’s interests and
talents becomes a major task of psychological development and often a source
of strength for those who can cultivate them. But Westerners also find them-
selves exposed to forms of insecurity and anomie that exact great psychologi-
cal costs, especially for the poor and poorly educated. In MENA societies,
individuals more frequently face the developmental task of accommodating
to relationships and life decisions they have not chosen. But as they are em-
bedded in familial and community networks, they may be better protected
from many “modern” sources of distress.
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Psychologically, the interpersonal styles and etiquettes by which face-to-
face relationships of domination are worked out become especially impor-
tant, because as children and adolescents master them they internalize core
cultural attitudes, values, and emotions (see chapter 6). In enacting styles of
greeting and conversing, deference and authority, apprenticeship and com-
radeship, bargaining and intimidation, young people come to feel as others
do in similar situations. Or at least they learn what their culture expects them
to feel, for it must be kept in mind that many, perhaps most, members of a
society do not internalize these feelings in just the way prescribed by their
culture’s ideals. People inevitably develop strong personal reactions to the
relationships of authority in which they find themselves embedded. Their
reactions against what they are expected to think and feel can play as large a
role in their psychological makeup as the attitudes and emotions they are
supposed to internalize.

The anthropologist Eric Wolf has insightfully noted that early culture-
and-personality researchers often took the etiquettes and styles by which face-
to-face relations of domination are negotiated as expressions of “national
character” and treated them as the primary data from which a psychological
portrait of a culture could be sketched.6 He quite correctly criticized the no-
tion that a society has a “national character” but suggested that “patterns of
interpersonal etiquettes” have important psychological consequences as they
“indicate the way in which the parallelogram of social forces in one society
differs from that of another.”7 That will be the objective of this chapter: to
describe the “parallelogram of social forces” in MENA societies, within which
psychological development takes place.

This approach has important limits, however, and comes with the dan-
ger of “reductionism.” Not all psychological characteristics can be traced to
a region’s social ecology. Religion can influence social organization of its own
accord, as can be seen in Northern India, where Muslims prefer to marry
within their kin-group, and Hindus marry outside of it. And since a region
as large and complex as MENA does not have a single social ecology, it is
important not to overstate its uniformity. Perhaps most important, individu-
als within any society show a great variety of psychological characteristics,
and the patterns they share by virtue of its social ecology do not standardize
their feelings and actions into anything like a “national character.” In fact,
social ecology is perhaps best seen as setting the forces which produce varia-
tion among individuals.

This chapter does not offer a general introduction to MENA societies and
cultures; such introductions can be found in three excellent books I urge the
reader to consult: Daniel Bates’s and Amal Rassam’s 1983 Peoples and Cul-
tures of the Middle East, Dale Eickelman’s 1989 The Middle East: An Anthro-
pological Perspective, and Halim Barakat’s 1993 The Arab World. This chapter
sketches a framework for the discussion of influences on psychological de-
velopment in subsequent chapters. Here I will focus selectively on six themes:
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• The symbiotic relation of agricultural and pastoral ways of life
• The tensions between honor-based and religion-based ethical

systems which provide the primary etiquettes of interpersonal
relationships

• The “dialectic” of rural and urban ways of life
• The “endogamous” organization of marriage, family, and kinship

systems
• The “segmentary” nature of social groupings
• The centrality of “patronymic associations”—family-like group-

ings extended by patron-client relationships—to both social life
and individual life-cycles

The picture to emerge will be one of great flexibility and fluidity, in which it
is not so much social groupings which endure through time but strategies
for forming them.8 This applies even to families, where kinship does not
automatically lead to cooperation and loyalty. Historically, this fluidity has
been rooted in the region’s scarce and continually shifting resources, and in
the imbalance between humans and resources that nearly all groups chroni-
cally face.

Part 1: Traditional Social Ecology �

Agro-Pastoral Symbiosis

MENA culture(s) formed from the long interaction of three ways of life:
nomadic pastoralism, settled agriculture, and urban trades and commerce.
This combination emerged with the Neolithic invention of grain cultivation
and domestication of animals in roughly 9,000 to 5,000 B.C. Irrigated agri-
culture needs intensive labor but also yields surpluses that can be stored,
traded, and taxed, so it can support complex forms of social organization. It
requires cooperation at village or regional levels but frees enough people from
agricultural labor to build irrigation systems, towns, temples, and empires.
Sheep, goats, camels, and cattle raised mainly on surrounding range lands
added dairy products and a little meat to diets and provided wool, skins, and
other raw materials for clothing and tools. Agricultural surpluses also allowed
some people to specialize as craftsmen, merchants, and governors. From these
elements the basic pattern of Near Eastern civilizations took shape.9

Perhaps the most important ecological feature of the Mediterranean basin
and its arid hinterlands is the tremendous year-to-year variability of rainfall.
Annual averages are meaningless in many areas, and some regions that aver-
age over 200 millimeters—which should support rain-fed cultivation—only
get that much every third or fourth year. Villages in the Imeghrane “tribe”
we studied in the pre-Saharan foothills of Morocco’s High Atlas mountains
depended on irrigation from springs fed by the Atlas snow pack. But the farm-
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ers never knew how much water to expect, how much would still flow in late
spring and summer, or even which of their four springs might dry up. When
rain did come, it often fell in cloudbursts that turned the normally dry river-
bed into a raging torrent for a few hours and washed away laboriously tilled
fields. This variability similarly affects pastures and herding patterns, as rain
may turn one valley into a verdant meadow of grasses and wild flowers and
leave a neighboring one parched. Historically, aridity and variability together
introduced great flux and fluidity—and often strife—to all social arrange-
ments. Families, extended kin-groups, villages, and tribes tended to divide
and combine in response to shifting resources, and men had to be ready to
defend their resources against attack and fight their way into those controlled
by others.

Towns and cities developed in ancient times with the building of irriga-
tion systems, and then around regional market centers, trade routes, and stra-
tegic positions. Yet town life could be equally unpredictable, as townspeople
depended for food on their control of surrounding agricultural communities
and their control of caravan and shipping routes, both of which tended to be
precarious. Tribes and armies often severed these links, and towns swelled as
villagers fled into them or emptied as their residents sought refuge in villages.
In premodern times only about 10 percent of the populace lived in cities, but
city-dwellers played a crucial role in fashioning and standardizing features of
the culture and disseminating them to the villages and hinterlands.

Fluctuating ties of mutual dependence linked these three ways of life. The
cities lived on food produced in the countryside, agriculturists also herded
livestock, and most pastoralists relied on agriculture and urban crafts. Agri-
culture-less “simple”10 or “proper”11 nomadism can be found only among
the reindeer herders of the tundra, some horse and small ruminant herders
of Central Asia, cattle herders (such as the Maassai) in East Africa, and camel
herders in the Arabian and Saharan deserts. MENA nomadism is “invariably
symbiotic,” dependent on some kind of interdependence with agricultural
production, and so Khazanov terms it “seminomadism.”12 The foundation
of life was therefore agro-pastoralism, with agricultural and pastoral produc-
tion combined in myriad ways. One common form was “transhumance,” in
which families live in settled villages where they cultivate fields but a portion
of the household herds livestock on the surrounding rangelands.

In many areas, nomadic tribes ensured access to agricultural products
by running a kind of protection racket in which they forced villages to be-
come their clients. The villages gave foods to the tribe, who then refrained
from raiding them and protected them from raids by other tribes. Pastor-
alists also came to own fields in villages, which villagers cultivated as
sharecroppers. Some incorporated members of ethnic minorities—Jews,
“gypsies,” and “blacks”—as clients and slaves who worked as blacksmiths,
leather-workers, barbers, house-builders, well-diggers, and personal ser-
vants. The Tuareg of the Sahara developed a feudal or caste-like society, with
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a “nobility” of camel-mounted warriors dominating “vassal” groups of sheep
and goat herders and “slaves” they kept as craftsmen, servants, and cultiva-
tors of oasis fields.

For towns to thrive, pastoralists’ domination of villages had to be re-
versed. This meant the rulers of settled peoples typically had to extract enough
surplus from agriculture and trade to support an army to dominate and per-
haps even tax the pastoralists. In addition, many towns developed at tribal
boundaries as sacred sites, becoming religious and trade centers for the sur-
rounding pastoralists, who agreed to leave them in peace—such was the situ-
ation of Mecca at the time of the Prophet.13 In some of the more fertile areas
(especially in what are now Lebanon, Egypt, Turkey, Pakistan, and Iran)
feudal-like systems developed, especially in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, in which “lords” and their armed agents terrorized and exploited
impoverished peasants. Large parts of the Euphrates valley in Syria were de-
populated in the late eighteenth century by Bedouin raids and attacks by
soldiers-turned-bandits. When Turkish armies regained control, urban mer-
chants bankrolled poor peasants and city-dwellers to rebuild and cultivate
fields as sharecroppers. The financiers got title to the lands and became urban
“lords” who owned villages and, in some cases, whole groups of villages and
virtually owned the landless peasants who lived in them.14

In other areas, villagers lived as members of formidable “free” tribes.
After the settled tribes of the Moroccan Rif mountains declared themselves
a republic in the 1920s, it took a combined Spanish-French force of over a
half-million troops to “pacify” 20,000 tribesmen on horseback.15 One of
the key features that shaped MENA societies is that until this century (and
in some cases during it), large portions of the population lived beyond the
day-to-day control of urban governments, usually in a form of organiza-
tion anthropologists term “tribal,” in which every adult male, with the
important exception of protected clients, was potentially a fighter.

Agro-pastoral symbioses played different roles in the formation of tra-
ditional MENA cultures from those they played in Europe, India, or sub-
Saharan Africa. Transhumant pastoralism certainly influenced the rural
cultures of southern Europe, but generally in areas dominated by cities,
states, and empires. Self-governing “tribes” of nomads did not provide
European cultures with values, literary ideals, or models of social organi-
zation as they did in MENA. The development of feudal systems in Europe
marked a further departure from the agro-pastoral-urban mix that contin-
ued to prevail in much of MENA until this century. To the east, India devel-
oped as a society of settled agriculture, with “Aryan” invaders establishing
themselves above the indigenous inhabitants in the fifteenth to tenth centu-
ries B.C. and fashioning the caste system, which stands in sharp contrast to
the social fluidity and ideological egalitarianism of MENA. Sub-Saharan
Africa, with its ecological diversity ranging from desert to rain forest, became
home to a great variety of cultures based on different ways of life: hunter-
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gatherer bands roamed in both deserts and rain forests, cattle-herding no-
mads dominated the Sahel, the wetter western and central regions were home
to shifting “swidden” agriculturists, and settled fishers and farmers lived in
many areas. The nomadic pastoralist/warrior groups tended to be localized
in particular areas rather than spread throughout the region, and they did
not shape a pan-African culture to the extent that the agro-pastoral symbio-
sis and Islam combined to do in MENA.

Honor and Islam

The symbiosis of agriculture and pastoralism often was forged by military
might. Raiding was endemic among many nomadic tribes, but if this was
motivated by economic and political objectives,16 the nomads celebrated the
daring, the fight, the victory, and the honorable rules of engagement in a
wealth of poetry and song that came to anchor an ethos of honor, modesty,
and shame that pervaded all ways of life. Michael Meeker has explored the
warrior ethos of Bedouin culture by analyzing the raiding poems recorded
by the Czech ethnographer Alois Musil, who lived among the Rwala Bedouin
of Northern Arabia immediately after World War I and rode with some of
their raiding parties.17 Sometime during the first millennium B.C., the Bedouin
developed saddles for their camels and “gradually converted their beasts into
formidable mounts of war. . . . Such an advance enabled the North Arabian
Bedouins to enter our own era with a popular military capacity that was truly
awesome in its setting in the desert and steppe.”18 In the seventh and eighth
centuries they conquered and carried the new religion of Islam to what is now
Morocco and Spain in the West and to Central Asia and Iran in the East. This
gradually forged a “cultural uniformity,” Meeker writes, whose main char-
acteristic was neither Bedouin nor Islamic values but the tension between
them:

The cultural uniformity which we now find in the arid zone, how-
ever, does not reflect the traditions of a people bent upon violence.
On the contrary, it does reflect by and large a moral reaction to the
threat of popular political turmoil. The process of Islamization it-
self can be viewed in part as a moral response to the problem which
arose from the circumstances of Near Eastern pastoral nomadism.19

The historian Maxime Rodinson20 and the anthropologist Eric Wolf 21

have studied the social conditions in which the Prophet lived in seventh-
century Arabia and have called attention to the Islam’s antitribal themes.
Mecca was a town of merchants built around a tribal pilgrimage center, and
both authors emphasize the extent to which the religion Mohammed recited
and taught there opposed its vision of a peaceful brotherhood of believers
(dar al-islam means “house of submission/peace”) to the violent tribal soli-
darity of actual brothers and cousins (dar al-harb means “house of warfare”).
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As “traditional” MENA Muslim cultures took shape over the following cen-
turies, they tended to incorporate both the honor-based ethic of the nomad
warrior who lives free “like a falcon” and the ethic of the pious believer who
lives in a peaceful community under the rule of law. In the following chap-
ter, I will show that the “honor code,” born of warriorhood, and Islam, born
of peacemaking, remain the two predominant ethical and interpersonal eti-
quette systems in MENA societies, and shape the course of psychological
development from early childhood.

The Dialectic of Tribes and Cities

In the fourteenth century, the North African philosopher-historian Ibn
Khaldun wrote what has become the classic interpretation of MENA soci-
ety as a product of pastoralism, Islam, and urbanity. He developed a cyclical
theory to account for the rise and fall of dynasties, several of which he had
observed firsthand. His theory posits that the dynastic pattern displays a
broader cultural dynamic, rooted in an underlying dialectic between opposed
social-psychological principles: hadara, which can be translated as civiliza-
tion, urbanity, or high culture, and ‘asabiya, a term built from the root word
for “nerve” or “sinew” and meaning group solidarity, strength, and toughness.
These principles animate settled urban and Bedouin ways of life, respectively.

In Ibn Khaldun’s view, ‘asabiya arises from two features of Bedouin life.
On the one hand, hardship toughens the men who live it, accentuating their
natural aggressiveness. “They are the most savage human beings that exist,” he
writes: “compared to sedentary people, they are on a level with wild, untamable
animals and dumb beasts of prey.”22 On the other hand, the formation of pri-
mary social groups (family, lineage, tribe) on the basis of male kinship ex-
tends and develops natural familial feelings of affection into a wider sense of
group “nobility.” As a conjunction of virile strength, familial compassion,
protectiveness, ascetic endurance, and self-control, ‘asabiya anchors the tra-
ditional archetype of honor. Among the Bedouin, ‘asabiya easily becomes a
fearsome archetype, but Ibn Khaldun believed that self-imposed Islam re-
strains their ferocity without undermining their fortitude. This religious tem-
pering yields people who are closer to virtue than are city dwellers.

Bedouin hardly feel content with their difficult lives, however, and so they
seek the comforts of civilization—which their military prowess enables them
to conquer and then assimilate. But once they are established as an urban-
based dynasty, the group solidarity (‘asabiya) begins to dissipate, and moral
corruption and physical weakness ensue. As urbanites, they become “accus-
tomed to luxury and success in worldly occupations and to indulgence in
worldly desires.”23 In the third or fourth generation the dynasty weakens and
collapses from within. Ibn Khaldun likens this rise and decline to the human
life-cycle, and suggests that families—or at least prominent “houses”—also
traverse this cycle, typically in four generations: the builder embodies the
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qualities that created his glory, his son tries to preserve them but lacks his
father’s direct experience, the third generation must rely on imitation, and
the fourth lacks the qualities and effort demanded by glory. A rising branch
of the family or “house” then seizes control, and the original collapses.24

This theory stresses three key points about the nature of family and larger
political groups. First, even though prominent “houses” may claim that their
prowess derives from “pure” or “noble” genealogies, it actually stems from
the feeling of group solidarity (‘asabiya), manufactured by hard work, “indi-
vidual qualities,” and “group effort.” Society has a kin-group structure, but
kin solidarity must be achieved, and once achieved proves difficult to sustain.
Second, a social grouping often referred to as a “house,” consisting of a fa-
milial core but extended to include distant kin and nonkin “clients,” forms
the primary building block of society. And third, every community consists
of families that are rising as houses and houses that are declining into mere
families. However much a herding camp or village or an urban neighborhood
may look “timeless” to an outsider, most churn with competition and change.

Since most MENA residents traditionally grew up and lived out their lives
in the interdependent relationships of families and houses, these fluid group-
ings established the parameters of psychological development. And even though
styles of parent-child, sibling-sibling, and patron-client interaction may be
shared from household to household, it is important to keep Ibn Khaldun’s
dynamic theory in mind: rising households play these rules differently from
those seeking to maintain their predominance, and differently from declining
or fallen ones—creating important variation within the culture.

Marriage, Family, and Kinship

The industrialized West prides itself in allowing young people to choose their
marriage partners based on attraction and affection. Historically, Europeans
have seen “Oriental” marriage—practiced in MENA, India, and China—as
more primitive because parents arrange them, and because grooms custom-
arily pay a “brideprice” to the bride’s family, suggesting that he purchases
her. This view is incorrect. The anthropologist Jack Goody25 has assembled
impressive evidence that historically there was a broad resemblance of mar-
riage systems throughout the “post Bronze Age, pre-industrial, literate soci-
eties” of Eurasia (Europe, China, India, and MENA), based largely on their
systems of agriculture.26 In addition, he shows the term “brideprice” to be
inappropriate, because the groom’s payment is usually used to provision the
bride with a dowry of household goods, jewelry, and other property. A por-
tion of this sometimes went unpaid at marriage but was payable in the event
of divorce, to act as a deterrent to separation. Goody urges Europeans to see
their heritage as shared with all of Eurasia, and as differing from many Afri-
can marriage systems on the one hand and the practices of modern Europe
on the other.
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Goody’s argument extends a thesis about fundamental differences be-
tween sub-Saharan African and Eurasian marriage systems that was first
advanced by the economist Esther Boserup,27 who saw the widespread sub-
Saharan practice of polygyny (men taking multiple wives) as related to the
importance of women’s labor in agriculture. She distinguished between two
broad patterns of agriculture: “female” systems, based mainly on hoe culti-
vation of shifting fields in conditions of low population density (common in
sub-Saharan Africa) and the “male” systems based on irrigation and animal
traction (common in the high-density areas of Eurasia). The high value of
women’s labor in “female” systems leads to polygyny as a strategy to harness
women’s labor and production, and to the payment of bridewealth at mar-
riage, which compensates women’s fathers for the loss of their daughters’
labor and reproductive power.28 In “male” systems, by contrast, marriage
tends to be monogamous and to be accompanied by some form of dowry,
either direct, in which the woman’s family provides her with goods to take
into the marriage, or indirect, in which a substantial portion of the groom’s
payment is used to endow her. Goody provides much evidence for Boserup’s
thesis, but he believes that it is the inheritance of property, rather than the
value of women’s agricultural labor, that shapes marriage practices.29 In sub-
Saharan shifting agriculture, property tends not to be privately owned, and so
it is not inherited, while most Eurasian agriculture entails private ownership,
hence inheritance of family lands. Women inherit in most Eurasian societies,
either at their parents’ death or at marriage via dowry—leading ultimately,
Goody argues, to a preponderance of monogamous marriage, to preferences
for marriages with close relatives, and to greater male control over the arrang-
ing of marriages and over women’s sexual contacts and reproduction.

The anthropologist Sherry Ortner describes the same pattern of family
and gender relations but suggests that it is not rooted so much in types of
agriculture or inheritance as in the influence of states. Noting that the Eur-
asian association of family honor with men’s control of women’s sexuality is
not found in pre-state societies, she argues that it is the agents of states mak-
ing senior men responsible for their families that endows them with the au-
thority from which arises “the absolute authority of the father or other senior
male over everyone in the household—all junior males and all females.”30

Deniz Kandiyoti also contrasts sub-Saharan and Eurasian forms of “male
dominance,” arguing that the “classic patriarchy” of the latter evolved from
the labor demands of peasant agriculture combined with state control and
taxation of family heads. She suggests that these “Great Tradition” societies
have developed distinctive forms of family and gender relations as women
and men have negotiated what she terms a “patriarchal bargain” tailored to
the specifics of their mode of subsistence and religious values.31 MENA mar-
riage and family systems generally follow Eurasian rather than sub-Saharan
practices, with some important exceptions. As is well known, Islam permits
a man to take up to four wives, but polygyny is in fact rarely practiced, so the



The Social Ecology of Psychological Development 57

vast majority of marriages are monogamous. Marriages with “close” relatives
are often preferred (in ancient Egypt, even between brother and sister), but
especially within the male kin-group, which sets MENA apart from India and
China, where marriages were made outside the immediate male kin-group.

Before getting into more detail, it may be helpful to introduce some basic
kinship terminology. A nuclear family, of course, consists of parents and their
children, and in the West each nuclear family ideally constitutes its own self-
sufficient household. An extended family adds other relatives, in the West
typically a grandparent or two. In much of MENA, the traditional ideal house-
hold consists of a large extended family, headed by a patriarch and including
his grown sons and their wives and children. Typically each nuclear unit has
its own rooms, possessions, and some separate finances, but they cooperate
on many household tasks. A joint household consists of adult siblings, with
their spouses and children, who continue to live together as an extended fam-
ily after the death of the patriarch. Quite rare in the West, they are not un-
common in MENA, where they may appear at a crucial point in a family’s
“life-cycle.” Ideally, a nuclear family grows into a large extended one as the
children marry and sons bring in their wives and then their children. When
the patriarch dies, the brothers may choose to remain together as a joint
household, perhaps until their mother dies or longer. Joint families have many
efficiencies of scale that help keep them united but also easily develop imbal-
ances among the nuclear families that cause strife. At some point, the broth-
ers decide to divide their inheritance, and a careful costing out and division of
property ensues—not infrequently with acrimony and intrigue—and the cycle
begins again with new nuclear units. While few families actually follow this ideal
cycle, many at least approximate it—with two important consequences for
psychological development. First, many children grew up in large households
with grandparents, aunts, uncles, siblings and cousins, which means they had
many caretakers and family relationships. Second, while divorce after children
may have been rare, births, deaths, and household divisions brought continual
flux to family relationships, and often stressful disruptions.

Most traditional MENA societies can be described as having kinship sys-
tems that are patrilineal, meaning that descent and rights are reckoned in the
male line,32 patrilocal, meaning that a newly married couple lives with the
husband’s father’s family, and patriarchal, meaning that men have authority
over women and senior males over juniors. These three characteristics need
not go together, but they do coincide and reinforce each other in most of the
region.33 Traditionally, marriages were arranged, with mothers doing a good
deal of scouting and consulting and fathers making the final decision and
carrying out the formal negotiations, which resulted in a contract specifying
their terms and the amounts to be paid in gifts.

In contemporary Western societies, one’s kin-group is termed a kindred.
It consists of one’s immediate nuclear family and whatever grandparents,
aunts, uncles, and cousins a person keeps contact with, and it has two
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important features. First, it is not a “corporate” group: it is not named, it does
not have rights to properties or resources, and its members do not have spe-
cific loyalties or duties to each other. Second, it is bilateral, in that it is reck-
oned on both the father’s and mother’s side, and our terms “aunt,” “uncle,”
and “cousin” do not differentiate between relatives on the father’s or mother’s
side. Further, parents can pass their property to their children however they
wish. In most traditional MENA societies, relationships reckoned along male
lines had social and political importance that relationships along female lines
did not—and therefore are patrilineal rather than bilateral.34 In the industri-
alized West, most newly married couples set up their own households, but
most of traditional MENA was patrilocal, meaning that the wife moves into
her husband’s father’s household. This sets up an important gender differ-
ence in the socialization of children: much is done to build a son’s loyalty to
his father’s household, while many girls grow up expecting to leave it. The
difference in spouses’ ages becomes important as well. Traditionally, women
married around the time of menarche (often at age 15 to 17 in conditions of
malnutrition), but men after they had established reputations as compe-
tent adults, and perhaps contributed to the marriage payment. Women then
tended to be five to fifteen years younger than their husbands, likely to out-
live them, and therefore ultimately dependent for their well-being on their
sons rather than their husbands. Many researchers have pointed out that
this contributes to the cultivation of an especially strong emotional interde-
pendence between mothers and sons, which is sustained throughout adult-
hood.35 That is, mothers tended to raise sons not to go out on their own but
to stay at home, supporting their mothers, being nurtured by their mothers,
and accepting the wife their parents choose for them.

Unlike the Western-style kindred, joint and extended families live together
in households and function as corporate groups: often named, they hold rights
to resources and property and share social and political obligations in their
village, tribal section, or neighborhood. In many areas, households descended
from a common male ancestor are united in named patrilineages. A lineage
consists of all of the descendants in one line (a patrilineage if in the male line,
a matrilineage if in the female line) from an ancestor who lived perhaps three
or six generations ago. The existence and role of patrilineages in MENA has
been a topic of dispute among researchers, set off by repeated observations that
many groups that describe their own social organization as lineage based often
don’t behave in the ways they say they do.

As the dust of this debate settles, it appears clear that MENA groups vary
in the prominence of lineages: some do not “have” them, and in others they
may be more or less prominent depending on their functions. Patrilineages
tend to be strongest when they hold rights to pastures, farmland, springs,
wells, or other resources; when they form neighborhoods or herding camps;
when they are named; when their leaders represent them at village or tribal
councils; and when they have collective responsibility for defense of their
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members and for exacting vengeance should a member be robbed, attacked,
or killed. Like households, lineages also may develop a store of honor and
prestige—which many scholars, following Pierre Bourdieu, term “symbolic
capital”—that its members share but also must uphold by “stricter observa-
tion of tradition” and “going one better in purism” than others.36 Individu-
als in all MENA groups thus tend to be enmeshed in networks of kin that
extend beyond their nuclear families, and the boundaries between kin and
outsider tend to be blurred, fluid, and flexible.

Endogamy

Most of the world’s preindustrial cultures are kinship based, and most have
rules encouraging or requiring exogamy: that people marry someone from
outside of their kin-group, which often means outside of their lineage. Many
encourage marriages between cross-cousins, (in a patrilineal society, a man’s
mother’s brother’s daughter, who belongs to a different lineage) and regard
marriage with a parallel cousin (a man’s father’s brother’s daughter, who be-
longs to one’s own lineage) as incest. Many seemingly simple societies have
worked out complicated rules of exogamy that marry men to women of other
lineages, and the anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss earned his renown by
explaining these as systems that link men across lineages via exchanges of
women.37

As different as they are in so many respects, societies of China, India, and
sub-Saharan Africa tended to be patrilineal and, when they had lineages, to
practice lineage exogamy. Following Levi-Strauss’s lead, many anthropolo-
gists have seen this as promoting a wider social integration of groups that
might otherwise fission in strife, on the assumption that having sisters and
daughters living among other lineages will restrain one’s treatment of them.
They therefore have puzzled over MENA societies, most of which encourage
marriage within the patrilineage. In fact, the ideal often is said to be for a man
to marry his patrilateral parallel cousin, his father’s brother’s daughter (in
anthropologese, his FBD). Other “close” marriages also tend to be approved,
including of cross-cousins (such as a man’s MBD) and second cousins, espe-
cially on the father’s side. In fact most men marry someone other than their
FBD, as the quirks of demography often don’t provide men with eligible FBDs
and because many other considerations come into play, such as the potential
spouses’ characters, health, and personal wishes. In general, wealthy and pres-
tigious households are more likely to arrange FBD marriages than are the
poor.

One of the most important consequences is that by keeping rather than
exchanging women, FBD and other “close” marriages build groups of indi-
viduals linked by relationships through their female kin as well as their male
kin. Fredrick Barth found that Basseri pastoralists of southern Iran describe
their herding camps in patrilineal terms, but they actually are “united by
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patrilineal, matrilineal, and affinal [marriage] ties, which often reinforce each
other.” Further, he notes, his patrilineal diagram of a camp’s kin structure
“could with equal success be re-drawn to give an impression of a group built
around matrilineages.”38 Abner Cohen observed that the lineage-like hamula
groups making up the Arab villages he studied on Israel’s borders are demar-
cated in “the idiom of patriliny” as having a unity based on being “from one
sinew” but typically are glued together by other sorts of relationships, and
the hamula can look like “a group of men who are mainly linked through their
marriages to one another’s daughters.”39

The patrilineal reckoning of relationships easily obscures the fact that net-
works of female kin often form the core of extended households and of larger
groups that cooperate on a daily basis. MENA families thus tend to be highly
patriarchal, in that senior males clearly exercise authority over women and
juniors, but at the same time families tend to be highly matrifocal, in that women
and especially mothers play crucial roles in organizing the work of daily life
and in providing the emotional nexus of interpersonal relationships. This is
crucial for understanding how families shape the psychological development
of their members. As Sharabi emphasizes, “the female in Arab society may play
only a limited role in public life, but her influence ‘backstage’ . . . is profound.”40

Traditional MENA cultures recognize this duality in viewing the father’s
semen as responsible for a child’s bones and the mother’s womb for its blood,
a complementarity expressed by regarding patri-groups as body-like, with male
bones (in some areas lineages are called ‘adem, “bones”—ikhs in Berber North
Africa—or fukhdh, “thigh bones”) and female blood.

A number of theorists, including Levi-Strauss,41 Robert Murphy and
Leonard Kasdan,42 and Barth,43 believe endogamous and “close” marriage
practices tend to build intense family and patri-kin loyalties at the expense
of overall societal integration. A key feature of MENA’s ecology is that re-
sources are scarce, continually shifting, and unpredictable—easily setting
families and lineages into competition. The relatively low density of family
ties between kin-based groups may allow strife to escalate more readily than
in societies that “exchange” women by exogamy. Ecology and kinship strate-
gies thus may cause some of the fission and feuding that commentators have
misattributed to “tribalism” or a preoccupation with “honor.” In both tribal
and nontribal settings, the “code” of honor often provides an ideology for con-
flict over resources. Feuds in the cluster of villages we studied in Imeghrane
were said to have begun as disputes over women and personal insults. But after
I charted the lineage and irrigation systems of adjoining villages, it became
clear that these points of honor were being used as pretexts to escalate long-
standing struggles for the control of water.

MENA residents and anthropologists give various reasons for favoring
FBD marriages, including two quite practical ones. First, since daughters
inherit half a share of their father’s property, FBD marriages can help keep a
household’s property intact. Second, FBD and other “close” marriages are
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said to have a better chance of succeeding: the bride and groom already know
each other, she knows her mother-in-law and gets to stay close to her own
mother, and a host of relatives can moderate his treatment of her and inter-
vene to patch things up should they quarrel. Since young people often know
their cousins and second cousins well, they can lobby through their mothers
to marry someone they like and trust.

Ladislav Holy emphasizes that MENA cultures also attach important
moral and symbolic meanings to FBD marriages. Noting that a man often is
said to have not just a right to marry his FBD but a duty to do so, Holy points
out that an FBD marriage announces the fathers’ and son’s affirmation of the
patrilineal principle. By turning ideology into fact, it publicly commits them
to upholding society’s core ethical values: it reproduces the solidarity of broth-
ers, and by keeping the women in the household or lineage, it “covers” them
and underscores the family’s honor. Viewing honor as a form of “symbolic
capital,” Holy urges that FBD marriage be seen “as preventing the alienation,
not of the group’s material property, but of its whole symbolic capital of which
the material property is just one specific manifestation.”44 That is, the build-
ing and conservation of honor “provides the key to understanding the mean-
ing of the preference for in-marriage.”45

Brothers, Cousins, and Virgins

Holy also emphasizes that two key moral principles converge in endogamous
marriages: that of loyalty among male relatives, and that of men’s duty to
control “unharnessed” female power.46 The sociologist Germaine Tillion
developed this point of view in the early 1960s, arguing that this pattern is
neither Arab nor Muslim but arose as a distinctive characteristic of Mediter-
ranean societies.47 For many decades, ethnographers who studied rural com-
munities in southern Europe had little contact with those who studied MENA,
but in the 1960s and 1970s they began documenting a wide range of common-
alities. The notion took shape that until the Renaissance or industrial revo-
lution, the northern and southern shores of the Mediterranean formed a
culture area, with the sea linking rather than dividing them. Important fea-
tures of family organization, the honor “code,” religious belief and practice,
and men’s control of their daughters’ and sisters’ virginity appeared to be
circum-Mediterranean, as much a part of the West’s classical heritage as of
MENA.

Tillion proposed that three broad types of society can be found on the
globe.48 Modern society at least aspires to be a “republic of citizens.” Most
preindustrial societies, organized by matrilineal or patrilineal kinship but
practicing exogamy, she terms “republics of brothers-in-law,” because mar-
riages tend to establish cooperative relationships between a man and his wife’s
brothers. In the Mediterranean, the Neolithic revolution brought a new cul-
tural adaptation in which marriages with close patri-kin became acceptable
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and then preferred, creating what she terms a “republic of cousins.” In the
competition between groups of warring, raiding, and feuding male kin for
resources and prestige, a distinctively circum-Mediterranean machismo then
developed:

From Gibraltar to Constantinople, on the sea’s northern and south-
ern shores alike, among Christians and Muslims, among town-dwellers
and country people, among settled and nomadic populations, there
is to this day an enhanced sensitivity, both collective and individual,
to a particular ideal of virile brutality and a complementary drama-
tization of feminine virtue. The two are welded into a notion of fam-
ily pride that thirsts for blood and extends beyond itself into two
myths: ancestry and posterity. The entire paraphernalia is regularly
accompanied by what, in sociological jargon, is termed endogamy,
which may go as far as incest.49

Tillion argues that the industrial revolution transformed southern Europe’s
republic of cousins into republics of citizens, a development that was centered
in the cities and disseminated to the countryside, but gradually and incom-
pletely, so that ethnographers can still study rural communities where feud-
ing, close marriage, and the virtual seclusion of women continue. On the
Mediterranean’s southern, Muslim shore, however, no such transformation
took place, and continual rural to urban migration tended to reinforce the re-
public of cousins in cities rather than to disseminate the republic of citizens to
the countryside. And as others have pointed out, colonization produced a de-
fensive intensification of many traditions as distinctive of national, Arab, or
Muslim identities, adding another reason to seclude and veil.

In a classic 1971 article, “Of Vigilance and Virgins,” the anthropologist
Jane Schneider developed a similar argument about the cultural unity of the
premodern Mediterranean, a unity that “centers around the interdependent
concepts, honor and shame, and around related practices governing family
integrity and the virginity of young girls” and that she believes “derives from
a particular set of ecological forces.”50 Tracing the interaction of agriculture,
pastoralism, and state institutions throughout the region, Schneider shows
that Mediterranean societies historically have been characterized by intense
struggles for scarce resources (land, water, and women) among distinctively
small, “fragmented,” patri-kin-based groups, often linked in fragile and shift-
ing alliances. Again, the scarcity of resources combined with their continual
variability makes it chronically difficult to maintain control over them and
for dominant groups to maintain a balance of persons to land, water, and
pasturage. Often aggravated by endogamous marriage preferences that tend
to encapsulate rather than link patri-kin and by inheritance rules that divide
rather than conserve parental property, the forces of fission repeatedly tear
at even the smallest units: the lineage, the joint or extended family, and the
nuclear family itself. In some of the more pastoral areas this fostered heroic
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raiding cultures, and in some of the agricultural regions it spurred endemic
family- and clan-based feuding—both of which have been seen to anchor the
honor code and to provide it with poetic material and inspiration. Schneider
argues that the Mediterranean’s deeply cherished values of family and kin
loyalty in fact represent attempts to mask and contain a resilient underlying
“individualism.” These ecological and political conditions thus pattern rela-
tionships within families:

It is typical of the Mediterranean that the father-son relationship is
somewhat strained and potentially competitive; that brothers are not
emotionally close after they marry; that the most enduring and soli-
tary bonds are those uniting a mother and her children and, in lesser
degree, those between cross-cousins and between a mother’s brother
and his sister’s children. . . . In other words, the conditions which
have fragmented the economic and political structure into its mini-
mal, nuclear family components, have also fragmented the family.51

And here she sees the honor code’s primary ideological function:

Against great odds, and in spite of the centrifugal forces described
above, the Mediterranean societies do generate nuclear family soli-
darity and, in some places, lineage solidarity. . . . Central to this
social order are codes of honor and shame. Honor as ideology helps
shore up the identity of a group (a family or a lineage) and commit
to it the loyalties of otherwise doubtful members.52

Control of women’s fertility emerges as a natural, central, and practical strat-
egy for building the patrilineage, so women emerge as key symbols in the
ideological system:

Men not only want to control the sexuality of women; women are
for them a convenient focus, the most likely symbol around which
to organize solidary groups, in spite of powerful tendencies towards
fragmentation. . . . I suggest that the sanctity of virgins plays a criti-
cal role in holding together the few corporate groups of males which
occur in many traditional Mediterranean societies.53

Thus in a historically deep and geographically broad context characterized
by endemic competition among small, family- and patri-kin-based groups,
the honor “code” evolved to construct manhood in accordance with two core
dimensions: an aggressive, agonistic stance toward outsider men, and a pro-
tective stance with regard to insider women whom the men regarded as sa-
cred and vulnerable. In the face of strong fissioning forces that drive men
apart, making women sacred helps cement men’s group loyalty.

I will examine the nature of the honor “code” in the next chapter, and I
put “code” in quotation marks here because it should be understood neither
as a uniform code of values nor as about only honor. As Bourdieu54 and
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Michael Herzfield55 argue, it is better viewed as an interpersonal etiquette, a
system of sentiments, and a poetics that guides men’s public self-presentations
(and the responses of women and juniors to them). In light of research show-
ing significant variation in its style and in the moral sentiments it associates
with men’s actions, and especially in light of research on women’s place in
this world of honor, I will show that it is better termed an “honor-modesty
system.” The crucial point here is to see the role this system plays in forging
loyalties among men whose interests often diverge, binding them together
in protection of vulnerable land and women, in opposition to other threat-
ening alliances of cousins.

Lineages and Patronymic Associations

Throughout MENA, men use patrilineal relationships to build not only
households but larger forms of association, including clans, tribes, and urban
neighborhoods. Many tribes use genealogies to organize their component
groups, so that (using anthropological terms) a tribe might represent itself
as descended from a founding ancestor, its component clans as descended
from each of the ancestor’s sons, and each clan as consisting of several lin-
eages descended from the clan founder’s sons. No tribal organization turns
out to be this simple, however, as they typically have more levels and asym-
metrical segments.

Emile Durkheim described “segmentary” societies in the 1890s, citing the
Algerian Kabyle as an example,56 but it was E. E. Evans-Pritchard’s analysis
of the “segmentary lineage system” he observed among the cattle-herding
Nuer in central Africa that made this notion so influential in anthropology.57

He argued that the lineage system brings stability to “acephalous,” govern-
ment-less societies by setting up balanced or “complementary” oppositions
of sometimes-feuding but sometimes-cooperating segments at each level.58

Feuds were breaking out and being resolved all the time as Nuer groups raided
each other, and Evans-Pritchard believed that each feud strengthened another
group unity: that leaves on a twig (families within a lineage) would join after
one had been raided to fight the leaves on the raider’s twig; subsequently all
the twigs on a branch (lineages in a clan) might join to fight a clan (joined
twigs) on an opposing branch; after a short peace, the unity of a branch might
be broken by one of its twig’s raids on another. Shifting raids and feuds kept
the component units roughly equal in power, he believed, and thereby safe-
guarded the autonomy of all from the domination of any.

The accounts of informants from many MENA tribes suggest that they
traditionally had segmentary lineage structures—with the “leaves” consist-
ing of camping groups among nomads and hamlets or neighborhoods in
settled communities—and that raiding and feuding sustained the kind of
shifting fissioning-and-fusing process Evans-Pritchard described. But more
detailed fieldwork showed that things rarely work that way. Emerys Peters’s
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study of camel herders in Cyrenaica (now mostly in Libya) was the first of
many to document that acts of violence do not always lead to fission, that
lineage loyalties may not be automatically activated, that alliances based on
principles other than patri-kinship are forged to cross-cut segments, and that
some powerful groups dominate others in spite of supposed genealogical
equality.59 On the basis of his studies of Bedouin tribes in the Sinai, Emmanual
Marx argued that alliances created to pursue and defend resources form the
basis of tribal organization, with tribesmen codifying alliances by represent-
ing them in terms of close patrilineal kinship.60 Further, many ethnographers
have found that living tribesmen cannot fill in the genealogical chain that links
their group to tribal, clan, or lineage ancestors, and these units sometimes
are named for territories or nicknames, suggesting that all upper level groups
may be agglomerations united under a fictive ancestor or common place of
origin.

Studies of lower level groups (herding camps, hamlets, and village neigh-
borhoods) typically have found that half to 80 percent of the families have
patrilineal links with each other but that the others have been incorporated
without patri-kin ties. Ibn Khaldun had recognized that while prominent
“Houses” tend to claim pure genealogies, they actually incorporate nonkin
clients who come to share the feeling of group solidarity and pride in the
group’s noble descent. Genealogies only build solidarity when they preserve
interaction, he argued, for considered by itself, “a pedigree is something
imaginary and devoid of reality. Its usefulness consists only in the resulting
connection and close contact.”61 In light of all this evidence, most MENA
ethnographers have come to view a segmentary lineage system as an ideology
or cultural idiom that groups have worked out to map their own organiza-
tion, and perhaps to describe how their political affiliations should work, even
if they rarely do.

Debate continues about the existence and importance of patrilineages.
Marshall Sahlins provides an important perspective on this debate by sug-
gesting that a segmentary lineage system tends to develop as “an organiza-
tion of predatory expansion,” “a social means of intrusion and competition
in an already occupied ecological niche.”62 He focuses on Evans-Pritchard’s
work, which he criticizes for presenting the Nuer as “having” an overall so-
cial structure derived from segmentary lineage principles rather than as using
those principles to create higher level alliances in a particular historical cir-
cumstance, one in which they were expanding and fighting their way into other
tribes’ territories. The principle by which patrilineally related leaves on a twig
or twigs on a branch come to each other’s aid works mainly on the tribe’s bor-
ders, he argues, where a massing of reinforcements from otherwise dispersed
segments can carry the day militarily. With a decrease in intertribal competi-
tion, segmentary lineage systems fade in salience, as segments return to their
more dispersed lives and other cross-segment bonds anchor whatever degree
of pan-tribal integration may exist. Sahlins points out that segmentation and
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complementary opposition characterize many social systems, and argues that
segmentary lineage systems tend to develop in tribal groups in conditions of
intertribal competition.

Much of Sahlins’s analysis may apply to MENA tribal societies. Our stud-
ies of the agro-pastoral Imeghrane showed that new settlements—both agri-
cultural “homesteads” and herding camps—tended to be made by extension
of patrilineage relationships, but that over a couple of generations these settle-
ments coalesced as territorial groups with interlineage cooperation. While
the first generation needed support from lineage-mates in the “home” vil-
lage, the third generation was more likely to resist the claims of now more
distant “home” relatives and draw on those sharing the new territory (even
though of other lineages or clans) for assistance. This dialectic of lineage-based
expansion and territory-based consolidation probably played itself out in
many MENA regions, bringing segmentary lineage relations and other forms
of integration to the fore in different historical periods and circumstances. I
once observed to one of the senior men in the village where we lived that lin-
eages were no longer very import there after decades of peace and government
control, and he commented, “Yes, but if trouble comes, you’ll see the lineages
ghadi inod” (will stand up/appear). The psychologist Mustafa Hijazi conducted
field observations and interviews during Lebanon’s civil war in the 1980s and
found militia groups reinventing lineage-like relationships among fighters and
their families, even as they fought for a society that would be liberated from
those very traditions.63 Luis Martinez and Ali Kouaouci describe a similar
formation of lineage-like militant groups in Algeria’s civil war in the 1990s.64

Lineage-like organizations may be less the cause of contemporary strife than
responses to it that reinvigorate traditional social principles.

The work of Peters, Marx, Sahlins, and many others indicates that MENA
societies should not be seen simply as composed of lineages nested within clans.
But their cultural ideology stresses the value of patrilineal ties—providing a
strategy for forming and legitimizing social groups in some circumstances.
Ethnographies consistently show that endogamous and FBD marriages repre-
sent one strategy for building a cooperating network of kin, but alongside other
strategies, including “alliance” marriages with unrelated households.65 Many
studies, including ours of Imeghrane villages, suggest that poorer families try
to marry “up” within the village but often can’t, and that large and powerful
families try to marry “in the house” or to close patri-kin much of the time
but also make occasional alliance marriages with powerful households in
other villages or clans. Powerful households may also take poor but promis-
ing young men from opposing lineages under their wing, as “clients.” One
such young man, an ambitious and capable brother in a prominent Imeghrane
joint family, quarreled with his brothers and struck out on his own, taking
his share of his inheritance with him. When the leading household of an
opposing lineage saw him struggling to make a go of it, they loaned him
enough cash to finish his new house, and gave him a part-time job as a truck
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driver. If the relationship thrives, intermarriages probably will follow in a
decade or so.

The crucial point is that patrilineal relationships and loyalties tend to be
made real and have important consequences, but (1) they often have to be
built and sustained with effort in the face of many fissioning forces; and (2)
they reflect not the structure of MENA families or societies but the use of one
important strategy among many. As Holy points out, the fact that acts that
affirm patrilineal loyalties have an honor-building cultural cachet means that
people often prefer to speak in this idiom rather than in others, even about
relationships that are more strongly anchored in friendship, strategic alliance,
or patron-clientship.

Segmentation

Many MENA communities do, however, have a “segmentary” organization—
regardless of the extent to which this involves ties of kinship—and segmen-
tation itself helps account for some of the apparent “instability” of social
groupings. The Imeghrane provide an example of how smaller groupings are
nested within larger ones. They are composed of eight “tribes” or “tribal fac-
tions,” themselves composed of smaller segments. Imeghrane-s say they are an
agglomeration of families from all over the region. They rarely claim descent
from the founder their segment was named for, or even know anything about
when he lived or who he might have been. Many segments were named for
territories they occupied. What mattered to them, at least before “pacification”
in the 1930s and in some areas still today, was to organize the segment into five
units, or five “fifths,” and to allocate responsibilities equally to the fifths or ro-
tate leadership among them, thus preserving a rough equality.66 Imeghrani-s
readily explained the gerrymandering of kinship and residential groups required
to fashion five roughly equal fifths, and they rarely represented these as descen-
dants of brothers or cousins. Still, the system had an overall segmentary char-
acter, because of the association of each level with a set of resources and activities.

At the lowest level (see table 2.1), the household owned land and live-
stock, functioned as a production unit, and ate together from supplies kept
in a single storeroom whose key the senior male typically carried. Households
belonging to a “lineage” generally abutted each other and formed a neigh-
borhood in the village, and many daily activities were carried out with neigh-
borly cooperation that amounted to de facto “lineage” cooperation. In the
past, a man’s lineage provided the vengeance group responsible for defend-
ing him, though here too the Imeghrane tried to equalize things by custom-
arily defining this as a man’s 10 or 40 nearest male relatives. In some villages,
each “lineage” got an equal share of the irrigation water, which then had to
be divided among its households. In some areas “clans” had rights to spe-
cific pastures or herding camps. Villages typically consisted of three or four
“lineages,” which cooperated on a range of activities, from defending the
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village’s water sources and maintaining its irrigation canals to building a
mosque and paying an imam to teach its children and conduct religious ser-
vices. Villages also shared the surrounding pasturelands, which were used for
daily herding of animals corralled at home, and often had rights to distant
pastures used by transhumant shepherds.

Each of the tribe’s eight subtribes or “fractions” had a mostly contigu-
ous territory, enclosing its water sources and pastures, to defend. Most of the
more important summer pastures belonged to a “fraction,” sometimes sub-
divided by villages or lineages. The “fraction” was also a primary political unit,
having an amghrar (Berber) or a sheikh (Arabic) who acted as an intermedi-
ary with government officials and who traditionally had been responsible for
raising contingents of men for rare tribal-level conflicts, and sometimes for
collecting his fraction’s share of the tribe’s tax. Each individual thus belonged
to nested segments: a nuclear family, in many cases an extended household,
a patri-“lineage,” in some cases a “clan” with branches in several villages, a
“fraction,” and the Imeghrane “tribe.”

One can see how scarce and shifting resources and continual imbalances
of family composition gave rise to conflicts at each level—over inheritances,
water rights, farm plots, pasture rights, and so on. Historical circumstances
occasionally united the entire tribe. It is not important whether the Imeghrane’s
units are “real” lineages and clans, but it does matter that the overall structure—
anchored in its adaptation to its resources—is “segmentary.” A segmentary
structure, whether represented with a mythic genealogy, in an idiom of terri-
tories, or as a set of alliances, differs markedly from a stratified society such as
existed in India (based on caste), in medieval Europe (based on feudal estates),
or in the modern West (based on social class). All of the nested groups to which
one belongs are both unified by shared interests in defending and using re-
sources, and fractured by lines of potential strife over diverging interests in other

Table 2.1 Segmentary Organization of the Imeghrane

Segment Level Resources and Common Interests

Imeghrane confederation Territory (pastures, water sources, fields, villages), political unit
with elders’ council and rotating leader (amghrar or sheikh)

“Tribe” or “fraction” Water sources, pastures, political unit with elders’ council and
leader

Village Fields, water sources, pasture rights, political unit with elders’
council and head-man, mosque, school, and cemetery

Lineage Water rights, pasture rights, neighborhood within village

Household Fields, livestock, water rights, dwelling, common food store, and
“hearth”

Nuclear family Room(s) in household
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resources. While the individual may appear to be firmly enmeshed in widen-
ing circles of loyalties, all is in fact shifting, fragile, and precarious—leaving great
room for individual maneuver and initiative.

Patronymic Associations

As the American anthropologists Clifford Geertz, Hildred Geertz, Lawrence
Rosen, and Dale Eickelman all have emphasized, each relationship within a
segment must be negotiated on a person-to-person basis, even when it in-
volves family ties. The basic social groupings are neither just families nor true
lineages but show features of both. Hildred Geertz refers to them as “patro-
nymic associations.”67 She studied a prominent familial network in the Mo-
roccan town of Sefrou that other Sefrouis characterized with the French term
grand famille. At first glance, it looked to be a classic endogamous patrilineage,
with 9 percent of marriages FBD and 69 percent within the group. Tradition-
ally, the families making up the nas Adlun—the “people of” or “descendants
of” a man named Adlun—occupied a neighborhood within the town walls
centered on derb Adlun, or “Adlun street,” with their own mosque, public
bath, and Quranic school for their children. That is, some of the nas Adlun
lived there, along with a number of their sharecroppers, servants, and other
dependents who were not actually kinspeople.

When Geertz studied them in 1968, 36 of the 145 nas Adlun adults lived
in the quarter; the others had moved into houses in Sefrou’s new suburbs,
and some to other Moroccan cities. She found great disparities in wealth: of
the 61 living men, “one was wealthy, nine were well-off, twenty-eight were of
average income, and twenty-three were poor or even with no means of sup-
port.”68 In the center of the quarter sits the dar Hamid, the “house of Hamid,”
home to 12 of the 36 descendants of Hamid, grandfather to the elder men.
Nested within the nas Adlun, the members of this house often are referred to
as nas Hamid. A prestigious and conservative lineage-like group, the dar
Hamid’s high rate of endogamous marriages had produced “a ramifying
thicket of ties in which no one person is linked to anyone else in a simple,
one-dimensional way.”69 Its eldest male had the highest prestige and income
(from fields worked mainly by sharecroppers), but the most influential man
was a younger cousin of his named Moulay Ali, a well-connected mover and
shaker who did not live in the quarter but kept a house there:

Despite the fact that he rarely enters Dar Hamid, its inhabitants are
dominated by his invisible presence. . . . Nearly every member of Nas
Adlun is a client of Mulay Ali in one way or another. Within Dar
Hamid there is no one who has not at one time or another been
obliged to beg a favor of him, no one who is not in some way be-
holden to him. In countless small and large ways his net of transac-
tions, debts, and obligations covers the entire house.
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In consequence he is the de facto head of the house of Hamid.
His authority binds together the people in it, even though he is not
a resident. Seen from the vantage point of Mulay Ali, the house
itself is not a unit but merely a shelter for part of his network of
client-kinsmen that extends throughout the town.70

The people of dar Hamid were coming to be called nas Mulay Ali, “the people
of Mulay Ali.”

Geertz initially tried to diagram the nas Adlun as a patrilineage but found
that she—and her Adluni informants—could not: “The genealogical tree was
a failure.”71 They described the nas Adlun as a group of overlapping and more
inclusive “name clusters”—nas Hamid, nas Mulay Ali, nas Adlun. Abner
Cohen had made similar observations about the patrilineage-like hamula
groupings that organized family and village life in the Palestinian “border
villages” he studied, and he chose to describe them as patronymic groups,
groups named for a founding or influential male, rather than as lineages.72

He subsequently wrote of them as patronymic associations in recognition of
their fluid and shifting boundaries. Hildred Geertz follows Cohen and argues
that networks like the nas Adlun, which typically do not include all the kins-
people that a lineage should but do include people who are not kin, ought to
be viewed as patronymic associations rather than as lineages.

In patronymic associations, ties of kinship, friendship, and patron-
clientage thoroughly intermingle and merge. Americans, she points out,
tend to view family relations, friendships, and patron-client relationships
as fundamentally different, as operating in separate spheres of life. For many
Moroccans, however, “the social ties of friendship and patronage intergrade
with family, and many of the same norms apply to any of them.”73 Her
points apply generally to family and social life in MENA societies: in spite
of both modernization and underdevelopment, most people grow up, come
of age, and live out their lives enmeshed in the interdependent relationships
of patronymic associations. And the fluidity of these relationships opens
the door to talent, initiative, and ambition—traditionally for men, and
increasingly for women—creating a social milieu that, beneath its collec-
tivistic rhetoric, proves surprisingly individualistic.

Patrons and Clients

Of the three types of relationship—family, friendship, and patronage-
clientage—the latter is probably the least familiar to Westerners, but it is a
crucial ingredient of social relations throughout MENA and in many other
developing societies. A woman in a poor Imeghrane household learns that
the regional governor will be visiting the sheikh, and since she knows that
the women of the sheikh’s household will be overwhelmed with preparations,
she shows up and offers to help. At the end of the day, the sheikh’s wife or



The Social Ecology of Psychological Development 71

mother gives her some grain and vegetables to take home, not as payment
but as a counter-gift that both women recognize to be not quite equivalent
to the value of the woman’s help. This initiates a “patron-client” relation-
ship: if the counter-gift underreciprocates the woman’s help it effectively says,
“you can call on me if you need other things”; if it overreciprocates her help
it says, “I’ll expect your assistance again.” When the young Imeghrani man
who broke away from his brothers accepted a loan and a job from the grand
famille of an opposing patronymic association, he became their client. The
patron expected that the generosity of the interest-free loan would be repaid
in other ways, probably in the form of political support in disputes that pit-
ted the two patronymic associations against each other. All parties recog-
nize that this could require the young man to betray his patronymic ties
and would therefore constitute an act of loyalty to the patron that merited
further counter-gifts. The young man expected the job to open doors of
opportunity that his elder brothers seemed determined to keep closed to him.
Real friendship might develop in either of these cases, so that genuine affec-
tion might accompany a rather careful monitoring of gift and counter-gift.
And these types of relationships might be established between powerful and
poor members of the same patronymic association, so that a family tie might
merge with the reciprocal exchange, and perhaps also with feelings of friend-
ship. Many people view it as a duty of well-off families to take on their poor
relatives as clients before they take on outsiders. Traditionally, patron-client
relations of this sort play a key role in managing the chronic imbalances of
household resources and available labor.

As one might imagine, patron-client relationships can be quite unstable,
since both patron and client have incentives to get more than they give, and
actual values cannot be calculated. Since clients typically enter the relation-
ship in a weaker position, they easily feel resentment as well as gratitude, and
patrons may resent having to take care of “good-for-nothing” relatives who
would “eat” them into poverty. In addition, patrons may use intimidation
and coercion to force poorer or weaker individuals into clientage and to make
the exchange exploitative. The de facto head of a patronymic association like
the nas Adlun has wealth, prestige, and connections with government offi-
cials and can work behind the scenes to make life miserable for a poor rela-
tive—or rebellious son—who wants to make it on his own. Patronage easily
becomes domination, and clientage subordination, and the cultural etiquettes
guiding patron-client interaction draw on the many signs of authority and
deference that characterize the familial hierarchy.

To Be “First Among Equals”

A group of prominent American anthropologists have argued that Morocco
and MENA generally should be seen neither as class societies nor as a kinship
societies, and they emphasize the ways fluid social networks are negotiated dyad
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by dyad. In the first edition of his text on the region, Dale Eickelman sum-
marized their work as follows.

I worked with the initial assumption, shared for the most part with
. . . Clifford Geertz, Hildred Geertz, Lawrence Rosen and Paul
Rabinow—that Morocco’s social structure was best conceived with
persons as its fundamental units . . . [and that] persons are not ar-
ranged in layerlike strata or classes but are linked in dyadic bonds of
subordination and domination which are characteristically dissolved
and reformed. The relatively stable element in this type of social
structure is not the patterns that actual social relations form, but the
culturally accepted means by which persons contract and maintain
dyadic bonds and obligations with one another.74

This is crucial. In spite of a widespread belief in the equality of men, large
disparities in wealth exist in all communities. In most areas (and there are
important exceptions)75 disparities traditionally did not make for a class-based
culture, since poor households tended to be linked not to other poor house-
holds but to better off households within patronymic associations. Patron-
client relationships tend to be formed between richer and poorer or stronger
and weaker, and so, as Eickelman describes, they typically entail “subordi-
nation and domination.” The “culturally accepted means” by which these
relationships are built and maintained tend to be extended from author-
ity/deference relationships within the immediate family, with kinship terms
often used to describe them. And as Hildred Geertz notes, the means used
to manage patron-client relationships are drawn into the exercise of author-
ity within the family sphere, making for an important degree of continuity as
one moves from the familial core of the patronymic association out to its
peripheries of patronage-clientage.

The organization of society as nested chains of hierarchical dyads is char-
acteristic of many—though not all—preindustrial societies. Extensive re-
search has been done in Japan on the character of senior/junior oyabun-kobun
relationships, which link parent and child, teacher and student, master and
apprentice, manager and employee, emperor and citizen in similar styles of
hierarchy.76 The work of the psychiatrist Takeo Doi77 and others shows that
the “culturally approved means” by which these are maintained have pro-
found psychological importance, as children are socialized to the kind of
hierarchical interdependence they entail from birth. Many Arab scholars have
studied this continuum of familial-protofamilial-patron/client relationships
of authority and deference, and argue that it plays a similar role in shaping
psychological development in MENA societies.

Modernizing forces certainly are affecting these networks of hierarchi-
cal dyads, but in complex ways whose effects are not clear. The anticipated
destruction of oyabun-kobun relationships by modernization in Japan has not
occurred, and modernization theorists have had to recognize that suppos-
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edly “premodern” cultural systems may actually promote industrialization. This
could occur in MENA societies as well. At the present time, the modernization
of some sectors, which appears to be creating an educated and Westernized elite,
is underdeveloping other sectors and, in the view of a number of MENA scholars
(especially Hisham Sharabi78 and Abdullah Hammoudi),79 reinforcing rather
than undermining familial-patron/client networks. Specifically, many govern-
ments use patronage networks to govern, funneling money, jobs, educational
and entrepreneurial opportunities through networks of the regimes’ clients.
This strengthens the clients’ positions as powerful patrons to their clients,
and so on down the line to the poor farmer who trades his vote in the next
election for some UN food relief during a drought, because the village head-
man administers the distribution.

But what looks to an anthropologist like a traditional reciprocity system
looks to those committed to modern notions of justice—as are many in
MENA—like corruption. More important, Sharabi, Hammoudi, and others
argue that the reinforcement of patronage networks undermines the creation
of a “civil society” that could promote democratization, and that it sustains
dangerously patriarchal models of political association.80 The Lebanese soci-
ologist Fuad Khuri’s Tents and Pyramids provides a detailed analysis of the
familial-patron/client system and comes to similar conclusions. Many soci-
eties have pyramid-like structures, he writes, consisting of a relatively stable
hierarchy of offices with authority inhering in the offices rather than in the
personal strength and charisma of the office-holders. He believes that MENA
societies largely lack these and more closely resemble “a Bedouin encampment
composed of tents scattered haphazardly on a flat desert surface with no vis-
ible hierarchy.”81 This equality paradoxically gives rise to a struggle for preemi-
nence, to be “first among equals,” which takes shape as a general imperative he
sees at play in all spheres of society, from family (to be the “Mulay Ali” of the
nas Mulay Ali) to religion (to be the imam of a community of believers) to
politics (to be the sheikh of a tribe or emir of a state) to games of leisure (to be
the third “imam” stone of a khnat group in backgammon). In every context, a
man must achieve his status as first among equals, Khuri emphasizes, “through
the strategic manipulation of custom” backed by “sheer physical power”: “The
tone of voice, the hands and the legs, the eyes, the seating order are all manipu-
lated to assert your position as dominant or dominated.”82

An aspiring “first among equals” uses intimidation, affection, gener-
osity, and ingratiation to forge bonds among the group he dominates, and
then by forming clientage relations with more powerful players.83 The pri-
mary tactic consists of building relations of domination and subordination
on models of familial interdependence, protection, authority, and defer-
ence—“a complex process of generalizing kinship terms to the whole uni-
verse around the actor. It is a process in which people become brothers and
sisters, aunts and uncles, nieces and nephews, first and second cousins.”84

This works informally, by both parties spontaneously using kinship terms to



74 Cultural Context of Development

cover a range of feelings and motivations: “kinship terms are used to convey
friendliness, animosity, anger, formality, seriousness, sarcasm, intimacy, po-
liteness, disrespect, status, hierarchy, equality, closeness, or distance. It is a
world in itself.”85 An ambitious man begins by unifying his family and kin
under his authority, and Khuri views endogamous, FBD, and close mar-
riages—all more common in wealthy and prominent families—as strategies
for building internal solidarity. Noting that the term for “elite” (khassa) means
“private,” while that for “common” (amma) means “public,” he explains that:
“As people move up the social ladder, they turn inwardly rather than out-
wardly, thus becoming khassa (the private ones) rather than amma (com-
moners) . . . endogamous behavior is an instrument to attain ‘enclosure’ and
therefore internal solidarity.”86

Khuri writes as a social critic, and in a mood of pessimism. He believes
the continual creation of these inwardly turned networks to be “a recipe for
autocratic rule,” the phrase he uses as the title of his concluding chapter:

There are no pyramids and therefore no standardized rules of suc-
cession to high office. Government belongs to the powerful, the
conqueror. And power rests in the control of solidarities, endoga-
mous groups, which militates against the rise of a “public” that holds
the ruler accountable for his actions. . . .

The political agony of Arab countries can be summarized in one
sentence: no ruler, whether king, president, prince or sultan, is held
accountable for his policies. Only a strong public could make the
ruler accountable. Hence, the word “republic.” “The public” has not
yet emerged in Arab countries; “the private” prevails.87

Khuri’s analysis of the logic of familial-patron/client networks takes us
from political economy into the terrain of psychology. He in fact refers to
this logic as a “mental design,” and he not only describes the strategy and
tactics of becoming first among equals but also, like Hammoudi, explores the
emotional complexities that go with oscillating between acting as a domi-
nant “first” in some contexts and as a deferential “equal” in others. He rec-
ognizes that a potentially transformative “public” is emerging in some
cultural spheres, but he often writes as if the mental design of Bedouin tents
awaiting a “first” dooms MENA societies to autocratic rule. At the end,
however, he gets to the crux of underdevelopment in the region: governments
that deliberately suppress civic life and rule through patronage. Here the
actions of regimes, their elite clients, and their secret police have profound
effects on psyches. He repeatedly emphasizes that the society of “tents” leaves
the isolated one vulnerable, and if the “mental design” itself does not inspire
fear, the presence of secret police and absence of civil rights certainly does.

The economist Alan Richards and the political scientist John Waterbury
also underscore the predominance of “clientalist politics” in most MENA
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societies. And they point out that many groupings that initially appear to be
traditional turn out to have been assembled in response to modern states and
economic markets: “One trap we must avoid is seeing [apparently] older
forms of political organization and action as direct reenactments of their
forebears. Tribe and tribal loyalty in the twentieth-century Middle East are
qualitatively different from their seventeenth- or eighteenth-century anteced-
ents. So too are sects, ethnic groups, families, and coteries.”88 Political parties,
unions, interest groups, and other forms of civic association “have not yet pro-
vided effective means to protect members from the new order,” so “people
retreat into or invent ‘security groups’ as much to protect themselves as to
promote their interests.”89 Some groups take shape as “clusters of cronies”—
Richards and Waterbury cite the cases of Iraq and Syria, where Saddam Hussein
and Hafiz al-Assad built regimes based on “clan” ties.90 Modern patrons tend
to be “brokers” between bureaucracies and individuals:

He may help procure a birth certificate, a work permit, a commer-
cial license, a passport, or any of the other vital pieces of paper that
the modern state routinely requires but does not routinely deliver.
He may help place a son in secondary school or the university, find
a migrant a job in a public agency or factory, get the courts to drop
charges for a misdemeanor, or swing a loan through the agricultural
credit bank.91

Modern states and economies thus have paradoxically preserved traditional-
appearing patronymic associations and patron-clientage networks, and so the
“first among equals” strategy often thrives alongside the “fair competitive
achievement” strategies that schools and modern organizations are supposed
to put into play.

The Social Ecology of Psychological Development
in Traditional Milieus

To the extent that we can speak of “traditional” MENA societies, these char-
acteristics—a symbiosis of settled agriculture and nomadic pastoralism, a
dialectic of rural and urban ways of life, patriarchal (but “matrifocal”) fam-
ily systems built by preferences for “close” and often endogamous marriages,
and segmentary social groupings (“patronymic associations”) built of both
kin and patron-client relations—have shaped the ecological parameters of
psychological development. Chapter 3 examines how these parameters have
anchored the region’s preeminent ethical systems—those of honor and
Islam—which have pervasively organized social interaction, personal moti-
vation, and identities. And chapters 4 through 9 consider how, in traditional
settings, these parameters influenced psychological development at each life-
stage. They especially appear to influence:
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• Infant-care and child-rearing practices that set up important
developmental discontinuities and sharply differentiate trajecto-
ries for boys and girls

• The pattern of authority, subordination, and emotional interde-
pendence within families, which powerfully shapes development
in middle and late childhood and early adolescence

• The formation of late adolescent and early adult identities in
terms of the sometimes contrasting poetics of honor and modesty
on the one hand and religious piety on the other

• The character of protofamilial relationships with patrons and
clients, which influences the trajectory of adulthood

• The psycho-social stresses adults typically face, their common
expressions of distress, and the anxiety management techniques
they employ to manage them

• Patterns of development and individuation in mature and later
adulthood

In the following chapters, it will be crucial to keep four points in mind.
First, these ecological parameters do not shape all of a person’s character: indi-
vidual temperament and idiosyncratic events play large roles in everyone’s
development. Second, they do not influence all individuals in the same way,
and do not yield anything like a shared “basic personality” or “national char-
acter.” In fact, apparently shared ecological factors often generate important
variation in developmental trajectories, leading even siblings within the same
family to not share psychological characteristics. Third, cultural values, child-
rearing practices, personal motives, and adult identities cannot simply be in-
terpreted as reflections of the social ecology. Some beliefs and practices may
best be seen as efforts to resist ecological imperatives—several scholars have
suggested, for example, that Islam’s creation of a brotherhood of believers seeks
to transcend the fractious world of segments based on the brotherhood of kin.

Finally, these ecological parameters appear to set into play a complex
dynamic of collectivism and individualism, of “sociocentrism” and “egocen-
trism.” It would be misleading to place MENA cultures at any point on an
individualism-collectivism continuum, as the shifting character of segmen-
tary allegiances fosters both a strong sociocentrism and an equally strong
individualism. The anthropologist Charles Lindholm argues that observers
have generally failed to recognize how individualistic these societies are:

The cultural heritage of the Middle East . . . is structured by an an-
cient antagonism between unstable urban civilization and armed
peripheries. This fluid and unreliable setting has favored an entrepre-
neurial ethic of risk-taking, individual initiative, adaptiveness and
mobility among opportunistic co-equals who struggle over ephem-
eral positions of power and respect, constrained only by participation
in a framework of elastic patrilineages.92
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In addition to influencing family relationships and child-rearing practices,
then, the ethnographic literature suggests that ecological factors foster con-
tinually waxing and waning tensions between sociocentrism and egocentrism,
and between the ideals of honor and religious piety. This constellation of
ecological parameters and cultural tensions differs from those characteristic
of Northern Europe, of Hindu India, and of sub-Saharan Africa and gives the
MENA “culture area” its distinctive psychological textures.

While there have been no direct studies of psychological characteristics
associated with these features of social ecology, Abdelhamid Jabar’s 1978
Derasat moqarana fi al-shakhsiyia (Comparative Study of Personality in Qatar,
Iraq, Egypt, and America) represents an intriguing attempt to assess some of
them. Starting from Ibn Khaldun’s contrast of Bedouin and “civilized” ways
of life, Jabar reasoned that Egyptian culture has historically been dominated
by “civilization,” Iraqi by a mixture of the two, and Qatar by the “Bedouin.”
He gave the Edwards Personal Preference Inventory, which measures 15 psy-
chological needs identified by Henry Murray as basic components of per-
sonality, to samples of high school and university students in those three
societies,93 and to students at an American university. He found that the
Arab samples differed from each other on only a few of the psychological
needs, and while these fell short of confirming his hypothesis, some of the
differences fit his predictions about the greater influence of the Bedouin way
of life on Qataris (who scored higher than Iraqis on needs for independence,
authority, and aggression).

However, the American and Arab need profiles differed on nine of the
fifteen needs, with Qataris higher on needs for order, dominance, nur-
turance, endurance, and aggression and Americans on needs for affiliation,
intraception, exhibitionism, and heterosexuality.94 Jabar concludes that the
data show a common Arab culture with relatively small variations result-
ing from ecological factors. And the overall pattern—with Americans show-
ing higher need for affiliation and the Arabs and Americans not differing
in needs for achievement, autonomy, or change—clearly contradicts the
stereotypes discussed in chapter 1, and also the notion that MENA cultures
might be characterized as “collectivist” in contrast to an “individualist”
West.

Part 2: Modernization and Underdevelopment �

MENA societies have never been static, but they have undergone profound
transformations over the last two centuries that are changing important as-
pects of the picture I have just sketched. In the nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, European colonization destroyed their political and economic
systems, in many cases seizing their most valuable resources. Many colonial
administrations ruled the vast, less productive areas indirectly, through
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rural and tribal “notables,” giving them the power to turn leadership into
domination, to intensify their exploitation of farmers and tribesmen, and to
make their positions less subject to the cycle of ascent and decline described
by Ibn Khaldun. The aftermath of World War I saw national boundaries
imposed on core regions, carving them into states that often did not corre-
spond either to a resource base or to the social groups constituting them.
Cities began to swell with migrants from the countryside, and the military
power of nomadic tribes effectively came to an end.

Led by a largely Western-educated generation, the nationalist movements
that spread in the 1920s and 1930s sought to modernize their countries as well
as to fight their colonizers. Arguments by the philosopher Mohammed Abduh
that Islam could incorporate modern science without losing its authenticity
gained wide popularity, and Qasim Amin’s case for women’s equality also
spread. In 1923 the Egyptian feminist Huda Sha’rawi returned from an inter-
national women’s conference in Rome and publicly removed her veil at the
Cairo railway station. Other educated women followed suit as they became
active in public life, and an Arab women’s conference was held in Palestine
in 1929. In Turkey, a republic was declared in 1923 with Mustapha Kemal
(Ataturk, “father of the Turks”) as president. To build a Western-style secu-
lar state, he moved the capital from Istanbul to Ankara, replaced Islamic laws
and courts with a European legal system, secularized the education system,
replaced the Arabic script with the Latin alphabet, discouraged veiling, and
passed a law requiring men to wear European-style hats rather than tradi-
tional fezes. In Iran, Reza Shah set out to build a Western-style nation from
a land with far less infrastructure than Turkey. He built a professional army
and used it to forcibly settle nomadic tribes, curb the influence of religious
leaders, and enforce a law against veiling. His son Mohammed Shah tried to
use oil revenues to catch up to the West in a decade but also to make himself
king in the manner of ancient Persian rulers.

Many MENA nations achieved independence in the 1950s and undertook
large-scale development programs to modernize agriculture, manufacturing,
transportation, communications, education, and health care. Under various
ideological banners, new regimes sought to forge national and pan-Arab unity
by settling tribes, reforming “feudal” landlord-tenant systems, extending and
Arabizing education, and mobilizing the masses in political parties. This wave
of modernization tended to be anti-Western but largely secular, emphasiz-
ing “Arab nationalism” and “Arab socialism” rather than Islam. By the mid-
1960s many of these efforts were faltering, and regimes began turning to rule
by patronage rather than popular participation, sometimes rehabilitating
“notable” Big Men to prop them up. Some destroyed political parties and civic
organizations that had begun to press for democratic reforms and more equal
sharing of opportunities and wealth.

Israel’s quick and decisive victory in the 1967 war brought about a crisis
among Arab leaders and intellectuals, who engaged in an intensive reevalua-
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tion of their postindependence ideologies and culture. Some wrote analy-
ses of “the Arab personality” that now appear Eurocentric in the ways they
scrutinize their own cultures through Western-trained eyes. Oil wealth
brought dramatic increases in prosperity to some nations but also financed
oppressive regimes, especially in Iran and Iraq. By the 1980s a different kind
of crisis was increasingly felt by populaces in countries that lacked petro-
leum, one brought on by a poverty of natural resources and rapid popula-
tion growth. With both Western-style capitalism and Soviet-style socialism
discredited and Arab unity in shambles, political Islam—or “Islamism”—
gradually emerged to provide a new model of modernization and a new
critique of corrupt regimes.

A Statistical Profile

The population of the region has tripled since the late 1950s, continues to grow
at about 2.8 percent—higher than any region but sub-Saharan Africa (at 3.0
percent)—and will double again by about 2020. Richards and Waterbury
point out that “within just three generations (of twenty years each) the
region’s population will have increased twelvefold.”95 As a result, MENA is
overwhelmingly young: half the population is under 20, and in some coun-
tries, under 15. Population growth has greatly diluted the benefits of substan-
tial economic growth. MENA has about two-thirds of the world’s petroleum,
so per capita gross domestic product (GDP) is moderate to high in the Gulf
oil states (Bahrain, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emir-
ates). It is quite low elsewhere: in 1992, around $2,000 in Algeria, Iran, Tuni-
sia and Turkey; about $1,000 in Jordan and Morocco; only $660 in Egypt.96

Most important, between 1980 and 1993 per capita GDP declined 2.3 percent
for the region as a whole, the worst performance in the world (sub-Saharan
Africa declined 0.8 percent). The 1990s saw some recovery, so that per capita
GDP for the region was about $1,650 in 1997.97 Assessed in terms of purchas-
ing power, GDP per capita was about 20 percent of that of the industrialized
nations in the OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment) in 1975, but fell to just 14 percent by 1998.98

Roughly a third of MENA people lived in “absolute poverty” in 1990,
compared to about 25 percent in Latin America, 11 percent in East Asia, and
about 50 percent in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia.99 But only 2.5 per-
cent live in “extreme poverty” (under $1 per day), the lowest percentage of
any developing region, and in spite of its concentrations of oil wealth,
MENA has one of the most equal income distributions in the developing
world.100 Given the great significance of “informal,” unmeasured sectors
of the economy, unemployment is even more difficult to assess, but offi-
cial estimates generally range between a little under 10 percent (Egypt, Syria,
Turkey, Iran) to 15 percent (Morocco, Tunisia, Jordan), with a few higher
(Algeria at 26 percent).101 More important, rates are very high among the
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young—64 percent of Algerian 15- to 19-year-olds, and 46 percent of 20- to
24-year-olds—most of whom reside in urban areas: and in many countries
unemployment increases with education.102

At the same time that economic progress has been stagnant or slow,
MENA populaces have become more urban and better educated, and have
higher aspirations. With a little over half of its population living in cities, the
region is currently more urbanized than sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and
East Asia. Nomads have declined from an estimated 10 percent of the popu-
lation in 1960 to less than 1 percent today, and the percentage of farmers has
decreased significantly during this period: from 67 percent to 31 percent in
Algeria, from 58 percent to 46 percent in Egypt, from 54 percent to 36 per-
cent in Iran, and from 54 percent to 32 percent in Syria.103 By 1960 the
35 million city-dwellers constituted a third of the population: by 1990 this had
grown to 135 million, or 55 percent: and the urban population is projected to
reach 350 million in 2020.104 As of 2000, Cairo was a city of 14 to 16 million
people. This urbanization has mixed effects: in the 1970s Saad Ibrahim noted
that immigrants to the cities often retain their rural life-styles, so that “rather
than modernizing its traditional and rural inhabitants, the Arab city is itself
being traditionalized and ruralized.”105

Health has improved dramatically, with life expectancy increasing nearly
20 years since the 1960s, to 68 years for the region (ranging from 45 years in
Somalia to 75 in the United Arab Emirates).106 And while infant mortality
rates remain “high” at 58 per 1,000 births in 1992 and higher than Latin
America (44 per 1,000) and East Asia (39 per 1,000), infant mortality has
dropped dramatically, with most countries at one-third to one-fourth their
1960 rate (many of these countries then exceeded 150 per 1,000). Current rates
range from around 10 (Qatar) to 75 (Yemen),107 though variation by income
and region within countries remains great, so some impoverished areas still
have rates in excess of 100 per 1,000. In calories available per person, the re-
gion ranks second, at 3,000, behind the developed OECD countries (at about
3,400) but well ahead of South Asia (at 2,200) and sub-Saharan Africa (at
2,100). Yet, as of 2002, developmental stunting continued to affect 15 percent
to 25 percent of children, and many more in strife-torn areas: over 30 per-
cent in Sudan and over 50 percent in Yemen.108

Public education has expanded dramatically, mainly in the last two to
three decades. MENA got a later start than some other regions, and in 1990
had an adult literacy of about 55 percent of men and a little over 40 percent
of women.109 This put it behind East Asia (75 and 65 percent), Latin America
(85 and 70 percent), and Europe (95 percent for both men and women) but
slightly ahead of sub-Saharan Africa (50 and 40 percent), and South Asia
(45 and 30 percent). Most MENA countries have eschewed adult literacy
campaigns to devote their resources to educating children, with impressive
progress. In 1990, for example, only 14 percent of Moroccan men and 1 per-
cent of women over 60 could read and write, but 78 percent of 10- to 14-year-
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old boys were literate and 56 percent of girls. For the region as a whole, sec-
ondary school enrollment more than doubled for men between 1970 and 1991
(from 24 to 56 percent) and more than tripled for women (from 15 to 56 per-
cent)—which compares favorably with Latin America and East Asia. By 2000,
the MENA continued to lag behind other developing regions in primary
school enrollment but was a bit ahead in secondary school and university
enrollment.110

The expansion of education has many important effects. For one thing,
it raises aspirations, and the great majority of youth now hope to work with
their minds rather than their hands. In many areas, children of rural families
have done exceptionally well in schools, which, alongside the army, now pro-
vide them with an important route of upward mobility. For another, it means
that most children are growing up and coming of age in schools, which brings
a constellation of opportunities and challenges that are largely absent from
traditional patterns of socialization. It also means that most MENA coun-
tries have growing numbers of educated but unemployed and underemployed
young people, most trying to get lives in urban areas, which makes them a
volatile political force.

In addition to providing health care and education, governments have to
respond to popular demands for jobs, and many regimes have done this by
expanding public sector employment, in some cases providing jobs for most
secondary school graduates (Egypt in the 1970s and Algeria in the 1980s).111 Jobs
as teachers, health care workers, agricultural extensionists, postal clerks, tech-
nicians, and bureaucrats of all sorts tend to be prized, because even when they
pay little they offer steady, secure work and high status. By the 1990s public
sector jobs accounted for about 30 percent of employment in Egypt, over 40
percent in Jordan and Bahrain, and over 50 percent in Saudi Arabia and Alge-
ria,112 and al-Khalil estimates they accounted for about 60 percent of urban
employment in Iraq.113 In many countries these jobs provide the foundation
for a new middle-class culture, not of entrepreneurs and businessmen but of
technicians and bureaucrats who hold their jobs, in varying degrees, as cli-
ents of governing regimes.

A recent Moroccan high school graduate once explained to me his family’s
strategy of getting its sons employed in different ministries, so the family could
get help from them when they needed it. Patronage networks build both from
the bottom, where poorly paid or avaricious clerks may want a gift in exchange
for providing a driver’s license or an inoculation that should be free, and from
the top, where control of large projects, budgets, equipment, and promotion
decisions enables managers to build extensive clientage relationships with
their subordinates. In these settings, traditional patron-client reciprocity
becomes “corruption,” and populaces come to perceive the agencies that are
supposed to modernize their societies as predatory.

A second crucially important and volatile source of income has come
from largely temporary migration to the Gulf oil states and Europe. In the
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mid-1980s, 3.5 million Middle Easterners worked as laborers in Saudi Arabia
and the Gulf oil states, two million of them from Egypt, 750,000 of them from
Yemen, and nearly 400,000 of them Palestinians and Jordanians.114 Another
750,000 worked in Iraq. Turks and North Africans mainly went to western
Europe as “guest workers”: 1.5 million held jobs there in the mid-1980s, to-
taling 3.5 million persons, counting the families that accompanied some of
them.115 They make three to ten times what they could working at lower level
jobs at home, and the wages they remit to their families make an enormous
contribution to some countries’ economies: $6 billion to Egypt in 1992,
$3 billion to Turkey, $2 billion to Morocco, $750 million to Jordan, and $500
million to Tunisia. Migrants are almost entirely young and male and come
predominantly from rural areas, so they significantly reduce both the unem-
ployment rate and rural poverty. As the UNDP assessment notes, emigra-
tion has helped keep income inequality lower than in other developing
regions. No good estimates are available, but it is clear that remitted wages
have accounted for a substantial proportion of private sector investment in
many MENA countries.

The cultural effects of migration are matters of much debate, and ulti-
mately not yet clear. Certainly those who go to conservative Gulf states have
different experiences from those who work in Germany, France, or Holland.
The latter typically encounter an appealingly liberated style of life, of which
they can taste little if they are to save their earnings for back home. At the
same time they run into a good deal of class condescension and racism. Some
migrants return believing in the superiority of European ways, others in their
decadence, and others feeling an ambivalent attraction and repulsion—and
no one knows in what proportion. There can be no doubt that the merchan-
dise that migrants buy with their remittances fuels the taste for modern con-
sumer goods, even in remote villages. Since the “Big Men” of prominent
houses more easily get their sons and nephews passports and jobs, migrant
labor generally increases their power as patrons and intensifies the depen-
dence of nonmigrant families on them. In one remote High Atlas village of
the Imeghrane, the migrants all came from the houses of the three powerful
families leading each of its patronymic associations, and several had used their
remittances to start well-digging businesses in the rich agricultural plains
around Meknes, where they hired mostly sons of poor families from their
home village as laborers on slightly modified versions of traditional share-
cropping contracts. These arrangements appear to further entrench “tradi-
tional”-appearing familial-patron/client networks at the same time that they
disseminate “modern” technologies, goods, tastes, and styles.

As many scholars have pointed out, this modernization is not primarily
driven by structural changes in MENA economies. Improved productivity
in agricultural and other sectors has largely been offset by population growth,
so that most countries have become less able to feed themselves, and manu-
facturing and high-tech sectors remain especially weak. Research and devel-
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opment for the entire region totals about that of the Ford Motor Company,
and has declined slightly since 1980. The UNDP report cites this as one of
the region’s key weaknesses.116 Outside of the Gulf oil states, most countries
are resource poor and import a large portion of their energy, raw materials,
and consumer goods, paying with remitted wages and foreign aid–supported
public sector jobs. The region as a whole also spends a great deal on weap-
ons—9 percent of its GDP in 1990, compared to less than 4 percent in Africa,
South Asia, East Asia, and Latin America. Between 1978 and 1988, MENA
governments spent $180 billion on imported weapons, three to five times the
amounts spent by other regions, most with much larger populations.117 Most
indigenous economies cannot begin to support the improved standard of
living that many in the world now enjoy—and with per capita incomes of
$700 to $2,000, they lag far behind the United States (at over $20,000) and
are only somewhat better off than the world’s poorest regions. Rural poverty
remains high, and large, densely packed shantytowns have grown on the edges
of most cities.

The agro-pastoral symbiosis that historically provided the foundation of
MENA cultures is declining in importance. But with a third to half of their
populations still rural, with the cities growing with rural migrants, and with
high rates of cyclical country-city migration, rural and even “tribal” ways of
life continue to influence the creative mixing of cultural styles now taking
place. Media and multinational marketing now play important roles in this
mix. Egypt has emerged as the center of the Arabic-speaking world’s movie,
music, and television industry, and throughout the region families now gather
around their TVs after dinner to watch Egyptian entertainers and soap op-
eras. Most also get American, European, and Indian movies. Satellite TV has
brought a flood of new European and Arab channels, including the widely
watched al-Jazira news.

All of these modernizing forces have psychological consequences. Per-
haps the most important arise from transformations in family life. As
Mohammed Guessous points out, the traditional family performed nearly
all social functions for its members, especially the socialization of children,
occupational training, and the formation of core values. Larger institutions,
from tribes to religious orders to craft guilds, modeled themselves after fami-
lies. Modern institutions remove many of the family’s core functions—es-
pecially socialization and occupational training—and operate by principles
that often conflict with those rooted in families. This both “disarticulates”
the family from other institutions and transforms the relationships among
family members.118 El Mustafa Haddiya’s studies of rural and urban Moroc-
can students lead him to conclude that the conflicts between family and school
become serious for most rural students, who pursue education with a deter-
mination to improve their family’s standard of living and find the modern
world they’re introduced to estranges them from the environment they in-
creasingly see as “backward.”119 But while rural students tend to remain
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committed to their families, the media-driven youth culture in the cities fur-
ther undermines the family as a source of life-style values, and estranges many
students from their parents as well as their underdeveloped conditions.120

Many studies find that educated and salaried middle-class families are hav-
ing far fewer children, and raising them not only in more nuclear-like house-
holds but by different principles. More and more marriages are chosen rather
than arranged, and even when husband and wife are deeply devout they prob-
ably have a more companionate relationship than was the norm in the past.
It is not yet clear, however, to what extent the “trend” toward Western-style
families and child-rearing will diffuse throughout society, or form a distinc-
tive style of the privileged that the “popular” classes reject.

Cultural Dualities

Developing societies often are said to have a dual economy: a modern sector
of firms, financial institutions, and bureaucracies, and a subsistence sector
in which most production goes for household consumption, labor is orga-
nized by age and gender, and exchanges of products and labor are often car-
ried out by barter or by cycles of gift and counter-gift. These sectors may exist
geographically side by side, with a timelessly traditional-looking village of
subsistence farmers located within a kilometer or two of a modern factory.
The modern sector may form a small island in a great sea of subsistence ag-
riculture, or the subsistence sectors may appear as islands in modernized
societies—as parts of Appalachia do in America. “World systems” theorists
have pointed out that the dual economy notion is deceiving, because a great
many individuals and perhaps most households in developing countries par-
ticipate in both, linking modern “core” sectors with traditional “peripheral
areas,” often to the disadvantage of the latter. Most MENA societies have dual
economies that support contrasting ways of life, and, more important for my
purposes here, these support a series of cultural dualities that go along with
them: traditional versus modern, backward versus advanced, native versus
Western.

As a result, people have two (or more) ways of doing just about every-
thing: bathing, dressing, speaking, eating, marrying, building a house, cir-
cumcising a son, treating an ailment. Every act invariably makes a statement
about who one is and who one aspires to become. Everyday social life there-
fore proceeds as a more or less muted or heated debate about ways of life,
and I believe it no exaggeration to say that MENA does not have a traditional
culture that is modernizing but a new culture, neither traditional nor mod-
ern, that consists of the debate. As Aziz Krichen writes of Tunisia:

With the establishment of the protectorate begins what one may call
the era of dualism. Dualism in the economy with the traditional
sectors and modern sectors; dualism in the demographic distribu-
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tion split between French colonists and indigenous populations;
dualism of the State with the two-headed structure of the Palace of
the Bey and the Residence Generale; dualism of urban spaces with
the contrast between the medina and the European-style city; dual-
ism of the military; dualism of the administration, justice, educa-
tion, religion, press, artistic and sports activities, etc. . . . Even
foolishness was affected by this phenomenon with psychiatrists on
one side and sorcerers and witch doctors on the other.121

The point Krichen makes at the end appears to be critically important for
the younger, educated generation, for there is a deep dualism about how to
conceptualize the human mind, and about how to explain and even experi-
ence one’s thoughts and feelings. On the traditional side, religion offers a
theory of the psyche as a battleground of divine and demonic forces, and
provides a series of self-care techniques based on purification and Quranic
recitation that promise a measure of control over disturbing dreams, day-
dreams, immoral wishes, depressive moods, dissociative states, and the like.
On the modern side, public education is disseminating the rudiments of a
supposedly scientific theory of mind that attributes disturbing experiences
not to the mischief of Satan or jinn-spirits but to an “unconscious” and that
attributes the paralyses and losses of speech or sensation that frequently occur
among adolescents not to being “hit by a jinn” but to “imagination” or “hys-
teria.” This generation’s struggle for a theory of mind and emotion, and for
techniques of self-control receives little attention, but it may be one of the
most important features of the current cultural debate.

Underdevelopment and the Psychology of Modernity

Economically, most MENA countries can be said to be “middle-income de-
veloping nations,” undergoing dependent development or underdevelopment:
they have been incorporated into the world system as “semiperipheral” re-
gions, supplying resources (mainly petroleum and labor) to core areas (mainly
the industrialized West) and consuming Western and Asian products rang-
ing from wheat to Disney TV shows to Walkmans to tactical fighters. Cities
have grown as satellite centers, peripheral to the core economies of the West,
but serving as core areas in relation to their peripheral hinterlands, which
supply them with foodstuffs and labor, and purchase products manufactured
in or imported through them. This clearly has improved overall standards of
living, health, and education, in spite of prodigious population growth. It has
transformed family and social relationships, and widely disseminated mod-
ern tastes and aspirations. But it has not created Western-like social orders,
reducing families to nuclear or subnuclear units or substituting “mediated”
forms of domination for face-to-face varieties and “pure relationships” for
kin and client ties.
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Growth also has not led to the creation of Western-like liberal democra-
cies, supported by civil rights and free presses. In many nations, indigenous
elites acquired colonial properties and enterprises at independence and main-
tained them in a similarly exploitative manner. The Algerian psychiatrist
Franz Fanon presciently decried the failures of decolonization in his 1963
Wretched of the Earth:

The national middle class which takes over power at the end of the
colonial regime is an underdeveloped middle class. . . . The national
bourgeoisie of underdeveloped countries is not engaged in produc-
tion, nor in invention, nor in building, nor in labor; it is completely
canalized into activities of the intermediary type. . . . To them, na-
tionalization quite simply means the transfer into native hands of
those unfair advantages which are a legacy of the colonial period.122

Preoccupied with defending these advantages and “filling its pockets as rap-
idly as possible,” Fanon writes, the postindependence elite also fails po-
litically, often turning to single-party rule. “It does not create a state that
reassures the ordinary citizen, but rather one that rouses his anxiety,” he

“Tradition” and “modernity” mix and often clash, here beside
the main square of Marrakech. Next to the square sit two
landmarks: the twelfth-century Koutoubia mosque and a Club
Med Hotel.
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writes: “it makes a display, it jostles people and bullies them, thus intimating
to the citizen that he is in continual danger.” Independence soon turns into
authoritarian rule, Fanon writes, and the populaces become disenchanted:
“The peasant who goes on scratching out a living from the soil, and the un-
employed man who never finds employment do not manage, in spite of public
holidays and flags, new and brightly colored though they may be, to convince
themselves that anything has really changed in their lives.”123

According to the five-level rating system devised by the van Asbeck Centre
for Human Rights at the University of Leiden, most MENA states are classi-
fied as level 3, meaning that “political imprisonment, torture, political mur-
der occur,” or level 4, meaning that “murders, disappearances, and torture
are a common part of life.” Jordan and Saudi Arabia are scored as level 2,
meaning that there are “limitations of a secure rule of law,” and Baathi Iraq,
Sudan, and Taliban-ruled Afghanistan fell into level 5, in which there is “state
terror directed toward the whole population.”124 The 2002 Arab Human De-
velopment Report directly blamed undemocratic governments for a good share
of the region’s underdevelopment.125 It is difficult to describe to those who
have not experienced it how palpable and pervasive the fear of government
authorities can be. The Lebanese psychologist Mustafa Hijazi’s Al-takhaluf
al-ijtima’i (Underdeveloped Society), offers a frequently cited analysis of the
pervasive psychological consequences of centuries of subjugation, first by
despotic sultans, beys, pashas, and local Big Men with armed entourages and
then by colonial regimes and, after independence, by new generations and
styles of tyranny. In chapter 9 I review his analysis, along with writings by
other Arab social scientists during the era of “self-criticism.”

Life in MENA societies is changing, but we have no yardstick of tradi-
tion and modernity by which to measure it. This psychological inquiry must
therefore begin with the recognition that the great majority of its citizens are
neither traditional nor modern nor en route from tradition to modernity—
even though many now describe themselves in precisely these terms. Youth
are fully committed to “modernity,” but a great many now believe that their
societies should not become modern on the Western model but, as the soci-
ologist Ali Lila put it after studying Egyptian youth, should “modernize from
within tradition.”126 At the present time we have a very poor understanding
of the psychological dimensions of life lived in patronymic clientage networks,
with annual per capita incomes of $1,000 to $2,000, under undemocratic
regimes, buffeted by seductively marketed Western life-styles on the one hand
and appeals to the authenticity of one’s own cultural heritage on the other. It
is here especially that Western psychology may be most lacking in appropri-
ate concepts.

It was the late eighteenth-century poet Goethe who captured the psycho-
logical nature of modernity, perhaps in part because he witnessed its birth in
other parts of Europe from his home in “backward” Germany. In Wilhelm
Meister and Faust we find the vision of inner-driven growth of personality
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that later animates the theories of Freud, Jung, Erikson, and most contem-
porary models of “life-span” development (which also expand it to cover
women’s as well as men’s lives). Youths create dreams for their lives from
deep inner sources that Freud a century later termed “unconscious,” and
development is set in motion by pursuing them. Goethe’s Wilhelm declares:
“Deep within us lies this creative force which can create what it is meant to
be, and does not rest until out of us, or in us, in one way or another, that
thing has been represented. . . . Man is not ever happy until his vaguer striv-
ing determines his limit.”127 A man’s dream and the passion to live it typi-
cally crystallize in his love for a woman, but initially at least, for a woman
who proves to be less a real person than what Jung later called an “archetype,”
representing the feminine side of his own character, shaped to complement
his dream (women, Jung theorized, developed similar archetypes of men).
The dream fails, or he fails the dream, but from its tragic collapse a new dream
and a new passion arise, and with the talents developed and self-knowledge
gained from the initial dream’s pursuit, this one forms truer to the youth’s
emerging talents and to the real woman who revives his love. Wilhelm thus
defies his parents’ decision that he go into business and sets off to become an
actor (his childhood passion), perhaps ultimately to play Hamlet. Renewed
after failures by loves for an archetypal “Amazon” figure, Wilhelm perseveres
and eventually plays Hamlet to cheers. But he soon discovers his success
stemmed from the match of his own and the Prince’s character, and that he
cannot play parts that don’t so directly express his own personality—and
therefore cannot become a true actor. He returns home to make a new life,
but the contrast with his friend Werner, who became a banker at his parents’
bidding, is stark: Werner recognizes that Wilhelm has become “a personal-
ity,” while “if I had not during this time gained a good deal of money, there
would be nothing about me at all.”128

This romantic vision of life holds that (1) personality should grow to-
ward self-expression in a life’s work and toward a capacity to love, and that
(2) this growth is set in motion and sustained by the discovery and pursuit of
one’s personal dream. Herein lies the psychological essence of modernity. Not
that premodern peoples never nurture dreams and pursue them, but moder-
nity makes this the very point of life, with the corollary that a free society
should allow “equal opportunity” for all “pursuits of happiness.” Goethe’s
vision was hardly the sort of touchy-feely, self-actualization philosophy of
contemporary pop-psych books, but was deeply tragic. Nor was it simply in-
dividualistic or egocentric, for while an individual may need to break away
from family and tradition to pursue a dream, Goethe showed the path of trag-
edies and revised dreams leading toward deepening social commitments. But
worse than the tragedies wrought in pursuit of dreams are lives lived with
dreams not pursued.

Modernity nourishes personal dreams. This is the aspiration that mo-
dernity is spreading around the globe, and has spread among the young people
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of MENA societies. It is an aspiration more fundamental than wishes for cars
and clothes and stereos. And it is this aspiration to pursue sharply or nebu-
lously defined dreams that clashes so devastatingly for many with the hard
realities of underdevelopment: with the power of Big Men, with the needs of
dependents, with the imperatives of honor, and with the confines of poverty.
I do not know how to describe in psychological terms the consequences of a
dream dashed not by the logic that unfolds during a person’s pursuit of it
but by the undermining of one’s ability to pursue it. This occurs in Western
societies as well as in underdeveloped ones but appears to be especially wide-
spread where population growth has undermined economic growth and many
young people find themselves with neither work nor civil rights. The spiri-
tual consequences are great, and it may be in the spiritual realm that com-
pensatory dreams get formed.

I perhaps should apologize for speaking here in imprecise terms, and
for discussing such a crucial issue in literary rather than psychological lan-
guage. But the life-history interviews I have conducted with young Ameri-
cans and Moroccans convince me that this business of dreams lies at the
heart of modernity, modernization, and underdevelopment, and I do not
find myself in possession of psychological terminology that does it justice.
I sometimes suspect, however, that “dependent development”—a phrase
coined to characterize the economies of peripheral regions dominated by
industrialized cores—may also describe trajectories of psychological devel-
opment pursued after the defeat of dreams either by traditional Big Men
or by bureacracies.
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Honor and Islam
Shaping Emotions, Traits, and Selves

c h a p t e r 3

90

This chapter describes the primary value systems of MENA societies. Ethnog-
raphies from nearly all MENA cultures suggest that the region is characterized
by two predominant value systems and their associated interpersonal eti-
quettes and self-care practices: that of “honor-and-modesty” and that of
Islam. Neither are distinctive to MENA, but their conjunction in that region
gives it much of its cultural—and psychological—character. These values
intertwine and merge at many points, but they also remain surprisingly
autonomous and self-contained and often come into conflict, as Islam
articulates higher principles that indict exploitative pursuits of honor and
tyrannical rule. From toddlerhood on, these systems are learned in different
settings and in different languages and they cultivate different kinds of
sentiments and motives. The designating of sacred places (mosques and
tombs), objects (the Quran), and activities (prayer, recitation) that can only
be entered in conditions of purity, together with the organization of daily,
weekly, and yearly time as oscillations of pollution and purity, work to
elaborate honor and Islam as contrapuntal, if not contradictory, systems.

Psychologically, the internalization of these value systems—most impor-
tant during middle childhood—appears to shape universal emotions, traits,
and self-conceptions into culturally specific sentiments, motives, and social
selves. The notion of sentiment refers to emotions as modified by culturally
specific display rules and by cultural values that infuse them with moral
meanings. The term “motive” refers to culturally distinctive needs, life-goals,
and themes that organize and modify the expression of temperamentally
based personality traits. And the concept of social persona or social self derives
from G. H. Mead’s analysis of the way people come to fashion images of
themselves by taking the perspective of the larger society—what Mead terms
the “Generalized Other”—on the repertoire of roles they play within it.

Because the cultural values of honor-modesty and Islam can coincide or
conflict, the social selves often formed from these value-etiquette systems may
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merge or clash depending on person and circumstance. Importantly, these
social selves do not complete personality but interrogate one as to who he or
she will be and issue a challenge to prove one’s self in their terms—which sets
the developmental task of identity formation. They also set the developmental
task that may recur throughout the life-span: to integrate pursuits of honor
and piety into a whole, or at least into a balanced, life.

Introduction �

Just as psychological development is rooted in family and social relations,
so it is rooted in a culture’s primary value systems. In all MENA societies,
ethnographers describe the “code” of honor and the Muslim religion as pro-
viding the primary value systems. Many characterize the culture as animated
by a tension between these two sets of principles, and some speak of them
as organizing personality, self, or identity. Raphael Patai, for example, sug-
gests that individual personality typically has a “Bedouin substratum,” by
which he essentially means the honor code, and an “Islamic substratum.”1

Life-histories and autobiographies also suggest that Islam and the honor
code play central roles in the organization of personality for a many. As value
systems, as strategies for negotiating personal relationships, and as rheto-
rics for making and performing selves, honor and Islam shape emotions,
thoughts, and the decisions that guide life-courses. While the two converge
at many points, they tend to be learned and enacted in different contexts,
with contrasting vocabularies. They thus easily take shape as separate
systems that sometimes merge and cohere and at other times diverge and
conflict.

Neither are distinctive to MENA societies. Historically, the honor-
modesty system was circum-Mediterranean, with important features of it
extending well beyond the Mediterranean’s shores. Ethnographers often de-
scribe it as having two complementary axes: one emphasizing hostility and
performative bravado toward outsider men and the other emphasizing pro-
tection and seclusion of insider women. During the colonial era, the first
axis appears to have been “exported” to some of the frontier areas of Latin
America, though without the more pronounced forms of female seclusion
as practiced in the Mediterranean. The second axis prevails throughout the
so-called purdah zone that stretches through northern Hindu India and into
Bangladesh, though without the more pronounced forms of machismo or
egoismos cultivated in the Mediterranean. Matters of honor, shame, and
modesty certainly figure large in the cultures of Southern India and South-
east Asia, but as Louis Dumont has shown, the challenge-and-riposte indi-
vidualism that underlies the honor-modesty system gives way in India to
notions of hierarchy associated with the caste system, with its elaborate eti-
quette of avoidance and deference.2 Sub-Saharan African cultures again
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show great variability, but ethnographers generally have not described them
as organized around an honor-modesty system articulated along these two
axes.

The geographic distribution of Islam does not coincide with that of the
honor-modesty system, which antedated it throughout MENA. As the fastest-
growing world religion, it has spread into large areas of sub-Saharan Africa and
Southeast Asia, though in India it gives way to Hinduism and Buddhism, which
not only map out very different spiritual quests but provide different systems
of caring for the mind and body. Thus the honor-modesty system clearly can
thrive without Islam, and Islam can thrive in societies that do not so strongly
embrace the honor-modesty system. It is their conjunction in MENA that gives
the region much of its cultural—and psychological—character. This chapter
examines the values and interpersonal etiquettes associated with these two
cultural discourses and describes the psychologically integrative role they ap-
pear to play in individuals’ personalities.

Honor in the Mediterranean �

Anthropologists have studied the “honor code” for nearly a century, and most
have come to view it as a defining feature of a circum-Mediterranean culture
area, rooted, as Jane Schneider argues, in the region’s ecology and political
economy.3 Many fieldworkers have noted that the honor code comes to be
deeply internalized, so that people automatically respond to events and build
reputations, personalities, or selves in its terms. Peristiany introduces his
Honor and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean Society by writing that the
study of honor and shame “is also a study of the basic mold of social person-
ality,” of the “ideals of a society and of their embodiment in the ideal type of
man.”

Peristiany repeatedly describes honor not just as a code of behavior but as
something that inheres in a “type of personality” or a “social persona.”4 Its core
quality is, to use the Spanish term, machismo, defined by the American Heri-
tage Dictionary (1992) as “a strong, sometimes exaggerated sense of masculin-
ity stressing attributes such as physical courage, virility, domination of women,
and aggressiveness.” Among the Greek Cypriots he studied, Peristiany found
men to be generally “agonistic” in struggle with other men for prestige, and
since “prestige that is hard to gain can be easily lost. . . . a true man is always
on the alert, constantly prepared to prove himself.”5 Like Schneider, he sees
the honor code as anchored in the political economy of fluid, family-based, face-
to-face competition for resources that characterizes the region, and he finds it
in Homer’s epics much as he witnessed it in the isolated village he studied.

Indeed, the psychological importance of honor was perhaps first explored
in The Republic, where Plato theorized that the human psyche is composed
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of three often-warring parts: an appetitive part that blindly seeks to sate hun-
ger, thirst, sexual, and other bodily desires; a rational part that always seeks
to do the Good but often lacks the willpower to hold sway; and a spirited part,
“the part that loves honour and winning,”6 that in response to unjust treat-
ment becomes “boiling and angry,”7 and that reacts to immoral appetites with
feelings of shame.8 Plato believed he saw this “lion”-like quality in well-born
dogs—such a dog has “keen senses, speed to catch what it sees, and strength
in case it has to fight it out with what it captures”9—and in well-born horses
and young men. If tamed as reason’s ally, honor “makes the whole soul fear-
less and unconquerable,”10 but if not it can bring a man to ruin: “Doesn’t his
love of honor make him envious and its love of victory make him violent, so
that he pursues the satisfaction of his anger and of his desires for honors and
victories without calculation or understanding?”11

This part of the psyche may seem difficult to grasp in Western middle-
class cultures that discourage machismo mentalities. But as Peristiany points
out, honor-based subcultures flourish in them, for example street gangs,
whose family-like bonds of loyalty, defense of women and turf, and daring
raids and whose ethic of vengeance parallel the Mediterranean honor code.
According to James Gibson’s Warrior Dreams, post-Vietnam novels and films
increasingly build stories around Rambo-like characters who set out for ven-
geance after their women or children have been attacked. Coaches of contact
sports cultivate sentiments of honor and shame to motivate endurance and
aggression. And the rhetoric of political and corporate leadership often draws
heavily on the vocabulary of honor. The honor code thus forms part of the
West’s classical heritage, and even though psychologists pay it little attention,
variants of it remain woven through Western cultures.12

Researchers studying Mediterranean societies disagree sharply about
what kind of a social or psychological “thing” honor is, however, and they
use a variety of terms to characterize it. Here too, autobiographies and life-
histories suggest that Peristiany is correct to emphasize that it forms not just
a “code” of values but an “ideal type of man,” a “social personality,” and a
“persona.” Honor, he writes, is fundamentally performative in nature:

In this insecure, individualist, world where nothing is accepted on
credit, the individual is constantly forced to prove and assert him-
self. Whether as the protagonist of his group or as a self-seeking in-
dividualist, he is constantly “on show,” he is forever courting the
public opinion of his “equals” so that they may pronounce him
worthy. . . . The entire society watches for the young shepherd’s first
quarrel, that is, for his first chance to prove himself.13

I believe this simple example—“The entire society watches for the young
shepherd’s . . . first chance to prove himself”—provides the key to concep-
tualizing honor in psychological terms.
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Honor as a “Code” of Values

A classic account of honor as a “code” comes from J. K. Campbell, based on
his fieldwork among Greek pastoralists:

The intrinsic principles of honour refer to two sex-linked qualities
that distinguish the ideal moral characters of men and women: these
are the manliness of men, and the sexual shame of women. . . . In
general, the qualities of manliness are obvious and familiar. “To be
a man” the individual must show himself to be courageous and fear-
less. He must be strong in body and spirit. . . . The manliness of the
men in any family protects the sexual honour of its women from
external insult or outrage. The women must have shame if the man-
liness of the men is not to be dishonoured.14

Ahmed Abou Zeid’s study of Egyptian Bedouins15 presents a classic ac-
count of the MENA honor “code.” A group’s honor—in which its individual
members share—rests upon the “nobility” of its genealogy and the purity
of its blood line, its dominance over peasants and clients, the heroic acts of
its ancestors and senior men, the generosity of its stronger members to-
ward weaker ones, hospitality to strangers, the protection of its women
from outsider men, and the compliance of its women with the rules of self-
concealment and chastity. The code thus encourages sporadic attacks on
other groups, with “raids on large hostile camps . . . still regarded as the
most daring action of chivalry and heroism that enhances the prestige of
the young man and his group.”16 At the same time, it enjoins a making-
sacred of the group’s women:

In Bedouin usage, the word beit covers both the tent and its occu-
pants who always form one family. . . . It is often referred to as the
haram (sanctuary) and is regarded in this sense as a sacred thing. It
is also haram (taboo) and thus strangers are forbidden to come near
it without the permission of its members. For the beit is, in the first
place, the abode of the h’aram (womenfolk) . . . [who are] always
regarded as something sacred and to be protected from desecration.
In fact, much of the honour of the beit and the lineage depends on
observing this sanctity.17

These two relational stances—aggressive toward outsider men and protec-
tive of “sacred” women—define the honor code’s core dimensions.

Problems with Abou Zeid’s and other classic formulations arise at three
critical points. First, he characterizes the honor code as “a solid body of val-
ues that control the patterns of behavior in Bedouin society and act as an
effective check on social relations.”18 While most ethnographers report that
tribesmen express the attitudes he describes, they find the universe of Bedouin
values to be much more complex and flexible. The concept of “honor code”
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resembles that of “segmentary lineage system,” in which it is repeatedly of-
fered as a map of social relations in MENA tribal groups but rarely as the only
map, and it often proves to be a poor guide to social action as it unfolds on
the ground. Second, Abou Zeid chooses to set aside individual honor and
shame in order to analyze their “communal connotations.”19 Yet it is pre-
cisely in the great range of differences between individuals that the picture
becomes more complex. Third, while many writers regard the honor code as
the overarching value system of MENA societies, ethnographies show tremen-
dous variation in customary law, in the vocabularies of honor, and in the
personal qualities and acts held to be honorable.

Game, Sentiment, Syntax

Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis of “the game of challenge and riposte” among men
in Algeria’s Kabyle region20 provides one of the most subtle treatments of
honor as a rule-governed system. In a kind of smoldering war of each against
all, men continually tease and test each other, and these provocations some-
times turn serious and demand a response. As a challenge implies equality, it
acknowledges the challenged man’s standing, and this animates social life:

This stake [nif, which means “point of honor”]21 for the Kabyle is
worth more than life itself. Nif is also the desire to overcome one’s
rival in man-to-man struggle; it is that “jealous emulation,” that
struggle for glory of which Hume spoke with reference to Greek cit-
ies. . . . Nif is above all in the action of defending, cost what it may,
a certain public image of oneself.22

Bourdieu also separates the two core dimensions of honor, which the Kabyle
term nif, assertion and defense of one’s public image, and hurma, protection
of one’s home and women. Threats to nif set in motion the “dialectic of chal-
lenge and riposte,” while threats to hurma invoke a more deadly “logic of
outrage and vengeance.”23 These complementary dimensions are symbolized
in gendered terms: nif refers to the “sacred of the ‘right hand,’” symbolized
by “rifles” and a man’s male kinsmen; hurma refers to the “sacred of the ‘left
hand,’” symbolized by the house24 and consisting of a man’s women, land,
and home and everything feminine—including his personal vulnerabilities
and private feelings.25

Bourdieu sometimes describes this as a “system of values.”26 But he an-
chors it in the priority “to conceal the whole domain of intimacy,” including
“the body and all its organic functions, the self and its passions, sentiments
and affections.”27 And in addition to “values,” he uses a wide range of terms
to refer to honor, including “game,” “logic,” “rhetoric,” “ethos,” and “senti-
ment.” Each of these implies a rather different theory of culture—or of the
honor code’s position in Kabyle culture. He concludes, however, by empha-
sizing the terms “ethos” and “sentiment,” sketching a psychological view by
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suggesting that the “values of honor” may serve as “unconscious models of
behavior”:

In practice, the system of the values of honour is lived rather than
clearly conceived. Thus, when they spontaneously believe that such
and such a mode of conduct is dishonouring or ridiculous, the Kabyles
are like someone who picks out an error of language without being in
command of the syntactical order that it infringes.28

On the one hand, this still mixes a great many concepts: sentiment, code,
value, unconscious model, behavior, syntactical order. On the other hand,
he has grasped a crucial point: these components (sentiment, value, uncon-
scious model, cognitive syntax) are widely, deeply, and nonconsciously in-
ternalized and, above all, felt to cohere, even if attempts to make them
explicitly cohere often generate dispute. In his later writings, Bourdieu be-
gins describing this sort of system as a habitus, a term he applies to the im-
portant terrain between social rules and individual spontaneity where he
believes culture is mostly lived. With Algerian honor and gender relations in
mind, Bourdieu sees habitus as the embodiment of interpersonal politics,
as “a permanent disposition, a durable manner of standing, speaking, and
thereby of feeling and thinking.”29 It is culture become “second nature,” be-
come a grammar by which people read their experiences and negotiate their
relationships.

The honor code thus has the feel of a coherent system of values but in
fact occasions endless debates about what its terms mean and how they should
be applied. At what point does honorable strength become shameful bully-
ing? At what point does honorable protection of clients, juniors, and women
become shameful tyranny? At what point does honorable generosity become
shameful vulnerability to exploitation? As Peristiany points out, a man of
honor “may, without falling from grace, break a number of rules considered
minor in relation to those of honour,”30 but debate often rages as to whether
the rules broken are major ones. And as Abou Zeid notes at the end of his
discussion, “it is difficult to say where exactly lies the line at which honourable
deeds may find their sense reversed and become a source of disgrace.”31

Honor and Inequality

Julian Pitt-Rivers’s classic article on honor in Andalusian Spain describes
more of the code’s social complexity. In that hierarchical social setting, he
finds the honor code composed of the same core elements I have discussed:
“The ideal of the honourable man is expressed by the word hombria, ‘manli-
ness.’ . . . The contrary notion is conveyed by the adjective manso which means
both tame and also castrated.” There too, honor “is bound up with the fear
of ungoverned female sexuality, which has been an integral element of Euro-
pean folklore ever since prudent Odysseus lashed himself to the mast to es-
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cape the sirens.” Thus: “The honor of a man is involved therefore in the sexual
purity of his mother, wife and daughters, and sisters, not in his own”32 and
this entails seclusion: “The honorable woman: locked in the house with a
broken leg—the ancient and still popular saying goes.”33

But the system has different meanings depending on one’s status: among
lower status men, honor accrues to individual qualities and achievements,
while among the elites it accrues more to inherited wealth and power and
depends less on women’s sexual modesty. The linkage of honor and shame
also differs—he could have said “reverses”—depending on whether the rela-
tionship in question involves equals or unequals: “The concepts of honor and
shame are therefore either, according to context, synonymous as virtue or
contraries as precedence or humiliation.”34 That is, among equals men can
gain honor insofar as they safeguard their women’s virtue, but in hierarchi-
cal context to be a patron to clients is honorable and to be a client of patrons
is shameful.

By thus seeing the honor code within the framework of patron-client
relations, Pitt-Rivers calls attention to a key contradiction: “In the struggle
for life success depends in reality upon the ability, much less to defend one’s
rights against equals, than to attract the favour of the powerful.”35 This analysis
extends to the entire Mediterranean and MENA: the majority of men must
find honorable ways to enact and justify dishonourable client roles. As Abu-
Lughod, Khuri, and others have emphasized, the representation of patron-
client relations via etiquettes of familial deference, alongside demonstrations
of machismo in the game of challenge-and-riposte and in control of one’s
women, combine to compensate for the humiliations of clientship. In the final
analysis, Pitt-Rivers views the honor code as a kind of false consciousness that
legitimates the power of the elite by conceding them a degree of honor they
have not actually won by daring deeds.36 Pit-Rivers thus takes an important
step in seeing that wealth can create honor, especially in feudal-like milieus.
But he does not call sufficient attention to the ways the poor also can use
honor to resist the wealthy. Peristiany observes that among Cypriot villagers
“hierarchical relations are resented and resisted as, whenever the superior
stresses his rank, the inferior stresses his manliness. Ki’ esy moustaki ki’ ego
moustaki: we both have a mustache, we are equals in our manliness.”37

Honor and Religion

None of these ethnographers consider religion as providing an alternative
system of values—which suggests the extent to which honor can appear to
be an autonomous system. But ignoring religion downplays the pervasive
disagreement about where honor reverses into disgrace, and which system of
values should take precedence. As Eric Wolf,38 Maxime Rodinson,39 and oth-
ers have shown, the core Muslim ethical vision—from its inception—
emphasizes the universalist values of allegiance to the brotherhood of believers
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explicitly against tribal values of allegiance to the brotherhood of blood, to
the patrilineal kin-group. Throughout the Mediterranean, religion readily
enters into disputes of honor.

In his essay “Honour and the Devil,” discussing rural Greece, Campbell
focuses on two important aspects of the honor code’s complexity that I have
so far not mentioned. First, he observes that the villagers embrace and live
by two conflicting value systems: the honor code and Orthodox Christian-
ity. “The difficulty for the Sarakatsani is that they affirm so unambiguously
that existence has only two aspects of transcendent value, honour and de-
pendence on God. . . . How is this opposition of values resolved or accom-
modated?”40 He then proposes a provocative answer to this question: “By
associating The Father, The Son, and The Mother of God in a holy archetype
family, the institutions and relationships of the Sarakatsan family, even the
concept of honour and the duty to defend it, are given a categorical quality
and a divine sanction.”41 Campbell sees this assimilation of the earthly fam-
ily to the divine archetype as tempering the “amoral ruthlessness that unre-
lated men may show towards one another”42 when animated by the honor
code. He also points to a second mechanism of resolution, the Devil: “The
Devil is the symbol and the efficient cause of all those many tensions and
hostilities that prevent the Sarakatsani from living in the values of Christian
fellowship. . . . It is the Devil who schemes to separate family from family.”43

He stops just short of fitting together the pieces of this cultural puzzle but
comes close to saying that it is the Devil, “with the assistance of women,” who
introduces factious envy and strife and ultimately legitimates the struggle for
honor.

From Code to Rhetoric

In 1980 the anthropologist Michael Herzfeld criticized what he saw as a grow-
ing tendency to overstate the extent to that Mediterranean societies share an
honor code.44 The convergence of findings that showed cultures throughout
the region to make ethical and character judgments in terms that translate
as “honor” and “shame,” he argued, led to the unwarranted assumption that
these terms have the same meanings in all languages and societies. Ethnog-
raphers had failed to look into the details of honor- and shame-related con-
cepts in their local contexts. His own analysis of honor in three Greek
communities adds another dimension to our understanding of it. First, he
notes that “honor” was defined in contrast to two archetypes of dis-honor,
both of which carry the connotation of being polluting entities: threaten-
ing outsiders (especially the “wolf”-like Turks) and insiders who fail to meet
their social obligations and often are suspected of possessing the Evil Eye.
As Campbell describes the Devil as a figure of antihonor, so Bourdieu points
out that among the Kabyle the amahbul, or lunatic, plays this role.45
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Second, Herzfeld shows how a group of four terms commonly used to
define honor are associated differently in three Greek communities: sinithisi,
social custom: filotimo, social worth/honor: egoismos, masculine assertiveness;46

and khoui, exaggerated self-aggrandizement. All of these communities associ-
ate honor with conformity to “custom” but differ on the others. He lists their
linkages as follows.47

Village Concept of Honor
Glendi Custom and egoismos and aggrandizement
Sarakatsani Custom and egoismos and not aggrandizement
Pefko Custom and not egoismos and not aggrandizement

These communities thus do not share an “honor code.” But Herzfeld notes
that they form a continuum: Pefko, which values conformity to custom, is
a lowland agricultural community that emphasizes the importance of kin-
dred relations; Glendi, which values even flamboyant self-assertion, is a
mountain pastoral community that emphasizes large patrilineages; in be-
tween lies Sarakatsani, a mixed agro-pastural community. He suggests that
J. Schneider may be correct to see similar gradations through the Mediterra-
nean, based on agricultural versus pastoral ways of life.

Herzfeld’s critique should end attempts to describe the honor system as
a shared “code” of values, in favor of views that treat it more like a language
or an artistic genre, consisting of themes or elements that can be combined
into a variety of configurations. His Poetics of Manhood takes an important
step in this direction by emphasizing its performative character:

There is less focus on “being a good man” than on “being good at
being a man”—a stance that stresses performative excellence, the
ability to foreground manhood by means of deeds that strikingly
“speak for themselves.” . . . There must be an acceleration or stylistic
transfiguration of action: the work must be done with flair; the dance
executed with new embellishments . . . and the theft must be per-
formed in such a manner that it serves immediate notice on the vic-
tim of the perpetrator’s skill: as he is good at stealing, so, too, he will
be good at being your enemy or your ally—so choose!48

He also sees the tension between honor and religion that intrigues Campbell
and links these to a pair of kinship ideologies, which yield “two contrasted
definitions of the social self.” The family as kindred (reckoned along both
male and female lines) “foregrounds principles of ‘European’ and ‘Chris-
tian’ identity,” while a man’s male ancestors define a patrilineage identity.49

He observes that these two kinship idioms and social identities come to the
fore in different circumstances: kindred relations and person-categories in
the course of everyday life, and patri-lines and group categories in times of
crisis. (This analysis fits social psychologist Henri Tajfel’s theory of “social
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identity,”50 according to which group conflict shifts participants’ identities
from personal to group characteristics, and sets stereotyping in motion.) He
thus sees the honor system as comprising a rhetorical system for performing
a certain kind of masculinity, but as one persona in a repertoire of at least
two—patri-kin-based honor and kindred-based religion—between which
most men shift.

Honor and Modesty

In Veiled Sentiments, Lila Abu-Lughod broadens our understanding of honor
in another dimension. She also views it as an ideology, but she then investi-
gates how it works for the weak in an Egyptian Bedouin group: for women,
juniors, clients, and dependents. She first describes the Awlad ‘Ali’s “network
of honor-linked values”:

First, there are the values of generosity, honesty, sincerity, loyalty to
friends, and keeping one’s word, all implied in the term usually trans-
lated as honor (sharaf). Even more important, however, is the com-
plex of values associated with independence. Being free (hurr) implies
several qualities, including the strength to stand alone and freedom
from domination. This freedom with regard to other people is won
through tough assertiveness, fearlessness, and pride, whereas with
regard to needs and passions, it is won through self-control. . . . One
man explained, “A real man stands alone and fears nothing. He is
like a falcon (shahin). A falcon flies alone. If there are two in the same
territory, one must kill the other.”51

Then she shows how the Awlad ‘Ali’s ideology of equality covers a reality of
inequality, of the dependence of the many on the few. Here the “natural”
hierarchy of family life provides a rubric for escaping dishonor:

The fundamental contradiction between the ideals of independence
and autonomy and the realities of unequal status is mediated by a
conceptual device: all relations of inequality are conceived in the
idiom of relations of inequality within the family. . . . The familial
idiom downplays the potential conflict in relations of inequality by
suggesting something other than simple domination versus subor-
dination. . . . Even more important, the familial idiom suggests that
the powerful have obligations and responsibilities to protect and care
for the weak.52

The kinship terms and the gestures and tones of voice that show the “natu-
ral” deference of women to men and juniors to seniors within the family are
extended to construct extrafamilial relationships of “domination and sub-
ordination,”53 much as Khuri details in Tents and Pyramids.
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Abu-Lughod then reinterprets the meaning of hasham, which is usu-
ally translated as “shame.” Hasham does means shame, but it also can mean
to show respectful deference to one’s elders and modesty vis-à-vis one’s
body and desires. Honor comes from strength and autonomy, but women
and juniors do not shame themselves when they voluntarily defer to famil-
ial seniors; they accrue honor: they tahashsham, which in these contexts
does not mean “to be shamed” but to show “modesty” or “deference.” By
extending these familial terms and etiquettes beyond the family, the weak
and dependent show honorable modesty and deference to their social
superiors:

The categories of person from whom a young man might tahashsham
are his father and male agnates of his father’s generation, together
with men of the same generations from lineages of equal status to
his own, and his older brothers. . . . Clients tahashsham from their
patrons and from anyone of the same status as their patrons. Women
tahashsham from some older women. . . . and from most older
men. . . . They do not, however, tahashsham from men who are cli-
ents, no matter how old, especially if they have known them for a
long time. The general rule is that persons tahashsham from those
who deserve respect.54

The honor code thus generates not only “shame” as its dishonorable antith-
esis but a “modesty code” as its honorable complement:

One way those at the bottom resolve the contradiction between their
positions and the system’s ideals is by appearing to defer to those in
authority voluntarily. . . . The weak and dependent, who cannot
realize many of the ideals of the honor code, can still achieve respect
and honor through an alternative code, the modesty code.55

This formulation fundamentally changes our understanding of honor, away
from the oversimplified honor-versus-shame dichotomy and beyond the
male game of “challenge and riposte,” to incorporate the range of stylized
male-female, senior-junior, and patron-client interactions. That is: the
poetics of masculine honor generate the complementary etiquettes of the
modesty code. The total pattern is more appropriately termed the honor-
modesty system.

Abu-Lughod subtitled her book “Honor and Poetry in a Bedouin Soci-
ety,” and her point is to show that alongside the culture’s dominant discourse
of honor-modesty exists a second discourse, a genre of oral poetry woven
improvisationally into daily life that articulates sentiments of fondness, loss,
and vulnerability that—as Bourdieu also emphasized—the imperatives of
honor and modesty require be concealed. Driven by the self-presentational
rhetoric of the honor-modesty system,
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the discourse of ordinary life for those confronted with loss, poor
treatment, or neglect . . . is one of hostility, bitterness, and anger; in
matters of lost love . . . the discourse is one of militant indifference
and denial of concern. Poetry, on the contrary, is a discourse of vul-
nerability, expressing sentiments of devastating sadness, self-pity,
and a sense of betrayal, or, in cases of love, a discourse of attachment
and deep feeling.56

People usually keep the contexts for showing these emotions separate, using
poetry—“the discourse of intimacy”—to express and share feelings with oth-
ers from whom “one does not tahashsham.”57

Abu-Lughod puzzles over the reasons a culture might so cherish a genre
that expresses sentiments that its own values hold to be deviant, and she sug-
gests that poetry also has practical uses in negotiating personal relationships.
On the one hand, its singing can plead for succor or protection from the
strong, to whom direct appeals cannot easily be made. On the other hand,
the strong person who also speaks poetry may demonstrate both complexity
of character and exceptional self-mastery, and thereby enhance his or her
honor. But the poems still voice “oppositional,” “antistructural” messages,
often about illicit love, not easily reconciled with values of honor-modesty.
“Thwarted love, especially between a man and woman from different tribes,
is the theme of the most poignant Bedouin love stories,” which, she reports,
“are recounted as true tales of the distant past.”58 In one a boy and girl from
different tribes fell in love, and her enraged father’s brother’s son claimed
her as rightfully his. The boy was sent off on a caravan but died on the return
journey, and when his body was brought home the girl joined his kinsmen’s
wailing. Her cousin discovered she had gone to his enemy’s camp, followed
her there, and beat her to death on his grave, and then insisted she be buried
a kilometer away from him. “After a while, a palm tree sprang from the head
of the boy’s grave, and a tree sprang from the head of the girl’s. The trees grew
and grew until their fronds crossed high in the sky.” Her cousin hired a wood-
cutter to chop down the trees, but his ax broke on the trunk. Later in his sleep
the boy appeared to him in a vision, and parted with the poem: “Love must
bring forth fruits that join each other in their sky.”59 Abu-Lughod points out
that the story brands the girl a “slut,” and so affirms the power of the patri-
archal order, but at the same time portrays her as a heroine: “Their defiance
ends in a victory of sorts. People who listen to such tales admire the behavior
of lovers and do not condemn it as immoral, and they appreciate the poetry
that expresses the lovers’ feelings.”60 The Awlad ‘Ali regard poetry as “risqué,
against religion, and slightly improper” but still feel “thrilled” by it: “For
Awlad ‘Ali, poetry represents what is best in their culture, what they consider
distinctively Bedouin.”61

Abu-Lughod rejects the view that the honor-modesty system forms a kind
of social mask, while the discourse of poetry enables people to reveal their
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“true” feelings. She also rejects the “hydraulic” view that emotions excluded
from the discourse of honor and modesty “erupt” in poetry.62 Noting that
many cultures develop antistructural discourses that seem to subvert their
dominant values, she suggests that “Awlad ‘Ali’s poetry of self and sentiment
be viewed as their corrective to an obsession with morality and an overzeal-
ous adherence to the ideology of honor.”63 She concludes:

Poetry reminds people of another way of being and encourages, as
it reflects, another side of experience. . . . The vision is kept alive by
those who benefit least from the system that the honor ideology
maintains. And maybe the vision is cherished because people sense
that the costs of this system, in the limits it places on human expe-
rience, are just too high.64

Honor and Modesty as a Cultural Pattern

This takes us far beyond Abou-Zeid’s early analysis of honor as a “code” of
values. The general evolution of anthropology from models of culture that
hold it to consist of roles, norms, and values toward models that view it as
constituted of discourses or performative rhetorics has enabled ethnographers
to better describe the honor-modesty system, which decades of careful field-
work has explored. As we assemble this literature, we see the system as an-
chored in the construction of a machismo style of masculinity in a context
defined by a core contradiction between an ideology of equality and au-
tonomy, and a reality of inequality and dependence. Honorable manhood is
built on two primary interpersonal dimensions: antagonistic, “challenge-and-
riposte” relations with men of roughly equal status, and control, concealment,
and protection of women and dependents. By his own actions, a man can win
or lose a significant measure of honor, and ascend or fall in his community’s
hierarchy of status. But preserving honor also requires the wealth to serve as
a patron to many clients, and so honor appears to accrue naturally to wealthy
households and to flow from them.

Community studies show that the personal qualities viewed as honorable
vary from locale to locale, depending largely on ways of life. They also show
more dispute than consensus about the points at which honorable actions turn
into dishonorable ones. Further, the honor system exists alongside at least two
other ethical/discourse systems—Islam and romantic literature—both of which
may voice critical responses to it. The honor system is not all-encompassing,
but it appears that its predominance or “hegemony” requires some important
emotional, moral, and spiritual yearnings to be expressed through other
discourses.

Of particular psychological importance, the “code” of honor generates
not only dishonor as its opposite but a code of modesty and deference as its
complement. As Khuri and Abu-Lughod emphasize, the extension of the
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family’s “natural” relations of honor-deference appears to help “resolve” the
contradiction between the region’s egalitarian ideology and its reality of de-
pendence and subordination. Psychologically, this extends emotional inter-
dependencies established in childhood (see chapters 4 and 5) through the
range of hierarchical dyadic relationships that knit society together. Further,
the honor-modesty system’s images of manhood emphasize implicit and
explicit symbols of “phallic” strength—physical prowess and potency ver-
sus weakness—on the patrilineal axis, and deep reverence for the nurturant
maternal bond on what several ethnographers describe as the family’s
“matrifocal” axis. As most individuals move from being juniors in all of their
relationships to being seniors in at least some of them, the honor-modesty
system structures the development of self-presentational styles throughout
the life-course. And since many persons act in some relationships as juniors
and in others as seniors, it defines the pattern by which they shift continually
among self-presentational styles.

Honor, Modesty, and Personality

Even though the ethnographers who have studied honor in the circum-Medi-
terranean are not psychologists, nearly all of them speak of it as deeply em-
bedded in personality or self. But they use a bewildering variety of terms to
describe its internalization: code, value, game, syntax, persona, rhetoric, dis-
course, and so on—indicating the difficulty of figuring out what it amounts
to psychologically. Psychology, for its part, offers no simple answer. For one
thing, there continues to be fundamental disagreement about the basic con-
stituents of personality. More important, psychologists generally have tried
to define the constituents of personality as universal human characteristics—
emotions, traits, drives, and so on—that lie behind or below culture. Most
theories allow for cultures to influence overall levels of “anxiety” or “depres-
sion,” to enhance or dampen “extroversion,” or to increase or decrease the
prevalence of “obsessive-compulsive” styles—but do not account for cul-
turally distinctive personality characteristics. Yet this is precisely what the
ethnographic reports suggest: that the honor-modesty system fashions per-
sonality in a distinctively circum-Mediterranean/MENA manner.

Psychologists continue to take sharply opposed views of the universality-
versus-cultural distinctiveness of emotion. “Naturalists” emphasize that all
humans share the physiological processes involved in emotion65 and that all
humans possess a set of biologically based emotional responses.66 Cultures
may influence how people express these, but the naturalists believe that for
basic emotions, indigenous emotion terms can be translated into a single
scientific vocabulary. “Constructivists,” by contrast, argue that even the most
basic emotions are socially fashioned, and that they must be studied as “state-
ments about, and motivations for the enactment of cultural values.”67 Rich-
ard Shweder makes this case by showing the general nonequivalence of an
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Indian scheme for classifying emotions with physiological theories of them. As
an example, he argues that lajya cannot be translated as “shame,” as it often is,
or as any other English emotion term.68 Rather like the Arabic hasham, lajya
entails “modesty,” “respect,” “loyalty,” and other virtues associated with main-
taining social harmony—even and especially when this requires women (with
whom it is especially associated) to “bite their tongues” and “swallow their rage.”
As part of this complex net of meanings, lajya cannot be translated.

I will take a “both-and” position on this debate between naturalist and
constructivist theories of emotion. I believe people in MENA societies
develop personalities around the same universal emotions and traits as do
Americans, Japanese, Indians, and others. But they also come to experience
and express these with textures of feeling and to configure them in culturally
distinctive ways—and this confers meanings that cannot be translated. Fol-
lowing Ekman,69 many psychologists now view universal human emotions
as having culturally specific “display rules,” and this provides one way of
conceptualizing how psychological states might have both universal and local
features.70 The crucial question is whether the local features merely add cul-
turally specific shadings and ornamentation, or more fundamentally trans-
form an underlying universal emotion into something that seems not so
universal.

The answer depends almost entirely on context: in some instances it is
important to look through the culturally specific features to see a universally
shared emotion, while in others the universal emotion should be viewed as a
vehicle for the expression of culturally specific feelings. The same holds for
more enduring dispositions or drives: in some circumstances psychologists
may investigate the universality of personality traits; in others they may study
culturally specific patterns of needs or motivations. And when they study the
self or identity, they similarly may focus either on universal or culturally spe-
cific features. When a young Moroccan I interviewed says his failure to find
employment makes him feel “pessimistic,” “weak,” and “tired” of life, it makes
sense to view him as experiencing the universal syndrome of depression. But
when we look at the textures of his feelings, the meanings they have for him,
and the role they play in his personality organization, they appear to script a
culturally distinctive and meaningful sense of tragedy, which is firmly an-
chored in the honor-modesty-shame system.71 Personality theories generally
have not taken account of this dual character of emotional experience, and
need terminology to describe the development of both universal and cultur-
ally specific features. The question here, then, is how to conceptualize the
culturally specific characteristics formed by internalizing the values/rheto-
rics of honor-modesty as a kind of “second nature.”

The honor-modesty system could be viewed as an elaborate set of dis-
play rules that ornament universal emotions with Mediterranean-MENA
stylings. But ethnographers consistently report that it runs much deeper: that
individuals come to literally em-body it in their most spontaneous thoughts,
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feelings, facial expressions, gestures, tones of voice, and so on. They see it
adding such important culturally specific meanings that the universal emo-
tions essentially serve as the raw materials for the cultural pattern. Bourdieu
intends the term habitus to capture precisely this internalization of a culture’s
performative style as automatic bodily habits, as schemas for conceptually
ordering the world, as etiquettes of social interaction, and as a syntax of self-
presentation. But his habitus concept doesn’t yet give us psychological ter-
minology. Drawing on the convergence of studies of individual lives and
ethnographic research, I will suggest that the region’s honor-modesty sys-
tem creates three sorts of culturally specific psychological entities: sentiments,
motives, and social personas. I will use these terms in contrast to “emotions,”
“traits,” and “selves,” terms that psychologists typically employ to describe
universal characteristics.

Specifically, I will adopt a three-level model of personality organization
based on the theories of Robert LeVine, and I will view the honor-modesty
system—alongside Islamic piety—as integrating an important middle level of
personality, “above” a level consisting mainly of core affective tensions and tem-
peramental traits and “below” a level consisting of the self-representational
system that Erik Erikson terms identity.72 (See the introduction to part II for a
fuller explanation of this three-level model of personality organization.) This
view parallels that of the personality theorist Dan McAdams, who argues that
the great array of personal characteristics psychologists study can be grouped
into three levels. Level 1 consists of the “decontextualized, and relatively
nonconditional constructs called ‘traits,’ which provide a dispositional sig-
nature for personality.” Level 2 consists of motives, values, attachment styles,
personal strivings, and so on, “that are contextualized in time, place, or role,”
and level 3 encompasses personal identity, as embedded in a life-narrative.73

According to this view, people in MENA societies can be expected to share
temperamentally based emotions and dispositions with members of all cul-
tures but also to develop characteristics distinctive to MENA that then serve
as dimensions of individual difference within MENA cultures. The three-level
model of personality organization makes it possible to identify cultural in-
fluences at each level. I believe that the honor-modesty system (and also
Islamic values and practices) especially shapes level 2. And to describe the level
2 structures shaped by the region’s two predominant value systems, I will use
the term sentiment rather than “emotion,” motive rather than “trait,” and
social persona (or social self) rather than “self.”

sentiments

The honor-modesty system cultivates a cluster of feelings centered on honor,
shame, and modesty, which are much more than basic emotions: they are
saturated with conceptual and moral meanings, and they always are situated
in configurations of interpersonal relationships. To underscore this, I will
follow the leads of Bourdieu and Abu-Lughod and use the somewhat archaic
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term sentiment to describe honor-related feelings, rather than familiar terms
like “affect,” “emotion,” or “value.” In the 1920s the American psychologist
William McDougall outlined a theory of personality as an organization of
sentiments, which he defined as “acquired conative trends.”74 He did not
explicitly view sentiments as culturally distinctive, but he chose the term to
describe linkages of affect, moral principle, and action that are more com-
plex and enduring than comparatively simple emotions or traits. And he
emphasized that a distinction must be made between a momentary emotional
experience and a longer-lasting sentiment—a “wave of patriotic emotion”
versus an enduring “love of country”; an “emotion of outraged honor or jus-
tice” versus an enduring pursuit of honor or justice.75 Even though a single
word may name both the emotional state and the sentiment, the sentiment
entails an active, continuous pursuit or avoidance of the state, and this in-
fuses the state with moral value. The sentiment of honor (or modesty or
shame) thus includes not just the feeling of honor but also a feeling for honor,
in the sense that one admires, respects, or cherishes it, as well as a feeling for
honor in the sense of having good taste about it—as an architect may have a
feel for interior light, an athlete may have a “feel for the game,” or a poet a
“feel for language.”

The honor-modesty system thus can be said to shape universal human
emotions into culturally distinctive sentiments, which should properly be de-
scribed in native-language terms. I will use the English translations “honor,”
“modesty,” and “shame,” both for ease of discussion, and because no single
Arabic term captures the meaning of any of them. But it is important to keep
in mind that as lived in MENA contexts, these sentiments have subjective tex-
tures and meanings that members of other cultures do not and perhaps can-
not fully share. On a daily basis, a Westerner may experience moments of
“self-esteem,” “propriety,” and “embarrassment” in a manner that roughly
parallels a Middle Easterner’s experiences of honor, modesty, and shame, but
the resemblance does not run very deep.76

motives

The sentiments constituting the honor-modesty system also appear to de-
velop into culturally distinctive motives or needs that define important dimen-
sions of individual difference. That is, some individuals become more highly
motivated to accrue and display “honor” than are others, and the same holds
for “modesty” and for susceptibility to “shame.”

Psychologists typically refer to dispositions of this sort as “traits,” but
they have not been very precise in defining the term, since some use it to
refer to regularities of behavior and others to motives or needs that under-
lie behavior. They also have not been precise in distinguishing “trait” from
other constructs, such as motive, need, drive, or value. For more than
50 years, researchers who adopt the trait-as-behavioral-regularity view have
used factor analytic techniques to identify the dimensions underlying
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people’s ratings of themselves and others on exhaustive lists of trait adjec-
tives,77 and they have come to a broad consensus that human personality is
composed of five basic, universal traits: (1) surgency (or extroversion), (2)
agreeableness, (3) conscientiousness, (4) emotional stability (or neuroticism),
and (5) culture (or intellect or openness to experience).78 Increasing evidence
that at least some of these have substantial heritability suggests that they may
arise from individual variation in human temperament. Researchers have
tried to name these factors with universal, nonculturally specific terms, and
a growing body of studies from non-Western societies—including Turkey and
Pakistan (see chapter 9)—supports this “Big Five” structure of traits.

The contrasting trait-as-underlying-motive approach was pioneered by
Henry Murray,79 who created the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) to iden-
tify basic needs or motives and measure their strength. Unlike the trait-adjective
ratings used by the “Big Five” researchers, the TAT relies on the process of
“projection.” It consists of a series of ambiguous black-and-white drawings
and pictures, for which subjects are asked to make up stories. Murray theo-
rized that the content of the stories will be influenced by the strength of an
individual’s underlying needs, and scoring systems have been devised to
measure the strength of various needs as the amount of imagery related to
them that appears in a person’s stories. He proposed a set of 16 basic needs,
and while these have come to be spoken of as traits, he conceptualized them
as motives that influence the long-term course of lives, that can be expressed
through a variety of specific behaviors, and that may well not yield short-term
consistency of behavior. A few personality psychologists have distinguished
traits (like the Big Five) from motives (like needs for power, affiliation, and
achievement) as different kinds of psychological structures, exerting differ-
ent effects on behavior and life trajectories.80 David Winter and his colleagues
recently published findings from longitudinal studies of personality that
underscore the importance of distinguishing motives from traits. Defending
the “underlying motive” position, they in fact argue that traits should be seen
as behavioral styles through which higher order motives are expressed.81

While traits as conceptualized by Big Five researchers are probably not
culturally distinctive, motives probably are, and I believe the honor-modesty
system fashions a set of needs or motives that define important dimensions
of individual personality in the MENA culture area. Ethnographers speak
of the honor-modesty system in terms similar to those used by psycholo-
gists for “level 2” personality processes (values, attachment styles, personal
strivings, interpersonal strategies, etc.), and they similarly emphasize the
honor-modesty system’s sensitivity to context—especially in viewing it as
a grammar or syntax of social performance. I believe that the concepts of need
or motive best describe how honor, shame, and modesty become psychological
dispositions. Probably MENA researchers could operationalize these dimen-
sions and measure a “need for honor,” a “need for modesty,” and a “sensi-
tivity to shame” from TAT stories and then investigate the relationship of
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these needs to a range of formative influences and life outcomes, as has been
done with power, affiliation, and achievement motives in the West.

Like most American psychologists, Murray and his successors sought to
define needs in universal, culturally nonspecific terms, but his original list
appears to combine some that one would expect to be universal and some
that may be culturally distinctive. McAdams’s level 2 processes similarly ap-
pear to include some that probably are defined universally, and some that
are culturally specific. Needs for power, affiliation, and achievement have been
intensively studied as the core of Murray’s set, and affiliation and power are
often discussed as manifestations of fundamental, universal human drives
toward agency and communion. The “achievement motive” has been stud-
ied in many cultures, but it remains unclear whether it should be viewed as a
universal motive, stronger in some cultures and weaker in others, or as a
distinctively Western or modern one, which some non-Western or traditional
cultures simply may not create. I suspect it is best seen as the latter: as form-
ing an important component of an achievement-popularity-self-esteem con-
figuration that plays a prominent role in modern societies analogous to that
played by the honor-modesty system in the traditional MENA.

Had the pioneering work of Murray and his colleagues been done in
MENA, I believe it likely that honor, modesty, and shame would have emerged
among the most prominent needs or motives (along with an equally promi-
nent set of spiritual/religious needs). Motives related to honor, modesty, and
shame would appear to give personality a distinctive organization there—not
by creating a shared “national character,” an “Arab mind,” or a “basic per-
sonality” but by defining the key dimensions on which people differ.

social persona

Most ethnographers cast the honor-modesty system as shaping not just sen-
timents and motives but also selves. They often speak of it, as does Peristiany,
as creating a social self or a persona or, as do Herzfeld and Abu-Lughod, as
providing a discourse for composing and performing a self. It operates auto-
matically and nonconsciously, they say, like the syntax that enables one to
hear the grammaticality of a sentence or like an aesthetic that yields a visual
experience of proportion or disarray. At the same time, most ethnographers
choose language that indicates that the honor-modesty system does not cre-
ate the self, and they either imply or say that important aspects of experience
or personality fall outside of those patterned by the honor-modesty system.
What kind of integrative pattern is this, and what role does it play in the or-
ganization of personality?

Here study-of-lives interviews provide some clues, as they enable one to
trace how individuals draw on features of the honor-modesty system to in-
terpret and manage their emotional lives, and to fashion and present selves.
In telling their life-stories, most of those I interviewed repeatedly configured
themselves within interpersonal relationships and fields of sentiments clearly
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internalized from the honor-modesty system. Yet individuals varied in quite
idiosyncratic ways as to what features of the honor-modesty system they se-
lected and embellished. For my interviewee Mohammed, it was a reckless-
ness at fighting that he admired in his great-grandfather, a legendary “Big
Man” in his oasis village. It had gotten his great grandfather killed, and it
almost destroyed him when his toughness got out of control and he became
jahal, “wild,” “rabid,” “ignorant.” A religious reconversion finally enabled
him to tame his misanthropic rage with prayer. For Hussein, it was his ti-
midity and his great desire to “stand up” (waaqif) to authorities who often
made him stop in his tracks (tawaquff), paralyzed by fear, and his feeling that
he needed someone to “stand up with/for him” (waaqif ma‘aaya) in his deal-
ings with threatening authorities. He repeatedly placed himself in relational
triangles consisting of a powerful tyrant figure, a vulnerable victim figure,
and a defender/challenger figure, who, though initially weak, finds strength
and courage to confront the tyrant on the victim’s behalf. His memories and
accounts of his life sometimes cast him in the victim role and sometimes in
the defender/challenger role; they cast his father in all three roles; and the
books, films, folk tales, and Quranic suras he liked nearly all organized their
action around similar triangular dramas. These two men internalized “the”
honor-modesty system in very different forms, each tailored to his personal-
ity and life-history—as did all of those I interviewed.

In all of the life-narratives I elicited, the idiosyncratically internalized
honor-modesty system showed two important features. First, it constructed
a whole configuration of self-in-the-world, governed by a set of game-like
rules, much as Bourdieu describes. Second, it crystallized as if in the view of
others, as if witnessed by “society” in general. Theoretically, G. H. Mead’s
notion of social self consists precisely of such a matrix of social positions and
game-like interactions, and his theory provides the best account we have of
the psychologically integrative nature of the honor-modesty system. Mead
believed that as children play at social roles, they learn not only how to enact
the requisite behaviors but increasingly to take the perspective of other play-
ers in the “game” on their own performances—thus constructing represen-
tations of “Me.” Individuals take on progressively more complex roles as they
grow into adulthood, broadening the context in which they see themselves
acting until they consolidate an encompassing social self by viewing them-
selves from the overarching perspective of the “generalized other”—essen-
tially a map of the social structure and its interactional rules and etiquettes.
The honor-modesty system does precisely this: it integrates more elemen-
tary emotions and attachments into a culturally specific system of sentiments
and motives, seen as if in the gaze of a Generalized Other. It coalesces within
individual personalities neither as merely the mask of a false self—though it
may feel this way at times—nor as one’s “authentic” self, though it also may
feel this way at times.
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But while the honor-modesty system may integrate personality in the
form of a social self/persona, this does not complete personality, because rather
than assigning an identity, it challenges the person to formulate one and stake
his or her claim to it. Here is where the example cited by Peristiany provides
the key: “The entire society watches for the young shepherd’s first quarrel,
that is, for his first chance to prove himself.” The Generalized Other—the
eyes of all as the young man perceives them turned on him—casts a challenge
and awaits his response.

Mead recognized that the social self, the “Me,” does not incorporate all of
one’s personality, and that some other part of the self may see and feel displeased
with the role(s) that the Generalized Other assigns or the judgment(s) it ren-
ders. He therefore postulated the existence of an “I” pole of the self that is not
frozen by social categories and can respond either by accepting the “Me” and
playing it to the hilt or by struggling to revise the “Me.” As Mitchell Aboulafia82

has pointed out, this resembles Sartre’s view, according to which one finds
oneself as if “thrown” into a world and a body and a society, as fixed by the
“gaze” of an amorphous societal “they” into a particular position or persona,
and consequently is forced to choose what one will stand for. Mead’s notion
that an individual, as “I” must react to the “Me” he or she comes to perceive
from the perspective of the Generalized Other also leads into the heart of Erik
Erikson’s theory of identity. As Peristiany’s example (and my life-history in-
terviews) shows so clearly, the Generalized Other challenges and interrogates—
it takes shape aggressively in the psyche as a kind of internalized grand inquisitor.
It does not just inquire “What will you become?” but demands “Prove that you
are this or that !”—a man of honor or a woman of honorable modesty. It inte-
grates personality as being about honor, modesty, and shame, as the local cul-
ture configures these, but it does not assign an honorable identity: that must
be defined, claimed, won, tested, and proven.

The consolidation of an honor-based social persona thus signals an es-
sential milestone in the acquisition of one’s culture, and the arrival of the
developmental task of adolescence and early adulthood: to formulate and
publicly establish an honorable identity.83 The honor-modesty system thus
creates a social persona but not the social persona. Islam, romantic poetry,
and perhaps other “discourses” may fashion others. As individuals differ in
the family and community environments that socialize them, so they differ
in which of these social selves becomes predominant in their character. A few
appear to achieve remarkable syntheses of alternate discourses, while others—
like Si Ahmad of Mahfouz’s Cairo Trilogy—keep them compartmentalized
and continually shift among them. For many people in MENA societies, I
believe Islam fashions a second social persona that sometimes converges with
that built of the honor-modesty system but sometimes diverges from and may
even indict it, as was the case with my interviewee Mohammed, who reformed
his honor-driven delinquency by a religious reconversion.
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Islam �

The great majority of MENA citizens are Muslims. This does not just mean
that they believe in and practice Islam but that they live in a Muslim culture
that weaves religion into the textures of daily life in ways that make the di-
vine continuously present. Most idioms of speech—greetings, farewells, con-
gratulations, exclamations, expressions of sympathy, shock, well-wishing, and
celebration, and all references to the future—use religious phrases, so daily
conversation rarely carries on long without invocations of God. Devout Mus-
lims pray five times a day, and in rural and many urban areas, the rhythm of
daily activities is keyed to the calls to prayer. Islam provides a theory of mind
and emotion, and throughout the day and week Muslims monitor states of
personal pollution and purity, not only as a religious obligation but also as a
kind of mental hygiene that enables them to interpret and manage psycho-
logical distress.

Islam is learned and practiced in many sacred contexts set apart from
the mundane—in Quranic schools, mosques, saints’ tombs; in the month-
long Ramadan fast in which everyday rhythms reverse; in celebrations, pil-
grimages, and sacrifices associated with the Great Feast (commemorating
Abraham’s sacrifice), the Prophet’s birthday, and the Hajj (pilgrimage to
Mecca); in rituals associated with circumcision, marriage, childbirth, and
death; and in solitary prayer and recitation. So as much as it threads through
daily life, Islam is most directly practiced in withdrawal from this-worldly
affairs and in a psychological reorientation to God, the Prophet, the Quran
(written and recited in classical rather than vernacular Arabic), the earth’s
axis (Mecca), the Night of Destiny (in which the Quran was first revealed),
and the judgment day. Worship in sacred sites, in a sacred frame of time, and
in states of purification sets religion in counterpoint to the rather dirty busi-
ness of ordinary life. God, the Prophet, the saints, and religious teachers form
what might be termed a “Sacred Other,” parallel to society’s Generalized
Other, from whose perspective a believer sees himself or herself fixed in a gaze
that casts a different challenge from that of the honor-modesty system, which
offers a different kind of “home” from the patronymic Big House, and that
provides a different discourse for creating and performing one’s self.

In this section I will examine features of religious practice that most
deeply affect the development and organization of personality and that pro-
vide techniques for “the care of the self.” Throughout MENA, there is con-
tinual debate among religious scholars and ordinary believers about what
beliefs and practices are “true Islam.” Reform movements have sought to rid
“folk Islam” of its many unorthodox elements, including devotion to “saints,”
the entering of trance states, exorcism, and the use of esoteric knowledge and
powers that may amount to “sorcery.” I will focus on practices believed to be
Islamic by their practitioners, and leave questions of orthodoxy aside. After
briefly describing Islam’s “Five Pillars,” the Quran, and the significance of
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Quranic recitation, I will examine the Prophet’s role as the ideal man, as a
healer, and as a source of compassion. I will follow this with a discussion of
“saints” and the paths by which baraka—divine blessedness—flows into and
through the world, of the purification and pollution system and its use to
manage emotional distress, of dreams and anxieties about Satan’s mischief,
of attacks by jinn spirits and the Evil Eye. Finally, I will sketch how Islam may
pattern sentiments, motives, and social selves.

The Five Pillars

Muslims often begin explaining their religion to non-Muslims by listing its
five pillars, as follows.

SHAHADA, THE TESTIMONY OF FAITH

By pronouncing “La ilaha illa allah wa mohammed rasul allah” (There is no
god but God, and Mohammed is His Prophet), a person becomes a Muslim
and reaffirms his or her faith.

SALAT, PRAYER

A Muslim should pray five times a day, at daybreak, midday, afternoon,
evening, and night, and whenever possible he or she should join the com-
munity at Friday prayers. One performs a brief purification ritual, mentally
formulates one’s niyya (the “intention” to pray with all one’s being), kneels
facing Mecca, and performs a prayer that has two phases. First one performs
the mandatory two to four rak‘as, or bowings, each consisting of a prescribed
litany and movements: a recitation of Allahu akbar, “God is most Great,” with
open hands held at the side of the face; a recitation of the Fatiha (the Quran’s
brief opening sura) and other Quranic passages while standing upright; a
bowing from the hips; a return to standing; a kneeling prostration; a return
to kneeling; and a second prostration. Then one may address personal pleas,
praises, or vows to God. The prayer ends with a recitation of the shahada,
the testimony of faith. The twelfth-century religious scholar Ghazzali ex-
plained the meaning of the prostrations:

The dearest of your members, which is your face, gets hold of the
humblest thing, which is dust. . . . Whenever you place your self in
the place of lowliness, know that you have placed it in its proper place
and have returned the branch to the trunk, for of the dust were you
formed and to it you return.84

The Pakistani scholar Allahbakhsh Brohi emphasizes that prayer provides
“protection against the defilement and contamination that affect man’s life”:

If five times a day he were to remove himself from the corrupting
taint of worldly transactions in which he is apt to lose himself, and
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were to make an effort consciously to identify himself with the pur-
suit of the supreme goal for that he has been created . . . then there
can be no doubt that he would succeed in adhering to the path of
righteousness.85

SAUM, FASTING

During the lunar month of Ramadan a Muslim should not consume anything
(including water and tobacco smoke) from daybreak to dusk. Since the lunar
calendar is about two weeks shorter than the Gregorian, Ramadan moves
through the seasons so that the time of fasting shortens with the days in win-
ter and lengthens in summer. At dusk, families usually gather around a
special protein-rich break-fast meal (if possible, with dates, buttermilk,
hard-boiled eggs, a hearty soup or stew and a sugary pastry desert) and wait
to eat until they hear the call from a minaret or, in some cities, a siren or
cannon shot. After breaking the fast, people in many cities go out for a stroll
and, in some areas, to take in popular entertainment that lends an almost
carnival atmosphere to the evening. They return a couple of hours later for
the dinner meal. Most people awaken an hour before daybreak for a third
light meal, and in some towns and cities criers or horn-blowers walk the resi-
dential quarters to awaken people for this meal.

Ramadan is regarded as the holiest month, and it is said that during it
the gates of heaven open wide and those of hell shut. The twenty-seventh day
is the “Night of Destiny,” when God first commanded Mohammed to “Re-
cite!” what became the Quran, “the recitation.” The entire Quran is recited
in mosques, and many men (and a few women) stay up through the night to
listen and recite. Ramadan ends when religious scholars see the first sliver of
a new moon, and there is a joyous celebration of the ‘ayd al-fitr, known as
the “little festival,” which involves a communal morning prayer, a family feast,
gifts of new clothes for everyone, visits to relatives and friends and, in many
areas, visits to the graves of the dead.

Fasting on winter’s short days may not be very taxing, but for farmers,
herders and others who do hard physical labor in desert climates, summer-
time fasts can be agonizing. Children often want to fast along with the adults,
and parents commonly insist they eat but also praise half-day, then full-day,
then longer successes. A male should fast the whole month after his first
nocturnal emission, and a female after her first menstruation, so fasting marks
the attainment of biological maturity. A great many teen-agers have mastered
the whole fast by this point without parental pressure, and feel a sense of pride.
As with prayer, the prescribed behaviors provide merely a foundation for deeper
meanings. Most Muslims view the fast as a demonstration of self-mastery and
as a purification that promotes mental and physical as well as spiritual health.
Ghazzali described three degrees of observance of the fast: the least spiritual
entails simply following its rules, and yields little more than month-long dis-
comfort; the second requires abstaining from improper thoughts, and from
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the five actions said by the Prophet to annul the day’s fasting: lying, backbit-
ing, slandering, uttering a false oath, and casting a glance of passion.86 The
highest requires abstaining from all worldly aspirations and hopes, and think-
ing of nothing but God and the judgment day.

ZAKAT, TITHING

Muslims should give between a fortieth and a twentieth of their year’s yield
to the poor of their community, and those with means are expected to be the
most generous. In some communities, religious organizations collect and
distribute the tithes, but much of the giving is done privately. Better off fami-
lies often give to poorer relatives and members of their own patronymic as-
sociations—reinforcing patri-kin and patron-client loyalties.

HAJJ, PILGRIMAGE

Muslims are enjoined to undertake a pilgrimage to Mecca sometime during
their life, if they are able. All dream of it, but few from distant lands can af-
ford the expense. The pilgrimage is undertaken in the last month of the
Muslim year, Dhu l-Hijja, and, as with prayer, the pilgrims must enter a state
of consecration, wearing only two unsewn white sheets and refraining from
washing, shaving, cutting their hair, and acts of bloodshed. Also as in prayer,
they formulate and declare their niyy’a or “intention,” to perform the pil-
grimage wholeheartedly. The pilgrim first enters the Great Mosque and its
haram, or “sacred space,” and performs seven circumabulations around the
Kaba, a cubic structure of quarried granite believed to have been built by
Ibrahim (the biblical Abraham) at God’s direction, and to be the center or
navel of the world, the point at which the seven heavens come closest to earth.
At the time of the Prophet, the Kaba was the center of a Bedouin pilgrimage
site at Mecca, surrounded by “pagan” idols, which he destroyed after con-
quering the city. At some point, the pilgrims kiss the Black Stone, a dark red-
brown stone mounted in one corner of the Kaba and believed to have been
brought to Ibrahim by the angel Gabriel, originally white but turned black
by contact with pagan sin and impurity. After the last circumambulation, they
press their chests and arms against a sanctuary point near the Black Stone,
absorbing (many believe) the baraka, or divine blessedness, that permeates
the Kaba and the haram. They pray two rak‘as and drink water from the
nearby Zamzam well, originally the valley’s only source of water. This reen-
acts the incident in which God tested Ibrahim by ordering him to abandon
his wife Hagar and son Ismail, whom Gabriel saved from thirst by creating
the well. The water also is believed to be full of baraka, and many pilgrims
bottle some to take home, to use as medicine and ablution after their deaths.
After leaving the mosque, they engage in a “running” between two hills where
many believe Adam and Eve once rested.

On the next two days they travel through a series of “stops” or “stand-
ings” that take them to the plain of Arafa below Jabal al-Rahma, the Mount
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of Mercy, where they pray and hear a sermon, and then back, in great cele-
bration, to the village of Mina, where they throw pebbles collected along the
way at three pillars marking the spots at that the Devil tempted Isaac to dis-
obey Ibrahim. This “Stoning of the Devils” is the first of several rituals by
which the pilgrim exits the state of consecration. Each pilgrim sacrifices a ram
at the site believed to be where God commanded Ibrahim to sacrifice his son
Ishmael and then allowed a ram to be killed in his stead. They eat some of
the meat, also believed to be rich in baraka, and leave the rest for the poor.87

On this tenth day of the month, Muslims the world over celebrate the ‘ayd
al-adha, or sacrificial feast (often called the “Great Festival”), in which the
head of each household sacrifices a ram in reenactment of the Ibrahimic sac-
rifice, and three days of feasting follow. Men’s heads are shaved and women’s
hair cut, ending the state of consecration or purity. Upon returning, the pil-
grim is addressed with the title hajj. As with the other four pillars, the behav-
iors prescribed in the pilgrimage are believed to hold deep spiritual meanings
for those devout enough to experience them. Ghazzali taught that

the pilgrim who sets out for the Kaba should bear in mind that he goes
to see the Lord and that, by the Lord’s own promise, the sight of the
House will be accepted as a claim to being vouchsafed the sight of the
Lord’s face in the world to come. . . . So the pilgrim must impress upon
himself the magnitude of his undertaking and make sure of his single-
mindedness in his task and the purity of his motivation. He is to cut
his ties with his own small world and, in doing so, he must make good
the wrongs he has done with sincere repentance.88

Or, as the ninth-century scholar Bistami wrote, “on my first pilgrimage I saw
only the temple; the second time, I saw both the temple and the Lord of the
temple; and the third time I saw the Lord alone.”89

Recitation

Quran means “recitation.” It was begun on the Night of Destiny when the
angel Gabriel brought God’s command to Mohammed, asleep at his retreat
on Mount Hira: “Recite!” Terrified, he replied, “What shall I recite?” Twice
more Gabriel commanded and Mohammed asked “What shall I recite?” Fi-
nally Gabriel replied:

Recite in the name of thy Lord who created,
Who created man of blood coagulated.
Read! Thy Lord is most beneficent,
Who taught by the pen,
Taught that which they knew not to men.90

The revelations soon stopped, plunging the Prophet into a period of doubt
and confusion. But his wife Khadija believed he had been chosen as God’s
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prophet and sustained him. Finally Gabriel brought another revelation, “The
Daybreak,” in which God reassured Mohammed and all Muslims: “Did He
not find you an orphan and give you refuge, going astray and guided you,
found you poor and made you rich? . . . Do not oppress the orphan and do
not repel the beggar.”91 More revelations followed, and 20 years after the
Prophet’s death in 632 these were compiled as the Quran in order of decreas-
ing length, after the brief Fatiha, “The Opening”:

Praise belongs to God, the Lord of all Being,
The All-merciful, the All-compassionate,
The Master of the Day of Doom,
Thee only we serve; to Thee alone we pray for succour,
Guide us in the straight path,
The path of those whom Thou hast blessed,
Not of those against whom Thou are wrathful,
Nor of those who are astray.92

Recitation of the Quran remains the high art of Islamic civilization, ap-
preciated by the educated and the illiterate alike. Every village and urban
neighborhood has reciters who can be heard in mosques, at public celebra-
tions, and on quiet afternoons. The most talented appear on radio and tele-
vision, and cassette tapes of their recitations play in homes and merchants’
stalls across the region. Even those lax in prayer and fasting may be moved
to tears by a powerful recitation. The art has developed over centuries into
well-defined styles of pronunciation, cadence, and voice tone that impart
emotional force to the images, warnings, and promises of the text. The Quran
has a much more poetic character than the Bible, which is built around histo-
ries and narratives. Quranic suras often juxtapose fragments of well-known
stories (of Adam and Eve, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, etc.) with images of
heaven and hell, exhortations, and announcements of social laws, and they
use rhythm, assonance, and rhyme to unify the text. Since the latter quali-
ties cannot be translated, readers of English versions usually have great diffi-
culty following its meanings. Muslims often insist that the Quran cannot be
translated, since its meanings reside in the language. As Kristina Nelson ob-
serves, the Quran does not so much state a set of meanings that then can be
enlivened by recitation but uses “the very sound of the language to convey
specific meaning.” She explains: “This amounts to an almost onomatopoeic
use of language, so that not only the image of the metaphor but also the sound
of the words that express that image are perceived to converge with the mean-
ing.”93 It is not meant to be read, she points out, but to be recited and heard.

Revealed, written, and recited in classical Arabic, whose standard it sets,
the Quran differs from all spoken dialects, some as much as modern English
differs from Shakespearean or French from Latin. Recitation also draws on
scales, melodies, intonations, and phrasings of Arabic music, but modulates
these in ways that set it apart from song. To emphasize this distance from
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everyday speech and music, the rules of recitation specify detailed features of
pronunciation (mouth, tongue, and lip positions, voicing, duration, etc.) co-
ordinated with types of consonants, a more nasal style than ordinary speech,
prescribed tempos, the insertion of sounds following some final syllables to give
them emphasis, the phrasing of meaning units in single breaths—all of which
seek to simultaneously “beautify” the voice in recitation and achieve a tone of
huzn—“sorrow,” “sadness,” or “grief.”94 Many religious scholars argue that
recitation should bring the reciter and the audience to a weeping state that mixes
awe, humility, and ecstasy. A complex and subtle state, “huzn is the awareness
of the human state vis-à-vis the creator,” Nelson writes: “with huzn one knows
true humility, awe of the divine, human frailty and mortality.”95

The rules leave latitude for individual reciters to use the unique quali-
ties of their voices, to improvise rhythmic and melodic features, and to add
repetition and omit phrases. To an outsider, recitation takes life in the bound-
ary area of song and chant, edging toward one or the other, depending on
the reciter, without quite becoming either. In recitation, the human voice can
become hauntingly beautiful. Nelson writes: “Recitation of the Quran should
be an engrossing religious experience. . . . The role of the reciter is not only
to transmit the meanings of the text, but to stir the hearts of listeners with
those meanings.”96 The emotional and spiritual qualities brought about by
recitation are difficult for an outsider to comprehend or describe, but it is
clear that they form a set of sentiments as culturally distinct as those of the
honor-modesty system. Certainly Muslims differ markedly from one another
in both the extent to which they have “religious experiences” and in the na-
ture of the experiences they have, but spiritually momentous events are not
limited to a privileged or devout few. Recitation brings God’s voice into this
world, and literate believers follow styles of recitation when they read the
Quran in solitude, their inner voices echoing exalted forms. And since all of
those who pray follow recitation styles when they repeat the Fatiha and other
Quranic verses, nearly everyone participates in coming near to God’s voice.

Further, most Muslims find particular passages to be especially beauti-
ful and moving, and the life-history interviews I conducted suggest that these
often provide important linkages between idiosyncratic psychological themes
and the shared religious heritage. My interviewee Mohammed, for example,
had lost his mother at the age of seven, and he attributed his nearly ruinous
adolescent descent into delinquency to the lack of someone who would nur-
ture him with “compassion.” He described his reconversion experience as
follows.

One night I was sitting like this and thinking about how I came into
the world: a human being came out of my own mother’s belly/womb,
and he was clean . . . he didn’t know anything about smoking or
drinking or lying or stealing. Why now had I sullied myself and filled
my head with all these things: I smoke, I drink, I live without pur-
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pose, I lie. Why didn’t I stay like I was born, clean? Why! From that
time I decided, that’s it, I must stop all this and become clean
again. . . . I asked myself what to do and I decided to become clean
like the first time I came out of my mother’s womb. I must start pray-
ing and devote myself to religion.

He turned to reading the Quran in the solitude of his room, and passages
about “betrayal, orphanhood, and poverty,” especially those in The Daybreak,
moved him to tears. He explained:

Here Allah, the Great, the Merciful, calls out to the Prophet and in-
structs him, because the Prophet had been through that state—or-
phanhood and poverty. He calls upon the daybreak: by the light of
day and by the dark of night, your Lord has not forsaken you, nor
does he abhor you. The life to come is better than this ephemeral
one, which will end. But up there, in Allah’s home, the orphan who
has lost his parents receives compassion, commiseration, clemency,
and kindness.

When I interviewed him, he had become an admired reciter in his village,
and dreamed of reciting on radio or TV.

Each person I interviewed felt moved by different passages and images,
each speaking to his or her personality and life-history. The Quran and its
recitation thus provides richly varied themes, out of which individuals selec-
tively invest some with deeply personal meaning. Even as it shapes shared
feelings of huzn (“sorrow,” “sadness,” and “grief” but also awe and ecstasy),
recitation provides the materials for a flourishing of individual differences
in religious experience and meaning.

The Prophet

Muslims regard the Prophet as human rather than divine, and unlike Jesus
he lived a full life span. These factors perhaps enhance the spiritual and psy-
chological role he plays as the ideal man, and it is widely taught that Mus-
lims should take him as their model. In him the power of baraka, divine
blessedness, and the power of physical prowess—proven in battle and with
many wives—converge. “Servant” of God, he founded a community on new
principles, and Islam can be said to flow from or through him: the Quran,
which he received from God and recited, the sunnah, or proper behavior he
exhibited in his life, and the hadith, his advice and teachings that provide
guidance in living by the Quran. “His life, as understood traditionally, is read
by the devout throughout their earthly journey in a thousand literary forms,”
writes philosopher Seyyed Hosein Nasr:

the Prophet is the infallible guide and the source of all spiritual guid-
ance in Islam; and his Sirah [biography], Sunnah, and Hadith
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constitute the ship that carries those who aspire to the spiritual life
across the waters of earthly existence to the shore of that land which
bathes in the Divine Presence.97

As Annemarie Schimmel puts it:

Muhammed indeed constitutes the exemplar and model for every
Muslim believer, who is called to imitate him in all, even seemingly
insignificant, actions and habits. . . . It is this ideal of the imitatio
Muhammadi that has provided Muslims from Morocco to Indone-
sia with such uniformity of action: wherever one may be, one knows
how to behave when entering a house, which formulas of greeting
to employ, what to avoid in good company, how to eat, and how to
travel.98

Identification with the Prophet and attachment to Islam’s early history
are promoted by the practice of giving religious names. Most first-born sons
are named Mohammed, and others Ahmad (Mohammed’s eternal name),
Hamed, or Hamid, all derived from the root h*m d, which means “to praise.”
Some are named after the Prophet’s relatives: men Ali (his cousin and son-
in-law), Hassan or Hussein (Ali’s sons); women Khadija or Aisha (two of his
wives) or Fatima (a daughter and Ali’s wife). God has 99 names, formed of
superlative adjectives (i.e., akbar, “The Greatest”), and many of these are given
as names with the prefix abd, which means “servant of”: Abdullah, “servant
of God,” Abderahaman, “servant of the compassionate” (or Rahama for a
girl), Abdelatif, “servant of mercy” (or Latifa for a girl), and so on. Not all
names have a religious origin (Sa‘id, or Sa‘ida for a girl, means “happy”), but
most do, and they establish a personal link with the Prophet, his family, and
his milieu, or with God.

The power of the Prophet to act as a compass point for lives also is an-
chored in children’s memorization of the Quran at special schools attached
to community mosques, usually when they are age six to eight. Attendance
at these schools may be declining, but a great many children still go before
or during their first years in public school, and the majority of the current
generation of adults studied at them. The term for “memorize,” hafid, means
“conserve” (so that muhafada means “conservative”), and the objective of
Quranic school education is to inscribe proper recitation. For this purpose,
the Quran has been divided into 60 roughly equal parts, and children memo-
rize and recite one at a time. Children learn the Arabic script, which they write
on slates, but generally do not discuss or study any matters beyond memori-
zation—which has been a topic of controversy among modern educators.
Perhaps more important, the imams and talebs who teach in Quranic schools
have a reputation for treating the children harshly, beating them not only for
misbehavior and inattention but for poor memorization. It is difficult to know
what effect memorization under these conditions may have, though it is clear
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that the medium of fear is often intended to be part of the Quran’s message.
In fact, the traditional model of childhood held that the first, indulgent phase
of childhood must come to an end around the age of six or seven, and that
enrollment in Quranic school marks a shift in how a child, especially a son,
should be treated: boys and girls should increasingly be separated; the father
should become more distant, formal, and punitive; and a fear of God should
be inculcated (see chapter 6).

Compassion

Every sura in the Quran begins “Bismillah al rahman al rahim” (In the name
of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful), and a pious Muslim will utter or
write this phrase before any undertaking. While God certainly can appear
strong, wrathful, and awesome, I was continually struck by the way young
Moroccans spoke of God and the Prophet as sources of compassion in an often
harsh and heartless world. The villagers with whom we lived also experienced
God as a source of mercy, sustenance, and shelter. This appears poignantly
in one of the sermons recorded by Richard Antoun in a Jordanian village.
This particular sermon was occasioned by a visit to the imam by a village
woman who complained that some of her relatives were not fulfilling their
obligations to her, apparently because they were giving patrilineal relations
precedence. That Friday, the imam used terms built of the r* h*m root to
metaphorically set out the Muslim life-course as one in which the individual
is sundered from the womb (rahim) by the cutting of the umbilical cord,
sustained through earthly life by compassion (al rahma) that flows through
bonds with uterine or blood kin (rahem), and finally returns to the source of
Being (al rahman, “The Merciful,” al rahim, “The Compassionate”) at death.
Antoun points out that the imam chose rham as the sermon’s root metaphor
precisely in contrast to the predominant patrilineal idioms of kinship:

Rahm is a maternal symbol par excellence, and in its social relational
denotation it is bilateral . . . stressing the maternal line and at the
same time the balanced lines of kinship—both female and male,
mother and father. . . . In a village with three clans and numerous
(twenty-eight) patrilineages the preacher chose the womb, the most
intimate maternal symbol, to stress the kinship of all.99

Like the family, the village (or tribe or neighborhood) has complemen-
tary patrilineal and matrifocal characters, the latter reinforced by religion, of-
ten against the exclusivity of the former. The imam emphasized that “general
kinship” consists of “the kinship (blood kindred, mercy) of religion founded
upon genuine brotherhood among true believers.”100 Such “maternal” sym-
bols and meanings run prominently through Islam, often unrecognized by out-
siders, who mainly see its patrifocal imagery. But the fact that God is, above
all, al rahman al rahim, “the Merciful and the Compassionate,” gives God a
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kind of androgynous character—not that Islam explicitly genders God but
that God appears to emanate both traditionally paternal authority and tra-
ditionally maternal compassion.

Baraka and Saints

“Divine blessedness,” baraka, flows into and through this world as a kind of
empowering and healing substance, and when we examine common beliefs
about this process we move into a border region between what observers often
term orthodox and folk Islam. Baraka is widely perceived as flowing into local
communities and daily life through a variety of channels. Fresh water, espe-
cially from springs and wells, contains baraka; grain and bread contain it, and
may be referred to as baraka; some meat has baraka, especially that of a ram
and especially from its shoulder; dates, honey, and milk are especially rich in
baraka; baraka is stored in silver and money, so beggars often beg for “a little
baraka.” While an absence of baraka does not necessarily cause illness, baraka-
rich foods can strengthen anyone weakened by illness or injury.

Persons also may possess baraka, which appears as what Westerners
would term “charisma.” The Prophet had the greatest baraka, which appeared
in his beautiful physique and countenance, in his magnetic character, and in
a radiant luminosity many believe emanated from him. It is also believed that
his descendants have inherited baraka, though it manifests itself more strongly
in some than in others. Some say that Morocco’s King Hassan, a descendant
of the Prophet like Jordan’s King Abdullah, had baraka that made bullets bend
around him in a coup attempt. Individuals not descended from the Prophet
may also come to possess baraka, and any who manifest it may come to be
popularly recognized as “saints.”101 Saints can pass their baraka to adepts—
often accompanying a moment of spiritual enlightenment—so that spiritual
power and wisdom are sometimes passed along centuries-deep chains of
“Sufi” teachers and students. In addition, possessors of baraka also may be
granted dispensations from social norms. Most regions have legends of saints
who acted as divine fools, publicly flouting conventions of sexual and per-
sonal decency, whose acts and utterances are said to embody principles higher
than social norms.

In fact, the “worship” of saints, though questionably orthodox, forms a
central feature of Islam throughout MENA. Some anthropologists see this
as a Mediterranean custom, incorporated into Catholicism in southern Eu-
rope. In many areas, the landscape is dotted with the domed tombs of saints,
nearly all of them possessing baraka that can empower and heal. Some are
believed to heal specific diseases or troubles a psychologist probably would
term “mental illness.” Pilgrims come seeking cures, and may pray for the
saint’s help and vow to return and make a sacrifice if the help is given; they
may sleep in the tomb, hoping to be visited by the saint and healed; or they
may take some dirt or other substance associated with the site and ingest it
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to absorb its baraka. Infertile women may sleep in the tombs of local saints,
hoping that the saint will visit and impregnate them or open them to their
husband’s semen. Some people become “tied” to a particular saint, usually
after he (or occasionally she) has appeared to them in their sleep, and there-
after regard him as a patron who can intercede on their behalf with the Proph-
ets and God. They may visit the tomb on a yearly basis or when they feel a
need. Many religious brotherhoods or “Sufi” groups follow the “path” and
teachings of a particular figure they regard as a saint, and adepts may make
annual group pilgrimages to the tomb—often on the Prophet’s birthday—
that are modeled more or less closely on the pilgrimage to Mecca.

Women appear much more likely to be spiritually “tied” to saints and to
turn to them for help. Since they may feel unwelcome at mosques, many
observers have suggested that women have developed “saint worship” as an
alternative focus for their religiosity. Some women say that while men can
stand in the mosque and petition the Prophet and God directly, women need
intercessors to do this for them. Similar arguments are made about some of
the less orthodox “Sufi” brotherhoods. Composed largely of undercaste blacks
and poor people, these engage in music-aided trance dancing (for example,
the “whirling dervishes”), during which some perform spectacular feats of

Mosque and tomb of a “saint” reputed to cure madness,
paralysis, and other symptoms by driving out the jinn spirits
that cause them.
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self-mutilation (slashing their heads with knives, walking on broken glass or
hot coals, etc.) and pacify demons that possess them. The torch-lit nighttime
dancing and trancing at their pilgrimages sometimes become shockingly li-
centious. Members of the North African Aissaoua brotherhood, for example,
become possessed by animal spirits when they enter trances, and act like wild
beasts, even biting into the uncooked meat of the sacrificial animal, which
Islam firmly prohibits. But their special relationship with the animal jinn
spirits enables them to charm snakes and to cure scorpion and snake bites.
Members of these groups also perform as musicians at weddings, circumci-
sions, and other ceremonies.

Saints also historically served important political roles. Many saints’
tombs and their living descendants were located on boundaries between
hostile tribes and villages. The descendants were not members of the tribes
and did not take up arms to fight, except sometimes to rally jihads against
invaders. The living heads of the descendants often served as a mediators in
local disputes, and their compounds provided “sacred” spaces where weekly
markets could be held in peace. The saints also often symbolized the illegiti-
macy of despotic rule. Countless legends tell how saints proved their baraka
in struggles with despots, the power of divine blessedness showing itself mi-
raculously superior to brute force. Michael Gilsenan has described a similar
opposition of baraka and brutality in northern Lebanon. In a nearly feudal
arrangement, a group installed as beys by the Ottoman Turks two centuries
earlier had evolved into landowners whose toughs kept the peasants taxed in
poverty with beatings and murders. Lineages of saints lived in villages through-
out the region, and legends tell of how they periodically humbled the land-
owners. “‘The sheikh [holy man/religious leader] was the only man whose hand
the bey kissed,’ as it is put locally.”102 The miracles of humbling—a bey once
bent to tie his shoe and could not stand until the saint arrived and gave his
permission—show that “divine authority is utterly opposed to worldly power
and oppression,”103 since “the sheikh can vividly demonstrate the other,
‘underlying’ reality by being even more forceful than the lord.”104

The two groups vividly displayed the opposition in their ways of life. In
contrast to the landlord’s imposing palaces and lavish hospitality (all creat-
ing debts his clients would be expected to repay with loyalty and service), the
religious sheikh lived an ascetic existence in “an austere and unadorned”
peasant dwelling, with “only the courtyard, the whitewashed walls, a few naked
light bulbs, and a Quranic text.” He took in anyone who came to him, and
shared whatever he had: “Men might eat and drink, learn and listen, pray and
meditate, sleep and talk all within his house thanks to his baraka . . . made
possible by his sacred qualities and his favor with God.”105 But Gilsenan shows
that the reality behind the appearances was more complex:

How was the miracle of the endless river of religious bounty main-
tained? It was in large part funded by the very lord who represents
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all the principles of what the saint’s life is the antithesis. For it was
the lord who sent the sheikh sacks of wheat and grain and seed, even
money when necessary, and who leased out land to other members
of the family.106

Saintly life-styles and legends continue to provide folk prototypes for reli-
gious critiques of tyranny, from which Islamism may now benefit.

In many MENA regions baraka remains a powerful force—spiritual,
medical, and political—even in seemingly “modernizing” milieus. It is a force
the young Moroccans I interviewed seek to tap, usually right alongside their
vigorous efforts to acquire scientific knowledge and master technology. By
culturally prescribed dietary practices, regimes of self-care, religious obser-
vances, and identifications with the Prophet (and sometimes other charis-
matic models), they seek to empower themselves against all manner of threats
to their physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being. This system perhaps
differs most from those commonly practiced by Westerners in the way it
merges or at least interlinks health promotion, mental hygiene, spirituality,
and political critique—with the notion and experience of baraka at its core.

Satan, Jinns, and the Evil Eye

Then there are the forces of anti-baraka: Satan, the devil; jinn spirits (from
which we get “genie”); and the Evil Eye. Concentrations of baraka tend to
draw these forces to them, rendering many of the things that possess baraka
precarious, vulnerable, and in need of protection, and making some of them
dangerous to approach. Where Christianity tends to see all evil as issuing from
the Devil (with demons sometimes acting as his agents), evil appears to have
more distributed origins in MENA, stemming from an array of agents who
act largely on their own. Islam provides techniques for protecting things and
humans from these invisible threats. Some methods are taught in the Quran
or recommended by the Prophet, while others are based on unorthodox
“superstitions.”

Satan causes a good deal of mischief by whispering temptations that can
lead one off the path of virtue: thoughts of lying, stealing, cheating, and so
on. He especially whispers illicit sexual thoughts and tries to distract people
from praying or keeping their “intention” (niyya) focused during prayer. The
devil becomes especially bold when people sleep and can cause a person to
dream of committing forbidden sexual or violent acts. As my interviewee
Hussein explained to me, a nocturnal ejaculation is frequently referred to as
being “hit by Satan.” But since some of the most destructive acts are believed
to be committed by jinn spirits and glances of the Evil Eye, Satan can appear
as a more mischievous and less heinous figure than the Christian devil.

Jinn spirits (called zar in some areas), are said in the Quran to have been
created alongside humans. They live in a kind of parallel universe, sleeping
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underground by day and emerging at night, where they sometimes appear in
the guise of animals or leave tracks in the sparks of fires. This makes wells,
caves, drains, and latrines dangerous, as jinns usually live in or pass through
them, and it also makes dusk and night dangerous times. Some take up resi-
dence in empty or ruined buildings, but a few usually live in each household,
sharing space with the humans there and often settling in under the thresh-
old. Most jinns just go about their own business, but they can be mischie-
vous if they come across a human alone, and they anger quickly if disturbed.
A mischievous jinn might, rather like a “poltergeist,” cause little troubles that
make a person nervous or frightened. An angered jinn might cause a person
to have an accident, or it might “hit” someone, causing him or her to “fall”
and lose consciousness for a moment. A very angry or malicious jinn can
possess a person and make him or her fall into a fit that resembles an epilep-
tic seizure. They also are believed to cause some illnesses, and especially may
be blamed for women’s infertility or reproductive difficulties.

To take a psychological view, the actions of jinn spirits are invoked to
explain a variety of unusual feelings and behaviors. A person who becomes
nervous may experience himself or herself as in the presence of a jinn. The
momentary losses of attention or control that cause accidents may be attrib-
uted to a jinn. And it is only in recent decades that medical explanations for
fainting and epilepsy have been popularized, and both traditionally were
understood as caused by jinns. Yet some “falls” and seizure-like fits do not
have medical causes and appear to be nonconscious dramatic imitations of
those that do. Among other things, then, jinn spirits provide a system of “folk”
explanations for events that may have medical and psychological causes.

A variety of precautions can be taken to live peacefully with the jinns,
and many are woven into daily customs and etiquettes. By saying bismillah,
“In the name of God,” before stepping over the threshold to enter a house,
or before hauling water from a well or throwing hot water down the drain,
one alerts the jinns and announces oneself as a believer. Many people refrain
from sweeping after dusk, in order to not derange and anger them. If one
feels a jinn hovering about, one can recite verses from the brief sura “The
Dawn”: “I seek refuge in the Lord of the dawn; From the evil of that He has
created; And from the evil of intense darkness when it comes” or from the
Quran’s last sura: “I seek refuge in the Lord of men; The King of men; The
God of men; From the evil of the whisperings of the slinking devil.”107 Fami-
lies try not to leave members alone for long periods, and a host never leaves
a guest alone. Jinns are attracted to many baraka-rich substances, and iron
and salt repel them, so an iron tool may be placed beneath the grain in a
family’s storehouse, and bystanders often try to force an iron key into the
clenched fist of seizure victims. Jinns flock to blood, so salt is sprinkled on
the bloody ground around sacrificed animals.

Jinns also can be pacified. When people move into a new house they
perform a ceremony that includes a small sacrifice (usually a chicken), whose
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blood is a gift to the jinns living there. Incenses not only provide nice aro-
mas, but please the jinns and keep them content. It is believed that there are
three types of jinns: Muslim jinns, which are most common and generally
benign unless mischievous or angered; Christian and Jewish jinns, which can
cause serious accidents and illnesses and may “hit” and possess people; and
pagan jinns, which can be especially malign. Some jinns have names and dis-
tinct personalities, and when a person discovers one of these has taken up
residence, the person may keep its favorite incense burning or dress in its
favorite color.

One of the most infamous is a jinniya (female jinn), known through-
out North Africa as Aisha Qandisha. Reputedly Sudanese in origin, Aisha
Qandisha typically appears to men as an irresistibly ravishing beauty, into
whose arms they fall, failing to notice her camel’s or goat’s feet. By then it’s
too late, and she turns into a hideous ‘ajouz, or “crone,” to whom the man is
then “married,” meaning that he finds himself impotent with other women
(including his wife) without Aisha’s consent. Vincent Crapanzano has stud-
ied the Hamadsha brotherhood, a low-status and unorthodox “Sufi” order
in North Africa, most of whose members are married to or possessed by Aisha
Qandisha. They follow the eighteenth-century saint Sidi Ali ben Hamdush,
who was said to dance himself into ecstatic trances, reciting “Allah! Allah!
Allah the eternal! Allah the adorable!” and to perform miracles.108 Hamadsha
placate the jinniya and cure others possessed by her by dancing themselves
into trances and then slashing their heads or performing other self-mutilating
(but miraculously unscarring) acts as she instructs them.

The jinns appear to have three important psychological effects. First, they
form a central part of a folk theory of mental illness. The patterns of experi-
ence and behavior that a psychiatrist would diagnose as schizophrenia, depres-
sion, multiple personality, hysteria, and epilepsy are commonly attributed to
jinns and then treated with religious practices. Only a few people try these treat-
ments, but cures at saints’ tombs, exorcisms, and publicly performed trance-
dancing ceremonies make the whole process widely known. Second, less serious
ailments, emotional conflicts, immoral and unnatural thoughts, and nightmares
are often attributed to Satan and jinns, to sorcery that uses them as intermedi-
aries, or to a glance of the Evil Eye. Since the primary precaution one can take
consists in scrupulously performing one’s religious obligations, troubling ex-
periences like these motivate people to greater piety and devotion. Nearly all
of the young educated Moroccans I interviewed described some illness, injury,
dream, symptom, or uncanny experience that they suspected may have been
caused by an invisible being or force. They preferred scientific explanations for
their difficulties and many had sought modern medical treatments. But they
often lacked “modern” interpretations, and several had turned to more regu-
lar purification and prayer in efforts to calm their minds.

Third, children are taught from toddlerhood that these beings—and also
ghoul-s (ogres) and afrits (giants) of various sorts—are real. In contrast to
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the hard work many Western middle-class parents do to convince their chil-
dren that there aren’t monsters in the closets or under their beds, traditional
MENA parents evoke fears of them to control their children: “Don’t reach
up there, there might be a jinn.” This appears to shape a general externalization
of anxiety: a tendency to respond to anxiety by sensing it as arising in response
to an external, perhaps invisible threat—and then to respond with protec-
tive measures.109

Pollution and Purification

Religious practices provide a comprehensive system of “self-care” that cen-
ters on monitoring states of pollution and restoring conditions of purity.
Pollution and purity are largely not brought about by sin and virtue, so they
are not moral states. Pollution results inevitably from the physiological pro-
cesses of life: sweating, urinating, defecating, spitting, blowing one’s nose all
increase one’s degree of minor pollution, and sexual ejaculation puts one in
a state of “major” pollution. Adulterous sex without ejaculation does not bring
major pollution, while intercourse with one’s spouse does, so the system
clearly separates the morality of sexual acts from their polluting consequences.
The brief washing ritual performed before the five daily prayers restores a state
of purity, though major pollution requires more complex bathing, tradition-
ally performed at public baths on the night before Friday prayers.

Purification creates something like a protective field that safeguards one
against the whisperings of Satan, the mischief and anger of jinns, and glances
of the Evil Eye. It also makes it easier for baraka to flow into and empower one.
Only prayers performed in a state of purity may be accepted and answered, and
the Quran should be handled and recited only in a state of purity. Careful pu-
rification before sleep will help ward off nightmares and immoral dreams, and
may enable one to receive “true” dreams predicting future events or even to
receive a vision of a saint or the Prophet. As the dirty business of daily life cor-
rodes this field, a person becomes increasingly vulnerable to invisible forces.
While it is essential to keep in mind that individuals differ greatly in the extent
to which they make use of this system, for a great many it sets up a nearly con-
tinuous self-surveillance110 in which anxiety and emotional distress are
interpreted as pollution and vulnerability to external forces, and managed by
purification and other ritualized protective and calming strategies. Many tra-
ditional hygiene practices are modeled on the purification ritual (for example,
washing hands before meals and the mouth afterward; washing upon arising
and before retiring), and this more deeply embeds it in the rhythm of daily life.

Care of the Self

With the Prophet as a model for identification, religious phrasings woven into
daily interaction, baraka as an empowering substance that flows through
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earthly conduits, a theory of mind based on external invisible forces, and
the division of the day and week into cycles of pollution and purification,
Islam provides a comprehensive self-monitoring, self-care, and emotional
management system. By no means does this imply that most anxieties are
attributed to invisible forces, that most emotions are managed by religious
practices, or that Muslims are any less aware of their “true” feelings and
the “real” reasons they have them than any other people. But every culture
provides techniques for interpreting and managing ambiguous, unpleas-
ant, uncanny, and immoral feelings, and these may facilitate misperceiving
their “real” causes. The mixture of orthodox and folk techniques practiced
by many in MENA provides this sort of system, and appear especially to
manage difficult feelings evoked or suppressed by the play of honor and
modesty.

For example, in response to a TAT card, my interviewee Hussein began
composing a rather stereotypic “honor violation” story in which a man becomes
enraged upon hearing that his wife has been accosted in their home, and he
said the picture showed her holding him back from attacking the assailant be-
cause of her fear that he will be arrested and jailed. Apparently disturbed by
the character’s near loss of control, Hussein then said he had to “leave the pic-
ture aside a little to talk about the religion of Islam.” He explained:

The Prophet said that when one of you becomes angry, go wash/
purify as if you’re going to pray. He said: when one of you becomes
angry, when his blood rises, he should go perform the ablution, be-
cause when one purifies one cools. He said to you: the thing that
angers you comes from Satan, it is of Satan. Satan was created from
fire, and what puts out fire? It’s water. . . . So you should go wash/
purify with cold water, so that the fire inside you will be extinguished
by the water.

Note that he did not just say the man should splash some cold water on his
face to come to his senses. Rather, in a few brief sentences he marked out the
coordinates of the religious worldview, imaginatively tracing the steps of a
technique prescribed by the Prophet that gives anger a concrete representa-
tion as fire and then “extinguishes” it with another concrete representation,
of cool water. Evoking Satan associated Hussein’s anger with “evil” and “pol-
lution,” which the water cools, “purifies,” and turns to goodness. Hussein’s
aside thus shifted his distress out of the secular realm, where the “honor code”
celebrates the anger that fuels vengeance, and into a sacred realm where the
Quran and the Prophet’s teachings provide him a pacific system of images
and concepts in which he can represent and then “extinguish” it. With his
identity reanchored in Islam’s core concepts and symbols, Hussein felt
calmed, returned to the picture, and completed his story.

Nearly all of those I interviewed struggled to interpret and manage in-
ner turmoil and uncanny experiences in modern versus religious frameworks.
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“Pop psych” versions of Freudian, humanistic, and behaviorist theories have
not been disseminated as they have in the West, and even with high school
educations, few of my respondents had much exposure to supposedly scien-
tific models of mind, emotion, and behavior. While those I interviewed do
not constitute a representative sample, I believe the kind of struggles they
described are widespread among adolescents and young adults—both male
and female—and maybe they always have been. Gilsenan makes the follow-
ing intriguing observation:

In this village, and I suspect in many other villages and towns of
the Muslim world, the sheikhs [religious teachers] are associated
informally with what might be viewed as an extended rite of pas-
sage for those in transition to full adult male status. That is to say,
those who tend to make up the bulk of their followers or atten-
dants, who go to the rituals, and sit in their reception rooms are
very often the unmarried (or only recently married) young men.
My suggestion is, and it is only speculative, that the sheikhs were,
and in our case still are, often most important for providing a moral
and ritual framework and sanction for a group that for many dif-
ferent reasons is central to the problems and ambiguities of sexu-
ality and honor.111

I believe that the need for a system to monitor, interpret, and manage emo-
tional distress draws many youth to their religious heritage and may contrib-
ute to the current “return to Islam.” An underappreciated but crucial feature
of Islamism is the jihad al-nafs, or the inner “war against desire,” that many
young people have enjoined to resist the largely Western media-marketed
temptations that beckon them away from the straight path they need to stay
on in order to succeed in schools, marriages, and careers. I will return to this
“war against desire” in later chapters.

Religion and Personality

I have selectively highlighted features of Islamic belief and practice that
appear to have pronounced psychological importance. Like the honor-
modesty system, these pervade the rhythms and etiquettes of daily life and
form a loosely integrated system of propositions, a logic, a syntax, a habi-
tus, a rhetoric, and a discourse in which selves can be constructed and per-
formed. The psychological importance of this system clearly varies from
person to person: from the Muslim brothers and sisters who devote every
thought and action to living their religion and bringing the kingdom of God
to earth to Mahfouz’s Hajj Ahmad, who believes and prays as earnestly as
he drinks and commits adultery, to Khadija, the young Moroccan I inter-
viewed who felt split between a God-fearing “Muslim” self and an unbe-
lieving “French” self. The significance of religion not only differs between
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individuals but within them over time as religious practice waxes and wanes
throughout the life-span, as Michael Gilsenan and many others have noted.

I believe that, like the honor-modesty system, Islam cultivates a set of
culturally distinctive sentiments, motives, and social selves. But perhaps because
ethnographers have written less on the psychological aspects of Islamic spiri-
tuality than they have on honor and modesty, it is more difficult to delineate
these. By combining ethnographic and theological accounts with my own
fieldwork and life-history interviews, I believe some hypotheses can be ten-
tatively advanced, as follows.

SENTIMENTS

Islam encompasses a rich variety of traditions, but a set of sentiments appears
at the center of perhaps all of them. These include, at least, sentiments of
purity and pollution, a sense of baraka (blessedness) and its depletion, a sense
of receiving divine mercy and compassion, an “awe” or “fear” of divine power
and judgment, and, closely allied with this awe, sentiments of righteousness
and propriety associated with taking the Prophet as one’s model and staying
on “the straight path” of virtue. These may converge into a sense of oneness
or union with God, which overcomes a sense of estrangement from the di-
vine. And as Mernissi112 and others have suggested, the primary negative sen-
timent threatening all of the positive ones may be fitna, which means “chaos,”
“disorder,” “loss of control,” and “insurrection.”

For most Muslims, the sentiment of purity entails more universal emo-
tions of security, tranquility, and perhaps what Western psychologists call
healthy narcissism. Pollution, by contrast, entails more universal feelings of
anxiety, vulnerability, threatened abandonment, and perhaps guilt. The sen-
timent of baraka, blessedness, entails feelings of strength, vigor, vitality, fe-
cundity (especially for women), and security, while its absence or depletion
is associated with weakness, exhaustion, depression, and bodily vulnerabil-
ity. Purification and baraka may flow together in prayer, fasting, Quranic reci-
tation, and other religious practices, and pollution and depletion of baraka
may especially be associated with anxiety over attacks by invisible beings and
forces (Satan, jinns, the Evil Eye, sorcery). Awe at or fear of God’s overwhelm-
ing power is an important theological notion that appears central to most
Muslims’ spirituality, as is the allied sense of huzn—tragic sadness evoked
by Quranic recitation. But closely related to these is the sentiment of receiv-
ing God’s mercy and compassion, evoked at the beginning of every Quranic
sura—“In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate”—and at the
start of every undertaking.

By no means do these exhaust the range of religious sentiments Mus-
lims may experience, but they may be those that Muslims share with other
Muslims, regardless of the particular region or tradition in which they are
raised. And while they may have parallels in other religions, I doubt the par-
allels are very close.
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MOTIVES

Islam thus appears to shape at least four psychological needs or motives as
important dimensions of individual variation in MENA societies. Using rough
translations of indigenous terms, these might be named needs for purifica-
tion (tahaara), blessedness (baraka), propriety (akhlaaq), and mercy (rahma).

Many individuals appear to be careless about pollution and purification,
or perform the rituals in a perfunctory manner. But others have a strong “need
for purify”: they feel perhaps more disturbed by the sometimes grimy feel of
pollution, or more strongly yearn for the sense of security that comes from
divine protection against the whisperings of Satan and mischief of jinn spirits.
Individuals similarly differ in the extent to that they experience religious prac-
tices as infusing them with baraka, divine blessedness, or explicitly undertake
them in the hope of being strengthened or healed by baraka. Physical illnesses,
infertility, exhaustion, interpersonal defeats, depression, and existential mal-
aise may all lead one to seek baraka—from foods, medicines, saints, prayer, or
others sources. A wide range of (universal) emotions or traits thus may lead an
individual to develop a stronger need for baraka. A similar range of emotions
may lead an individual to perceive and seek the divine as a font of rahama,
mercy, and hanan, compassion, and as a refuge and haven from social strife,
life disappointments, sinful acts, or the terror of mortality. The sentiments of
sadness (huzn) evoked by Quranic recitation and of supplication to the Prophet
or saints probably intensifies the “need for mercy.” And while some individu-
als, like Mahfouz’s Si Ahmad, compartmentalize their sin and devotion, oth-
ers appear to be especially motivated to follow the prescribed rules of morality
(akhlaq) and to stay on the tariq mustaqim, the straight path of righteousness.
The sentiment of awe and fear of God also evoked in Quranic imagery and
recitation probably fuels this “need for propriety.” All four of these needs may
be counterpoised to the negative, unpleasant, threatening experience of fitna—
disorder, chaos, loss of control, insurrection—which also may shape a basic
need or motive. Liability to fitna, and the need to avoid it, may well be an im-
portant dimension of individual difference in its own right, intensifying any
or all of the other motives.

Purity, blessedness, mercy, propriety, and perhaps fitna thus describe five
relatively independent emotional-theological themes within Islam that I sug-
gest probably shape culturally distinctive “motives,” the strength of which
differs from person to person. Clearly I write speculatively here, as the re-
search that might identify these as motives has not been done. But I believe
that the available ethnographic and life-narrative evidence points to these
characteristics as dimensions of individual variation.

SOCIAL PERSONAS

I believe religious belief and practice also creates a social persona that, for
most individuals, coexists alongside the social persona formed by internal-
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ization of the honor-modesty system. Islam defines a different cosmology, a
sacred system of time, space, and causality that contrasts with the profane
parameters of daily life. Spiritual existence is oriented toward Mecca; time is
anchored in the Prophet’s life and recitation of the Quran (and in the lives of
earlier prophets); and human and historical events are caused by uneven flows
of baraka (divine blessedness) through this world, all of which reflects the
mixture of divine, prophetic, saintly, Satanic, and invisible forces in the af-
fairs of this world. MENA cultures certainly weave the profane and the sa-
cred tightly together in time and space, but often as contrasting places and
moments; and when one contacts or participates in the sacred, one locates
oneself within a different cast of characters, operating by different rules, on
a stage laid out to an eternal scale of space and time. To draw again on G. H.
Mead, a Muslim comes to perceive himself or herself from the perspective of
a sacred Generalized Other: God casts a judging but also compassionate and
forgiving gaze; Satan whispers temptations to stray; jinns threaten mischief
or even to take over one’s body; the Prophet provides a model of personality
and life; and saints may act as healers, teachers, and intercessors. As a young
person gains mastery of this religious world and its self-care practices (largely
in late childhood, I will suggest in chapter 6), he or she internalizes and en-
acts a sacred persona that may shift or even reverse some of the key features
of the honor-modesty system.
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Introduction �

The previous two chapters described the social ecology in which life-span
development takes place: forms of family and social organization and two
preeminent value systems. While these characterize MENA as a “culture
area,” none are simply contained within it, as the culture area took shape
from the historical overlap of a semiarid ecological zone stretching from
Morocco into Central Asia, the circum-Mediterranean culture from which
the West traces its own roots, and Islamic culture that has spread through
much of Africa and South Asia. In chapter 3 I briefly sketched a three-level
model of personality organization to suggest that the value systems of
honor-modesty and Islam especially influence middle-level characteris-
tics—sentiments, motives, and social personas. I ended by emphasizing two
crucial points: that these form not shared traits but culturally distinctive
dimensions of individual difference; and that they do not complete
psychological development but set the task of fashioning adult relation-
ships and identities.

Part II examines writings that more specifically address psychological
processes. This introduction presents the model of development I will use
to organize, interpret, and synthesize the writings. It combines a life-stage
theory of development, based mainly on the work of Erik Erikson, with a
theory of three levels of personality organization based on the writings of G.
H. Mead, Robert LeVine, and Dan McAdams. This introduction also
considers a set of ecological characteristics that probably have shaped
prevailing cultural models of child care in MENA societies, and that
influence psychological processes throughout the life-span. The following
six chapters then examine influences on psychological development in
successive periods of life: infancy, early childhood, late childhood, adoles-
cence, early adulthood, and mature adulthood.

Surprisingly few observational studies have been conducted of child-
rearing practices in MENA societies, and even fewer on child development.
Elizabeth Fernea’s 1995 compilation Children in the Muslim Middle East
contains useful articles on children’s legal and health status, adoption and
orphanages, themes in children’s literature and textbooks, and children’s
games and music, but only 3 of the 39 focus on psychological aspects of
child care and development. Earlier collections of psychological writings
(Brown and Itzkowitz’s 1977 Psychological Dimensions of Near Eastern
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Studies, a 1985 special issue of Anthropological Quarterly on constructions
of self in MENA, and Fernea’s 1985 Women and Family in the Middle East)
contain only three articles on psychological development, all on older
children. Most of the information we have comes from anthropological
field studies that include observations of child-rearing. Fortunately, nearly
all accounts converge in their descriptions of the main influences on
childhood, adolescent, and adult development in MENA. Unfortunately,
the available literature tells us very little about the range of individual and
local variation, and we must be cautious about inferring that patterns of
influence yield corresponding patterns of development. This is especially
important because researchers who largely agree about the cultural
patterning of each stage frequently disagree about the psychological effects
of its key features.

Periods of Life �

The six periods roughly correspond to Erik Erikson’s developmental
stages. I have condensed his scheme to six periods partly because the
literature on MENA is not specific enough to distinguish all eight. Thus
the chapter on “early childhood” covers his stages 2 and 3, and that on
“mature adulthood” encompasses middle and late adulthood. More
important, I am not convinced that his model fully fits MENA societies,
either in the timing or the content of stages. I do concur with Erikson’s
notion that the conjunction of biology and culture set typical “develop-
mental tasks” in each period, and I will emphasize both the distinctive
ways in which MENA societies pattern universal “tasks” (such as maternal
attachment in infancy) and the “tasks” that appear distinctive of the region
(such as broadening maternal attachment to an extended-family “house”).
I also will follow Erikson in highlighting culturally patterned
discontinuities that appear to define developmental tasks.

While it is important not to link developmental periods to specific age
ranges, some approximate correlation is needed simply to organize the
material. Infancy, therefore, will cover roughly the first two years of life,
early childhood the age three to seven range, late childhood from about
seven to puberty, adolescence from puberty to the late teens, young
adulthood from the late teens to midtwenties, and adulthood from the
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midtwenties on. It is important to keep in mind, however, that these are
very rough correlations.

Levels of Personality Organization �

My synthesis of the psychological literature also draws heavily on the work
of Robert LeVine, who for 50 years has studied culture, child care, and
child development in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. In particular, I
will adopt the distinction he makes between two levels of personality
organization, which he terms “genotypic” and “phenotypic.” LeVine
follows the psychologists Gordon Allport and Kurt Lewin in using the
biological relationship between genotype and phenotype as an analogy to
distinguish core personality characteristics shaped in infancy and early
childhood from the more manifest or surface characteristics developed
later. The analogy holds that just as the physical environment influences
which features of an animal’s genetic endowment (genotype) come to be
expressed in its actual body form and behavior (phenotype), so the
cultural environment influences both whether and in what form core
psychological characteristics formed in early childhood may be developed
and expressed in a human’s adult personality.

LeVine uses these terms only as an analogy: he does not intend “genotype”
to refer simply to inherited traits. He explains that personality genotype

refers to a set of enduring individual behavioral dispositions that
may or may not find socially acceptable expression in the custom-
ary (or institutionalized) behavior of a population. Its major
characteristics are early acquisition (through the interaction of
constitution and early experience); resistance to elimination in
subsequent experience; and capacity for inhibition, generaliza-
tion, and other transformations under the impact of experiential
pressures. . . .

Three broad classes of dispositions comprise the personality geno-
type:

(1) Basic, probably genetically determined, parameters of
individual functioning. . . .
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(2) The motivational residues of early experience. The child’s
representations of his wishes and fears concerning other
persons in his early life provide unconscious prototypes for
his emotional response to others in subsequent environ-
ments. . . .

(3) Adaptive organizations that monitor and regulate responses
to stimuli coming from the external environment and from
internal needs1

Personality genotype thus encompasses the “emergent self,” “core self,”
“subjective self,” and “verbal self” that Daniel Stern believes emerge in
succession in infancy and early childhood2 and the “personal dispositions”
Dan McAdams theorizes form “Level I” personality characteristics.3 By
contrast, personality phenotype

refers to the observable regularities of behavior characterizing an
adult functioning in the variety of settings comprising his envi-
ronment. . . . One of the most important integrating characteris-
tics of the personality phenotype is a self-concept, an internal
mental representation of the self that includes boundaries be-
tween, and identities with, the self and other individuals, groups,
and ideologies. In his functioning as a member of society, the
individual uses this enduring self-concept to monitor his own
behavior and to determine the extent to which each of his behav-
ior patterns is ego-syntonic, that is, consistent with his image of
himself.4

The phenotypic level thus depends for its coherence on what Erikson terms
“psycho-social identity,” consisting of a system of values, a social ideology,
and commitment to a set of social roles or life-style that embody them.5 As
for the relationship of phenotype to genotype, LeVine explains that

the phenotype is not independent of the genotype; in a sense, it is
the personality genotype modified by prolonged normative
experience, through the deliberate socialization by parents and
through direct participation in the wider social system. . . . In
their phenotypic expression, genotypic dispositions may be
suppressed and disguised for purposes of social adaptation and
conformity, but are not thereby eliminated.6
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LeVine thus intends this distinction to enable cultural psychologists to
describe developmental conflicts and discontinuities, and the inner and
interpersonal tensions they may create. It also provides a conceptual
framework for describing the processes by which genotypic-level charac-
teristics are transformed into phenotypic-level ones—what Gannanath
Obeysekere terms “the work of culture.”7 Because of the danger of mistak-
ing “genotypic” to literally mean “genetic,” I will use the term core person-
ality to refer to this level, and use Erikson’s term identity to refer to the
“phenotypic” level.

As suggested in the chapter 3, however, writings on the region’s
honor-modesty system and on Muslim religiosity suggest that a third
level of psychological organization must be added to this model, between
core personality and identity: that of G. H. Mead’s social self. My study of
life-history interviews with young adult Moroccans also shows the need
for adding this level of organization, which makes one deeply a member
of one’s culture and challenges the individual to formulate an adult
identity within it. I will refer to it as social persona (or social self). The
resulting three-level model converges with that recently proposed by
Dan McAdams to encompass the range of characteristics described by
personality theorists: level 1 (dispositional traits), level 2 (needs and
motives), and level 3 (an identity anchored in a life-story).8

A Conceptual Framework �

Linking the six-period model of development with the three-level theory
of psychological organization provides the theoretical framework I will use
for synthesizing psychological writings on MENA societies. The observa-
tion that core-level tensions appear integrated into more complex units at
the level of social persona and that social personas are integrated into the
more complex life-stories and ideologies that constitute identity accords
well with a developmental view that focuses on two probably biologically
based transitions (one around age five to seven, the other around puberty)
that cultures almost universally read as signals of readiness for crucial
social role transitions.

This model also nicely incorporates Erikson’s view that identity
develops via three processes: introjection in early childhood, identifications
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in middle to late childhood, and ideological belief systems in late adoles-
cence or early adulthood. It also gives increased importance to the
period of late childhood, which has largely been neglected in favor of
early childhood and adolescence since Freud unfortunately called it the
“latency” stage nearly a century ago. Many lines of research now
indicate that this is a crucially important period, especially for the
development of social competence and a sense of self-worth. The
following chapters, then, describe social and cultural forces in MENA
as acting in specific developmental periods, on specific levels of
psychological organization.

Like all general and simplifying frameworks, however, this one also
overgeneralizes and oversimplifies. It is crucial not to draw sharp bound-
aries between levels or periods, and not to link levels of organization
too tightly with developmental periods. Individual variation is too
great to postulate a rigid developmental timetable. One way of loosening
the linkage of levels and periods is to conceptualize them in terms of
the apprenticeship-competence-expertise sequence now used to charac-
terize some developmental processes. A loose schedule of cultural
influences on personality then might be postulated along the lines shown
in table 1.

The use of “apprenticeship-competence-expertise” terminology has
some obvious drawbacks. It suggests that affective tensions, moral senti-
ments, and self-representations can be regarded as skills, and that a set of
culturally useful skills can be identified at each period. Yet it also calls
attention to the ways these personality characteristics do have strategic
uses and develop as interpersonal and intrapsychic tools.9

Table 1 Developmental Periods and Levels of Personality Organization

Early Late Early
Infancy Childhood Childhood Adolescence Adulthood

Core (level 1) Apprenticeship Competence Expertise

Social persona Apprenticeship Competence Expertise
(level 2)

Identity (level 3) Apprenticeship Competence Expertise
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Early culture-and-personality theorists like Ruth Benedict and
Margaret Mead argued that all societies contain roughly the same range of
human temperaments but that each culture favors a subset of tempera-
mental qualities and cultivates them toward its ideals, in ways that often
make the ideals difficult to achieve for those born with different traits.
Their cultural relativism did not consist of the belief that human nature
is so plastic that culture can mold it in any direction, but that individuals
who flourish in a culture that prizes their temperamental qualities might
founder in one that favors those they lack—and conversely, those who
become deviants in one culture might well have developed into ideal
men and women had they been born into another. As simple as it is, the
model diagrammed in table 1 provides a framework for considering how
traits created at earlier periods of development may be selected for and
against at later periods—presenting individuals with easier or more
difficult adjustments.

The “configurationist” school also viewed culture as resembling a
collective work of art, and Edward Sapir likened an individual’s acquisition
of culture to the mastery of a musical instrument and repertoire. There
can be no expression of individuality, he argued, without achieving
proficiency at the skills and formal principles of a cultural heritage.
Conversely, once one acquires proficiency, one can begin to innovate and
cultivate a distinctive style. “Expertise” should be viewed in this light: not
just as a higher level of skill but as the ability to adapt, vary, create, and
individuate. This is precisely the challenge that the acquisition of culturally
distinctive characteristics at the core and social persona levels of personality
presents to an individual as he or she fashions an adult identity: to adapt,
vary, create, and individuate.

Ecological Influences on Child-Rearing �

Ethnographic data from around the globe have identified several factors
that influence child care and child development. The most important
appear to be climate, subsistence base, kinship structure, and household
organization—and consideration of these can help place MENA child-care
models in comparative context.
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Climate

John Whiting has documented a broad and potentially important differ-
ence between “sling” cultures, located primarily in the tropics, and
“cradle” cultures, located in colder climates to the north and south.10 Since
the risk of protein-calorie malnutrition tends to be higher in tropical
regions, he believes that sling carrying represents one element of an
intensive and extended maternal caretaking that is adapted to minimizing
infant exertion, distress, and caloric expenditure and to maximizing the
coordination of hunger and nursing. In sling cultures, mothers (and other
caretakers) typically carry their infants on their backs or hips in slings, and
often take them into their beds to sleep. Cradle cultures lay, carry, and put
their infants to sleep in cradle-like structures (such as those used by Native
Americans). Slings maximize body-to-body contact and nonverbal,
kinesthetic communication; cradles create physical separation but facili-
tate face-to-face interaction.

John Whiting and Beatrice Whiting believe these two pragmatic
designs for infant care have different psychological consequences.11 Cradle
cultures make infants both helpless and in control of their caretakers and
generally tend to foster a relation of “ambivalent dependency” of infants
on their mothers.12 In cradle cultures—and Whiting has the West, eastern
Europe, and Native Americans specifically in mind—“independence and
self-reliance are highly valued and at the same time dominant-dependent
behavior is subtly rewarded.”13 Sling cultures tend to create a different sort
of core emotional conflict. Especially when they minimize fathers’ involve-
ment in child care, sling cultures foster a “symbiotic identification” of
mother and infant that for men tends to create a “cross-sex identity
conflict.” Here the Whitings join with Nancy Chodorow,14 Gilbert Herdt,15

and others in viewing this sort of child care as facilitating the development
of an early feminine/maternal identification, which then must be sup-
pressed or renounced and replaced by a culturally constructed masculine
identification—often by the sort of “protest” hypermasculinity that David
Gilmore terms a “man the impregnator-protector-provider” model.16

MENA (and circum-Mediterranean) societies sit on the northern edge of
the sling culture zone, with cradles coming into use in some of the moun-
tainous areas.17 Its folk models of childhood follow those of sling cultures
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in their general outlines, but in a less pronounced manner than societies
between the latitudes of 30 degrees north and 30 degrees south.

Subsistence Base

Two bodies of research suggest that peasant agriculture and nomadic
pastoralism are associated with two clusters of psychological characteris-
tics, which are shaped throughout the life-span. The great majority of
MENA populations have pursued these ways of life until the middle of the
twentieth century, and they appear to have influenced these peoples’
models of infant and child care.

The first cluster concerns differences between agricultural and
pastoralist societies in fostering independence and emotional expressive-
ness. In a classic study, Robert Edgerton and his colleagues found large
and important psychological differences between farmers and herders in
four East African tribal societies. Within each culture they interviewed and
tested individuals from both a farming and a pastoralist community, and
found that these groups differed on two primary dimensions: “open versus
closed emotionality” and “direct versus indirect action.”18 The more open
and direct pastoralists scored high on scales of affection, sexuality, direct
aggression, fear, bravery, brutality, and depression, while the closed and
indirect farmers scored high on scales of anxiety, conflict avoidance,
emotional constraint, hatred, impulsive aggression, and indirect action.19

With regard to emotionality, Edgerton writes that “the emotions of
farmers may well be strongly felt . . . but they are not openly expressed. . . .
For the most part, farmers seem to succeed in closing off their emotions to
others, for it is only now and then that suppressed feelings break through
in impulsive, uncontrolled fashion.” By contrast, “pastoralists display their
feelings easily, openly, and seemingly ‘naturally.’ . . . The good and the
bad, the joyous and the sad, the soft and the harsh—are all expressed with
far greater freedom.”20 With regard to action, “the farmers are characteris-
tically indirect. Not only do they avoid direct expression of their feelings,
when they do speak and act, it is with a careful eye to obscuring their
motives, to veiling their meanings, and to avoiding confrontation over any
potentially contestable issue.” Again by contrast, “pastoralists strongly
value independent and direct action. They make decisions as individuals,
openly pursue goals, and typically say and do what they wish—directly.”21
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The largest and most telling difference concerned the pastoralists’
valuing of independence. “It would appear that independence of action is a
pastoral trait, par excellence,”22 Edgerton concludes. By contrast, ethnog-
raphers long have regarded parental emphasis on obedience to be espe-
cially marked in agricultural societies.23 Interestingly, Edgerton also found
high respect for authority among the pastoralists, and resentment of
authority to be typical of farmers: “Pastoralists expressed a sincere and
deferential respect for the authority of various persons; in contrast,
farmers expressed contempt, ridicule, or disrespect for the same categories
of persons.”24 While this might seem to contradict the pastoral emphasis
on independence, Edgerton points out that herders continually have to
adjust to changing conditions, and probably need both guidance from
elders and the ability to act decisively on their own. The overall pattern of
findings suggests that different forms of authority and obedience are
exercised in farming versus pastoralist groups, with independence perhaps
complementing authority among the herders.

These farming–pastoralist contrasts have two implications for under-
standing traditional MENA cultures. First, they suggest that there may be
important differences within the region between nomads and settled
agriculturalists, and probably between both of those ways of life and urban
dwellers. And second, to the extent that MENA culture was forged from
the symbiosis of agriculture and pastoralism—and especially from the
many “transhumant”25 populations that traditionally combined agricul-
ture and pastoralism—one might expect to find a mixture of these con-
trasting values and emotional styles. Perhaps the strong tendencies toward
individualism within a framework of “collectivist” familial values noted by
Schneider, Clifford Geertz, Kagitcibasi, Joseph, and others derives from
the combining of these two ways of life. I believe that practices often
viewed as inconsistencies in the region’s child-rearing practices—encour-
aging both independence and obedience—are better viewed as evidence of
contrasting ecologically based imperatives.

The second cluster of psychological characteristics concerns what
many ethnographers term the “envy–Evil Eye complex,” which appears to
have emerged in the Mediterranean with the Neolithic revolution—the so-
called birth of “civilization” that came with the cultivation of wheat,
domestication of animals, invention of metallurgy, creation of towns, and
rise of states. While this complex appears most prominently in European
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Mediterranean and MENA societies,26 it spread to much of central Europe
and India, and to Mexico and Central America after the Spanish brought it
there.27 It did not take hold in most of sub-Saharan Africa (where a
“witchcraft complex” appears to be widespread), in China, or in Southeast
Asia. The complex centers on the belief that people are prone to cast
glances of envy upon the good things possessed by others (newborn
babies, healthy children, abundant fields, robust flocks of sheep, fine
animals, nice houses, etc.) and that a glance of envy can damage, destroy,
or kill whatever it falls upon. In response, the complex entails an array of
practices aimed at preventing oneself from casting a glance of envy
(avoiding direct praise, and using invocations of God’s blessing as con-
gratulations and compliments, which protect the admired object) and,
more often, aimed at protecting one’s valued possessions from the envious
glances of others (using amulets, charms, and disguises of various forms).
Some observers have noted that this looks like paranoia: people “project”
their own envy and hostility, perceive it to be directed at them by others,
and resort to “obsessive” defenses to protect themselves. And in keeping
with psychoanalytic hypotheses that paranoia originates in disturbances in
early attachment relations or harsh toilet-training, some have expected
Evil Eye cultures to impose stresses in these early periods.28

In a series of classic articles, George Foster developed the thesis that
conditions of settled peasant agriculture tend to intensify the human
inclination to envy to the point that beliefs about it and protective prac-
tices become prominent features of the culture.29 Foster believed this arises
from two characteristics of most peasant societies: their productivity tends
to be limited by land or water,30 and they tend toward pronounced social
inequality, whether hidden behind outward uniformity or blatantly
displayed. Such societies thus tend to be “deprivation societies”: not
cultures of shared poverty but cultures “in which some people are poor
while others are not, in which the well-being and power of those with
plenty is visible to, and resented by, those with little.”31 This gives rise to
worldviews entailing an “Image of the Limited Good,” according to which

life is played as a zero-sum game, in which one player’s advantage
is at the expense of the other. . . . The person who is seen or
known to acquire more becomes much more vulnerable to the
envy of his neighbors. He knows that his neighbors may convert
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their envy into direct or indirect aggression, because they see his
success as being at their expense. He therefore is likely to fear the
consequences of their envy.32

Cross-cultural studies provide qualified support for Foster’s thesis.
John Roberts examined the association of Evil Eye beliefs with other
cultural characteristics in 186 societies33 and found no evidence of its
association with infant child-care practices (such as early weaning or
toilet-training) that might support the “paranoia” explanation. He did
find associations with intensive settled agriculture, patrilineal descent,
cultural complexity, social stratification, and concentrated political
authority. “These associations provide a pattern of social inequality, strong
and focused authority, and indications of the importance of property,” he
writes, adding that this combination probably underlies both envy and the
Evil Eye.34 While the Evil Eye was not associated with early socialization,
Roberts did find it correlated with the use of physical punishment in later
childhood, and he concludes by suggesting that in addition to settled
agriculture and inequality, “strong” and “capricious” authority appears to
be associated with it.35 After reviewing the large literature on the topic,
Vivian Garrison and Conrad Arensberg also reject the paranoia explana-
tion and build on Roberts’s findings to argue that it is a generalized
“patronal dependency” and associated “risk of seizure” that gives rise to
fear of envy and protective rituals.36 These take archetypal form in the
circum-Mediterranean but also characterize other regions where the Evil
Eye appears. They conclude that the Evil Eye arises mainly from “personal
patronage, the personalismo of the sheikhs, land-lords, and other protec-
tors, mediators, and sanctioners of opposing peasant and peasant-and-
nomad clienteles, at work in the stratified but unstable ‘state societies’ with
tribal tributaries in the region.”37

The Evil Eye complex remains strong in traditional milieus in MENA
(and has not disappeared from many European Mediterranean societies).
While it is not caused by early child-care practices, it clearly influences
them: many infant illnesses and deaths are attributed to it, and fear of the
Eye motivates a range of protective measures.38 As mentioned in chapter 3,
toddlers are taught to fear the Eye, along with jinn spirits and ogres and
the whisperings of Satan, which together anchor a system of self-care based
on interpreting some anxieties as vulnerability to invisible threats. Further,
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if herding ways of life tend to foster independent action and open emo-
tionality (as Edgerton found), the “image of limited good” and fear of envy
in village life may foster group compliance and more circumspect styles of
emotional expression.

These broad nomad-versus-peasant contrasts may capture important
differences between traditional groups within MENA. At the same time,
MENA cultures have formed from centuries of interaction between these
ways of life, and movement of peoples from both into towns and cities—a
process that has greatly accelerated in recent decades. The resulting culture
appears to contain psychological features associated with both. And if
Garrison and Arensberg are correct, wherever “patronal dependency” and
“risk of seizure” remain in force, as appears to be the case in many
populaire (working class) and bidonville (slum) urban milieus, then some
complex of envy and rites of protection also should appear.

Kinship

Francis Hsu has argued that cultural psychologists have overestimated the
effects of early infant and child care and given too little attention to how
kinship and family organization deeply shape the development of early
attachments into the relationships that anchor adult personality.39 Com-
pared to discrete child-care practices that may have only limited and
transient effects, Hsu believes the overall patterning of father-child,
mother-child, spousal, and sibling dyads within a specific kinship system
exerts pervasive, long-term influence on emotional and social develop-
ment. Patrilineal, matrilineal, and kindred systems differ in how they
allocate nurturing and disciplinary roles, and patrilineal cultures may
differ significantly in which dyadic relations they emphasize as anchoring
group loyalties and personal identities. He suggests that Westerners
emphasize the husband-wife pair, the Chinese the father-son pair (and line
of paternal ancestors), Hindu Indians the mother-son pair, and Africans
the solidarity of brothers, siblings, and/or age-mates.

This can lead to oversimplification, but Hsu’s approach gives appro-
priate weight to culturally stressed patterns of emotion and authority
within families. MENA cultures traditionally stressed the patriarchal
character of authority and the matrifocal nature of nurturance and
compassion, and it appears that three important influences on develop-
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ment can be traced to the specifics of mother-child, father-child, and
brother-sister relationships. All form features of the predominant cultural
model of socialization, which individual families may follow more or less
closely. First, many researchers have noted that women’s positions in their
husbands’ families—with their status, emotional intimacy, and future
security often depending more on their children (and especially sons) than
on their husbands—encourage them to cultivate intensely interdependent
bonds with their children.40 When added to the concern with infant
survival, these considerations lead to a style of infant care that has been
described as “symbiotic” (see chapter 4) and seen as laying the foundation
for emotional interdependencies sustained throughout life.41 Second, there
are many descriptions—and criticisms—of the distant and harsh “patriar-
chal” authority exercised by fathers and other senior men over women,
boys, and junior men.42 Ethnographic reports indicate that fathers tend to
be warm and playful with infants and toddlers but then adopt a reserved,
commanding, and often fearsome persona when their children reach
roughly the age of five to seven (see chapter 6). Third, Suad Joseph
emphasizes the importance of (older) brother–(younger) sister relation-
ships, especially during adolescence, when brothers become responsible
for supervising and protecting their sisters (see chapter 7).43 She believes
these are the main roles in which boys develop adult masculinity and girls
adult femininity, and because they entail both intimacy and authority,
brother-sister relationships give both siblings practice in the fusion of
love-and-control that probably will characterize their marriages.

Household Organization

Household residential patterns also play a key role in development, as they
set the range of those who may play caretaking roles, the size and character
of child cohorts, and the general level of social interaction. LeVine notes
that residential patterns can determine how similar early interaction
patterns are elaborated into very different adult interactional styles.
Among the Kenyan Gusii, he reports, each of a man’s several wives
occupied a hut with her children at some distance from other wives and
neighboring families, and visiting was infrequent. This appeared to
develop the low-verbal-engagement mothering into a rather cool style of
social interaction: “The Gusii . . . were reticent about interpersonal
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encounters outside the domestic group, believing excessive sociability to
be dangerous for a person of any age, and their conversational interaction
was governed largely by a code of restraint.” The West African Yoruba
followed a similar infant-care model in polygynous households but resided
“in a bustling compound sharing hearth, yard, and veranda with other
mothers and children and having frequent encounters with visitors.” As
adults, they “adhered to a cultural ideal of sociability and gregariousness in
which extended greeting, cheerful interaction, lengthy and hilarious
conversations, and expressions of concern for the welfare of others were
mandatory as well as commonplace.”44

Though polygamy was practiced infrequently, MENA patterns
traditionally paralleled the Yoruba style: the ideal household consisted of
large extended or joint families, each nuclear family possessing some
private spaces but all sharing a kitchen, courtyard, and other communal
spaces. Village and urban neighborhoods tended to be built as clusters of
kinsmen (and clients) in adjoining dwellings, so that a great deal of
visiting went on between neighbors and socializing in semiprivate alleys
or square-like areas between dwellings. The belief that a person left alone
was vulnerable to jinn attacks intensified socializing, as good manners
and care demanded that people always provide company to each other.
So in spite of the fact that a great deal of the region is sparsely populated,
both urban dwellers and villagers live in some of the most dense and
crowded habitations to be found anywhere, and grow up in milieus of
animated sociability.

Summary �

At the outset, then, we can provide a rough sketch of the broad MENA
model of child-care, which operates especially in infancy and early child-
hood to shape core-level psychological characteristics. This model clearly
appears to be a variant of what Robert LeVine and his colleagues term a
“pediatric” model observed throughout sub-Saharan Africa and in many
premodern societies, which evolves into what can be termed an “appren-
ticeship and obedience” model in early childhood (see chapter 4). The
MENA variant of this model includes the following elements.
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1. The use of slings to provide nearly continual contact facilitates
close and perhaps “symbiotic” maternal attachment based on
tactile and kinesthetic (rather than face-to-face) communication.

2. The historical combination of agrarian and pastoralist subsis-
tence bases probably leads to mixed encouragement and discour-
agement of direct emotional expression, and mixed
encouragement and discouragement of independent action.

3. The pattern of kinship relations promotes a high degree of
differentiation and perhaps complementarity in typical child-
mother (intimacy-based), child-father (authority-based), and
sister-brother (intimacy- and authority-based) interaction styles.

4. The setting of large household compounds facilitates gregarious
social interaction, based on a sharp separation of public and
private spheres, and on generation- and gender-linked principles
of avoidance and etiquette-governed interaction.

As is the case in every society, a child’s (and an adolescent’s and adult’s)
socialization into this world is neither automatic nor always easy, and the
difficulties a person typically faces become the “developmental tasks” that
characterize a period.

Because there are relatively few direct studies of psychological devel-
opment in MENA societies, the following chapters will review the many
rich accounts of cultural models of child-care and life-span development.
Thanks to work underway by psychologists at expanding university
systems throughout the region, the picture of development that can be
drawn in a decade or two will be much more detailed than it is today. And
the issues engendering debate undoubtedly will change.



This page intentionally left blank 



Childbirth and Infant Care

c h a p t e r 4
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Studies in many MENA societies show that mothers throughout the region
traditionally followed “pediatric” models of infant care broadly similar to
those of many preindustrial societies. Adapted to improving the chances of
survival in conditions of high fertility and infant mortality, this type of infant
care entails nearly constant maternal caretaking, nursing on demand and to
sooth distress, and dampening rather than eliciting excitement. This differs
from “pedagogic” models typical of industrialized societies, which encourage
face-to-face interaction, protoconversations, exploration, and excitement—all
of which appear to be adapted to preparing infants for schooling.

MENA’s pediatric style of infant care maximizes tactile and kinesthetic
communication while minimizing face-to-face interaction. It also minimizes
separation and facilitates the development of a secure attachment, “basic
trust,” and the formation of an interdependent bond that some observers
describe as “symbiotic.” It appears to provide the psychological foundation for
a strong bond of maternal interdependence that is cultivated to last through-
out life—similar in some respects to that described by Sudhir Kakar for
Hindu India and Takeo Doi for Japan. Weaning tends to be abrupt, however,
often coinciding with the birth of a new baby and a dramatic decrease in
maternal caretaking. The chapter concludes by focusing on the disagreement
between researchers who view this pattern as setting up an often traumatic
“dethronement” that undermines the separation-individuation process and
those who view it as fostering secure attachments that are broadened at
weaning to the extended household, setting up a kind of group self that
anchors subsequent familial interdependence and loyalty.

All studies find that modernization is changing this “pediatric” pattern,
generally toward a “pedagogic” one. But it remains unclear how infant care
practices may be changing among the large numbers of urban poor, who may
be unable either to follow traditional styles or adopt pedagogic styles.
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Introduction �

Studies in traditional MENA milieus provide near-consensus that parents
follow variants of a “pediatric” model of infant care observed throughout sub-
Saharan Africa, South Asia, and in many preindustrial societies, which ap-
pears to be designed to nourish and protect babies in conditions of high infant
mortality (see the discussion of sources at the end of this chapter). This con-
trasts with American and European “pedagogic” models that assume survival
and prompt active interaction and exploration. Researchers disagree, how-
ever, on the psychological consequences of MENA’s pediatric pattern. Some
argue that the common practice of long “indulgent” nursing and “sudden”
weaning undermine the separation-individuation process and the subsequent
development of psychological autonomy. Others believe it promotes the
formation of secure mother-infant bonds and then a healthy widening of a
toddler’s circle of attachments to the extended household. This chapter will
briefly describe pediatric and pedagogic styles of infant care and then ex-
amine field studies that report on conception and birth, swaddling and car-
rying, and nursing and weaning. It then will consider how modernization
(especially education, improved health, and smaller family size) and under-
development (especially slum living conditions) are changing traditional
patterns and conclude by focusing on the disagreement among researchers
about the traditional pattern’s effects on attachment and long-term psy-
chological development.

Cultural Models of Child Care �

LeVine and his colleagues emphasize the importance of the cultural models
of child care and development that guide the socialization of children. These
consist of three features: a “moral direction, a pragmatic design, and a set of
conventional scripts for action.”1 The moral direction refers to the overall goals
caretakers seek for their children, which may change in adjustment with
children’s ages and may differ for subgroups (boys versus girls, wealthy ver-
sus poor) within a society. In MENA, for example, maternal care practices
come to symbolize the family’s obligation to nurture and protect its mem-
bers, fostering a sense of moral indebtedness that perhaps resembles that
described in Japan. The pragmatic design refers to the general techniques and
strategies parents use to care for and socialize their children, and to the sched-
ule by which these change as they grow. MENA parents traditionally took
precautions to shield their infants from the ever-present dangers of jinn spir-
its, glances of the Evil Eye, and other supernatural beings, which are held
responsible for illnesses, accidents, and deaths. They then taught their tod-
dlers to fear jinns, ogres, and afrit (monsters), both to control them (“get away



Childbirth and Infant Care 155

from there, or the jinn will get you!”) and to instruct them in the rudiments
of the Islamic system of self-care that anchors adult piety. The conventional
scripts consist of sequences of behaviors parents employ in specific situations.
Distinctive greetings, gestures of deference, and eating arrangements, for
example, display the age and gender hierarchy of MENA family relations.

Many researchers now follow the distinction LeVine and his colleagues
make between the two broad cultural models of caretaking in infancy and
early childhood: a pediatric model aimed mainly at ensuring infant survival
(found mainly in traditional or pretechnological milieus), and a pedagogic
model aimed at fostering exploration and learning (favored in the West and
in modernizing sectors of “developing” societies).2 In industrialized societ-
ies, infant mortality rates tend to be low, children are expensive to care for
and contribute little labor or income to their families, and aging parents usu-
ally do not depend economically on their children. These conditions favor a
preference for relatively few children, and since their survival is rarely in

Middle Easterners traditionally
followed a “pediatric” model of
infant care that emphasizes
protection and dampening
excitement rather than early
stimulation. Their “sling-
carrying” style—common to
hotter regions around the globe—
facilitates nearly continuous
physical contact and kinesthetic
(body-to-body) rather than face-
to-face communication.
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doubt, parents begin training them from infancy in the attitudes and skills
they will need to compete in school and the occupational marketplace. In most
preindustrial societies, by contrast, parents need many children to contrib-
ute labor to the household and to care for them as they age. High infant
morality rates intensify the pressure for high fertility and encourage caretak-
ers to adopt nurturing, protective infant-care practices that enhance the
chances of survival. This typically involves maximizing the nearly exclusive
attention mothers give their babies, with training for social roles put off until
later:

The goal of agrarian mothers, then, is to maximize the number of
surviving children by spacing births to prolong the period of exclu-
sive maternal attention, including breast-feeding and cosleeping. . . .
The mother gives most attention to each child in turn before it is
weaned, particularly in the early months before its survival is re-
garded as assured.3

In pedagogic models

infant care is construed less as nurturance for a child at risk than as
mental and social stimulation for a child with a future. Maternal
attention is devoted to talking and playing with the baby, creating
extended “protoconversations” before the baby is capable of speech
and responding to the baby’s initiatives for social interaction.4

On the basis of work in sub-Saharan Africa, LeVine and his colleagues con-
trasts the pediatric and the pedagogic as shown in table 4.1.5

In Western families following pedagogic models, days are organized to
provide alternating periods of exciting interaction and solitary sleep:

The well-rested baby is seen as ready to be stimulated by toys and
social interaction, specifically by the proto-conversations in which
the mother talks to the infant, eliciting a (vocal and motor) re-

Table 4.1 Models of Infant Care

Feature Pediatric Model Pedagogical Model

Goal Protection Active engagement, social
exchange

Means Soothing Stimulation, protoconversation

Temporal distribution Decreasing Increasing
over first 30 months

Cultural script Modulate excitement Elicit excitement
Commands Questions, praise
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sponse that she interprets as a conversational turn in a continuing
“play dialogue.” . . . These are deliberately educational interven-
tions. As Heath concluded from a study of middle-class urban
parents and children in the southeastern United States, “Before the
age of 2, the child is socialized into the initiation-reply evaluation
sequences repeatedly described as the central structural feature of
classroom lessons.”6

By contrast, in cultures that follow pediatric models, nearly continual con-
tact with the mother, cosleeping, immediate soothing of crying or distress,
nursing on demand, and the avoidance and dampening of excitation all
serve to minimize the infant’s caloric expenditure and thus appear to be
well adapted to conditions of poor nutrition and vulnerability to infectious
diseases. Comparison of mother-infant interaction in a rural East African
culture (Gusii) and suburban Boston found that 93 percent of interactions
with 9– to 10–month-olds in Gusii involved holding, versus 25 percent in
Boston, and that talking and looking constituted 11 percent and 1 percent
of interactions in Gusii, versus 29 percent and 43 percent in Boston. Vid-
eotaped interactions during the first six months revealed the contrast in
styles shown in figure 4.1.7

American mothers thus engage in a great deal more face-to-face contact
with verbal questioning and praise, but their highly interactive style also gen-
erates much more emotional distress, which LeVine and his colleagues de-
fined as “fussy vocalization, crying and/or moving away from the setting,”8

than does the Gusii mothers’ style. While pedagogic strategies prepare chil-
dren for typical classroom interactions, pediatric strategies entail much more
kinesthetic communication and physical coparticipation in activities, and

Figure 4.1. Maternal Behavior among Gusii in Kenya and Americans
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prepare children for “apprenticeship” forms of education, in which they learn
by imitation or even by having their limbs moved through the motions be-
ing taught. Analysis of videotaped mother-child teaching interactions showed
that “the Gusii child’s orientation to the task was often maintained by the
mother’s use of physical control measures such as tugging and restraining—
rarely used by American mothers. The Gusii children did not resist being
pulled and pushed, but the American infants did in almost every instance.”9

A good deal of ethnographic evidence now shows the contrast between
a pediatric emphasis on tactile/physical communication associated with
nurturance, protection, and soothing and a pedagogic emphasis on face-
to-face verbal communication, stimulating play, and preparation for school
captures many of the most important differences in infant care between
“modern” versus “traditional” cultures. Virtually all accounts indicate that
MENA parents traditionally followed variants of the pediatric model. But
ethnographers also have documented important differences within modern
and within preindustrial cultures. In America, for example, verbal mother-
infant communication occurs less frequently in working-class families than
in middle-class families. In southern Africa, Kalahari foragers engage in more
verbal interaction than do mothers in other African societies—as much as
do working-class Americans.10 It therefore is crucial to describe both (1) varia-
tions of the pediatric model observed within MENA societies, and (2) the
frequent divergence of child-care practices from the cultural model’s ideals.

In many preindustrial societies, a pediatric model of infant care leads into
what might be termed an apprenticeship and obedience model of child-rear-
ing.11 In contrast to “modern” classroom-based formal education, which
emphasizes independent work and competitive achievement, learning in
preindustrial societies tends to occur alongside parents or older kin, and to
emphasize imitation, cooperation, and compliance with directions. Ethno-
graphic accounts indicate that traditional MENA societies followed variants
of an apprenticeship-and-obedience model—that reformers have sought to
change and traditionalists to conserve.

In the large “traditional,” “underdeveloped,” or “peripheral” sectors of
MENA societies, parents continue to follow pediatric models that resemble
those described for parts of sub-Saharan Africa and for most of India. De-
scriptions of infant and child care in medieval Europe show broad similari-
ties, but potentially important differences appear in the European use of
cradles and cribs rather than slings, in the practice of infanticide by “expo-
sure,” and in the extensive use urban and aristocratic families made of wet-
nurses. In contemporary MENA, modernized, urban-industrialized sectors
certainly are expanding, and educated parents living in nuclear units are
choosing to have smaller families and adopting pedagogic models like those
of Europe and America. There are few data by which to gauge the rate of this
change, and, perhaps more important, ethnographic accounts make it clear
that change is not simply unidimensional.
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Most MENA societies are becoming increasingly stratified by class, and
observers report that in the slums ringing most cities, some traditional pe-
diatric practices appear to remain entrenched while others are being aban-
doned—but without the adoption of modern pedagogic practices. In poorer
urban areas, households tend to be continually in flux, rarely matching ei-
ther traditional extended or modern nuclear forms. Caretaking arrange-
ments often have to be improvised, and child-care practices may not closely
follow any single model. In rural areas, many households and villages have
been nearly emptied of able-bodied young adult males, who have emigrated
to the Gulf States, Europe, and major cities for work. At the same time,
the extension of schooling to rural areas takes older children away from
the farming, herding, cooking, and child-care tasks they traditionally per-
formed. In many respects, the countryside remains a repository of tradi-
tions, but emigration and schooling together shift household work loads,
caretaking responsibilities, gender roles, and exercises of authority in im-
portant but often unpredictable ways. It is therefore impossible to estimate
the percentage of families following pediatric or pedagogic strategies, mix-
ing the two, or diverging from both. My account will focus on the more
traditional pediatric patterns by which the majority of the current genera-
tion of adults were raised. I will draw often on Hamid Ammar’s 1954 Growing
Up in an Egyptian Village, which continues to be the most comprehensive
account of child-rearing and was enriched by his daughter Nawal Ammar’s
restudy of the village in the mid-1980s.12

Conception and Birth �

Throughout MENA, insemination is likened to cultivation, a view affirmed
by a verse of the second Quranic sura: “Women are your fields: go, then, into
your fields as you wish.”13 It is widely said that the man provides the seed that
the woman nourishes in her womb, and that physically the child gets its bones
from its father and its blood (or sometimes flesh) from its mother. In many
rural areas, this view is metaphorically extended to term the patrilineage one’s
“bone.” Friedl summarizes the theory of conception prevalent in southwest-
ern Iran, which closely matches that described by Hilma Granqvist for Pales-
tine,14 Carol Delaney for rural Turkey,15 and Janice Boddy for northern Sudan:16

God willed that men have seeds and that women have a womb, the
child-bag. Upon ejaculation of seed-fluid, a man’s seed falls into the
woman’s womb, which contains blood. . . . Although children might
not know what their father’s seeds look like or consist of, the con-
cept of growth-out-of-a-seed is familiar even to the very young. Seeds
provide the link between father and children, just as they do between
last year’s wheat and this year’s.”17



160 Periods of Psychological Development

The Quran teaches that God created life by breathing spirit into a lump of
clay, and Granqvist reports that Palestinians believe this occurs at each con-
ception. As one of her informants described it: “When God wishes to feed a
woman with a child, the angel Gabriel goes, brings his hand full of dust from
where the child will die. He kneads the dust and [as the man ejaculates] puts
it before the door of the woman’s womb, and God draws and paints.”18 The
man’s seed carries some of his qualities to the child, but the woman’s tem-
perament (hot versus cold, wet versus dry, and clean versus dirty) and the
purity of her womb also shape many of its characteristics. In the village Friedl
studied,

if the mother’s humoral disposition is warm, the child, referred to
as such from the moment of conception, will be a “child” in the
narrow sense, that is, a boy. If the mother’s humoral nature is cold,
it will be a girl. If the womb is clean, the child will be beautiful, with
light, clear skin, but if it is not clean, the seed might not mix prop-
erly with the blood, or else the womb might not be able to take care
of the child. If a child nevertheless grows in a “dirty” womb, it will
be dark-skinned and ugly.19

In traditional contexts, motherhood fulfills a woman’s destiny, confirms
her adult status, and solidifies her marriage—all of which are put in jeopardy
by failure to conceive. If a woman passes a year of marriage without becoming
pregnant, anxiety intensifies, and she may begin seeking diagnoses and rem-
edies for her problem. “A woman who does not bear children,” reports Hamid
Ammar, “is called ‘akir’—one who literally ‘kills’ her offspring; and the woman
who has stopped bearing is referred to as ‘mushahira’—being ‘bound’ or liter-
ally affected (in some way) by the moon.”20 With the birth of a first child, many
women come to be addressed as “mother of so-and-so,”—um Hamed if her
son is named Hamed—which clearly conveys new status and respect. What-
ever fear and ambivalence a woman may feel privately, pregnancy usually brings
approval, an easing of work burdens, and indulgence of moods and cravings.21

“Pregnant women are said to be unreasonable, quarrelsome, and teary,” Friedl
reports, and these emotions are attributed “to a female weakness in reason that
is heightened during pregnancy because the womb is taking care of an increas-
ingly big and heavy load.”22 She also becomes vulnerable to jinn spirits and the
Evil Eye, and may conceal her pregnancy as long as possible. Before the birth
she may move back into her parental home so her female relatives can help with
the delivery; or her relatives may come help her in her husband’s home, or she
may deliver with her mother-in-law’s help. In cases of close marriage, these
relationships may overlap in a single dwelling or adjoining households. In
many communities, a midwife will be summoned to deliver the baby, while
the woman’s female relatives also attend.

Increasing numbers of women give birth in rural clinics and urban hos-
pitals, but perhaps the majority still deliver at home, in less-than-sanitary
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conditions, without anesthetics, and without emergency care should it be
needed. Sanitary conditions at some maternity clinics may not be much bet-
ter, anesthetics in as little use, and the emotional environment much worse.23

Several ethnographers have reported that childbirth is said to be “women’s
jihad,” citing the Prophet as saying that a woman who dies in childbirth, like
a man who dies in war against foreign invaders, will go directly to Heaven.24

The root j*h*d actually means to exert effort, and jihad conveys this, so it
means something more like “to exert great effort in a sacred cause.”

Announcements and celebrations of the birth typically depend on the
baby’s gender and health (as they do in much of India and did in the Euro-
pean Mediterranean): “Very good news, such as the birth of a healthy boy, is
announced loudly to the outside and spread further to all the interested. Less
good news, such as the birth of a healthy girl, is spread more slowly and qui-
etly. Problems such as obvious birth defects leak out of the delivery room
slowly.”25 In many areas, a naming ceremony is held on the seventh day and
a ram (or other animal) sacrificed.26 In the Egyptian village studied by Hamid
Ammar, the baby is passed over the animal’s blood seven times:

“Blood flowing” is supposed to ward off the effects of the “evil eye.”
It is also considered as a sacrifice for the child’s life, saving the child’s
life by giving the life of an animal. The traditional support for this is
the story of the Prophet Abraham whose son Ismael was saved by a
heaven-sent ram.27

Nawal Ammar found that by the mid-1980s villagers had abandoned this
ceremony, most citing its increased cost.28

Most names have religious, family, or historical importance, and so sig-
nify character and destiny within the culture.29 Names are usually taken from
the Prophet (Mohammed), his family (Ali, Aisha), or prophets (Brahim,
Youssef) or constructed as “servant of” attributes of God (i.e., Abdelkrim,
“servant of the Generous”). Children also may be named after grandparents
or after family members or previous children who have died. In some areas,
children may be named after mythic, historical, and literary figures, and more
recently after popular entertainers. Ethnographers working in rural or poor
urban areas report that a few children are given humorous or “ugly” names
to protect them from the Evil Eye.30 Al-Sa’ti found that religious and folk-
lore-based names decreased in Egypt between 1950 and 1975, while “modern”
names increased from 20 to 40 percent for men and from 44 to 62 percent
for women.31 Nawal Ammar found that villagers had diversified children’s
names, naming more of them after national leaders and cultural figures.32

After the birth, the mother and baby usually observe a 40–day period of
seclusion, during which her relatives care for her as she cares for her baby.33

This is treated as a kind of liminal, betwixt-and-between period, both sacred
and polluted. Angels hover around and protect the baby, but the loss of
blood—said to be “black” or “dirty” like no-longer-productive menstrual
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blood34—and the opening of the body puts the mother in a state of pollu-
tion.35 Granqvist reports that Palestinian women say that “for forty days
her grave is open,” a saying that Delaney also reports among rural Turkish
women.36 Both are in a heightened state of vulnerability, the baby especially
to the Evil Eye and the mother to jinn or zar spirits. Nawal Ammar reports
village women continuing the period of seclusion in the 1980s and continu-
ing to fear spirits and the Eye.37 Thus the woman is protectively enclosed or
“covered” during the period in which her body is “open,” impure, and vul-
nerable. Bathing on the fortieth day purifies her, and she begins resuming
her normal routine, including intercourse with her husband. This contrasts
with most of sub-Saharan Africa, where postpartum sexual taboos of up to
two or three years are observed—a practice that Whiting38 and LeVine39 be-
lieve represents an adaptation to especially high infant mortality rates, and a
probable cause of polygynous marriage. In these societies, several ethnogra-
phers report that many new mothers try to avoid frequent intercourse until
their child has been weaned, to delay another pregnancy.

Swaddling �

Infants are generally swaddled40 and alternately laid on blankets and held in
their mothers’ arms. Friedl reports that cradles are used to hold and some-
times transport children in the mountains of southwestern Iran, but in most
of MENA, infants are carried in slings, and gradually moved from the chest
to the hip and to the back. In the areas using slings, infants spend most of
their days in physical contact with their mothers, or sometimes with other
family caretakers. Prothro reports that 95 percent of the almost 500 Leba-
nese mothers interviewed swaddled their newborns, usually for the first five
months: “Strips of cloth, new or used, are wrapped around the child until he
is snug and relatively immobile. In some instances the child’s arms may
be left free, but in most cases—at least in the early months—his arms are
wrapped at his side.”41 This was practiced equally in urban Beirut and rural
Beqaa, and by Arab Muslim, Arab Christian, and Armenian Christian moth-
ers, who said it kept the child warm or its body and legs straight. Palestinian
mothers told Granqvist they usually swaddle their infants for about four
months in the summer, and about five in the winter.42 ‘Alia Shakri reports
similar practices in Egypt,43 and Susan Davis in Morocco.44 Judith Williams
reports that in the Lebanese village she studied swaddling began during the
first week and continued intermittently for a year, though “even quite a young
baby will spend many of his daytime waking hours unbound and out of the
cradle, carried about loosely wrapped in a blanket.”45 Mothers again give “a
preponderance of health explanations for the practice: swaddling keeps the
baby warm, makes his limbs straight and strong; it is also easier to keep a child
clean.”46
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In the two decades before this research, a fierce debate had raged about
the psychological effects of swaddling, catalyzed by Geoffrey Gorer’s argu-
ment that prolonged constriction of infants shapes the depressive, guilt-
burdened, rage-prone, tragic contours of the so-called Russian character:

It was through the study of swaddling practices that I discovered what
appear to me to be some of the most important clues to the inter-
pretation of Russian behavior; and the derivatives of the swaddling
situation became for me as it were the thread that led through the
labyrinth of the apparent contradictions of adult Russian behavior.47

Most researchers eventually concluded that swaddling in Russia and eastern
Europe usually was not practiced in as constrictive a manner as Gorer be-
lieved and that it does not have the profound effects he inferred. Others ar-
gued that swaddling forms only one part of a larger pattern of infant caretaking
and that the comparatively low levels of physical contact and social interac-
tion experienced by many Russian infants resulted from a confluence of swad-
dling, the use of cradles, and cultural beliefs about infancy. Still Prothro
explored the possibility that swaddling might affect personality development
by dividing his sample of children into those swaddled less than and more
than five months and comparing ratings of their dependence, aggression,
conscience, and achievement motivation—and found no differences. Our
informal observations in Imeghrane suggest that while swaddling certainly
does not promote motor activity and exploration, it usually does not cause
any more discomfort than the bundling of American babies in cold weather
or the carrying of them in “snuggly” packs or carseat carriers. As Williams
reports, infants rarely are swaddled all the time, and caretakers usually re-
spond to signs of distress.

Nursing �

Throughout the region, mothers are reported to nurse frequently and on
demand. Extended breast-feeding is believed to strengthen the infant and to
transfer good qualities from the mother’s line48 and is widely—and cor-
rectly—believed to provide some contraceptive protection. Granqvist reports:

as soon as a little child cries or shows the slightest sign of restless-
ness, it is at once laid to the mother’s breast. Very often a woman
who is nursing a child has an opening in her dress over each breast
and thus she can feed it at once. And she does it unhesitatingly in
any place, at any time, and very often.49

Cederbland writes: “Free suckling habits are the rule before weaning. A child
is given the breast as soon as it cries. Breast children are often seen playing
with, biting and nipping their mother’s breasts as if they were playthings.”50
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Williams reports that while many mothers said they nursed five or six times
a day, she observed them nursing much more frequently, often to soothe their
infants:

Perhaps what matters more than the frequency of feedings, be it five
to six times a day, or fifteen to twenty—and the latter figure is much
closer to reality—is that the breast is given not only at every cry but
at every sign of restlessness. The child is instantly quieted. . . . The
quiet child in Haouch is, as elsewhere in the Arab world, the ideal
child. . . . In Haouch, during the first few months of childhood es-
pecially, the breast is endlessly available and the chief principle is the
maintenance of quiet. The breast or bottle is often pressed upon a
quite uninterested but fidgety baby.51

Davis similarly reports that Moroccan infants “are nursed on demand (even
three or four times an hour), and are never allowed to cry more than a few
seconds without being pacified, usually with the breast.”52 In Iran, Friedl
notes, “older babies still are nursed on demand, even if they are fed other food,
too. The frequent nursing has taught the infant to demand the breast not only
when hungry or thirsty but also when sleepy, cranky, stressed, or in pain. A
mother’s breast is a hiding place, warm, dark, and safe.”53 The length of nurs-
ing varies greatly from child to child, but most women try to continue well
into the second and often into the third year. Al Nawayseh reports two years
or more to be part of the traditional model of infant care throughout Jor-
dan,54 as Davis, Abdeslam Dachmi, and Mohammed Qabaj report for North
Africa.55 The Lebanese mothers interviewed by Prothro said they had nursed
their five-year-olds for about a year, and his data showed that boys were
nursed longer than girls. (His researchers’ ratings of maternal “warmth” also
showed higher scores for mothers of boys than of girls). Williams reports that
few infants are nursed for less than a year, and boys often for two: “Most
women say they nurse until they are pregnant again. . . . The generally longer
nursing period of the boy in Haouch is quite frankly explained in terms of
the grater value placed upon him and the greater concern for him.”56 Najoui
Sa’idallah reports that Egyptian peasant and Bedouin families relied on natural
breast-feeding, for 12 to 18 months for girls and 18 to 24 months (but some-
times up to three years) for boys.57 Other Egyptian studies, however, found
no difference in the nursing of boys and girls.58 Nawal Ammar reports that
village women tried to nurse for two years, but many did not succeed because
they became pregnant again, their milk dried up, or their infants weaned
themselves. Over three-quarters of women in both the 25-to-34 and 35-to-45
age cohorts reported nursing for at least a year.59 The rural and poor urban
Sudanese mothers interviewed by Badri said they had nursed for an average
of 15 months, and middle-class urban mothers 9 months, with “a new preg-
nancy” being the most frequently cited reason for weaning.60
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Between 1976 and 1980, the World Fertility Survey conducted surveys of
nursing practices with probability samples of over 15,000 mothers in Jordan,
Egypt, Tunisia, and Yemen.61 They reported that 87 (in urban Tunisia) to 98
percent (in rural Egypt) of babies were nursed in their first months of life. In
urban areas, between a quarter (in Yemen) and a half (in Egypt) were still
nursing at one year, and in rural areas between a half (in Yemen and Jordan)
and 72 percent (in Egypt) continued to nurse. Only 4 to 17 percent still breast-
fed at two years, and 1 to 8 percent (in rural Egypt) did so at three years.
Nursing was generally longer in rural than urban areas, and especially so in
agricultural families (an average of 20 months in rural Egypt, compared to
10 months in urban Egyptian families in which the husband had a modern
occupation). Mothers reported nursing boys only slightly longer than girls.
Mother’s education has a powerful relationship to the duration of nursing,
as in many other developing countries (see table 4.2). Studies by Egyptian
researchers generally confirm Hamid Ammar’s account of rural practices:
nearly all mothers maintain close physical contact with their infants (includ-
ing carrying and cosleeping) and breast-feed on demand for 18 to 24 months,
stopping when they perceive they have again become pregnant. Lower class
urban mothers tend to follow this traditional pattern, though they more
often supplement breast-feeding with formula. Work outside the home,
however, causes mothers to shift away from traditional practices. Urban
middle-class mothers more often use bottle-feeding or supplement breast-
feeding with formula, more often schedule the times for feeding, and wean
an average of six months earlier.62

These data generally support ethnographers’ reports that the traditional
cultural model prescribes nursing for two years but also indicates that even
in traditional milieus many children are not nursed that long, mainly because
some wean themselves and others are weaned when mothers become preg-
nant. In addition, modernizing influences—especially mothers’ education
and urban residence, but also mothers’ employment and use of contracep-
tives—dramatically shorten the duration of nursing. Educated mothers more
often schedule feedings rather than nurse on demand, even in rural areas.63

Nawal Ammar reports village women’s continuation of nursing-on-demand
but noted earlier supplementing of breast milk with prepared foods, and less

Table 4.2 Average Duration of Breast-Feeding
in 1970s (months) by Mother’s Education

Urban Rural
Egypt Egypt Jordan Tunisia Yemen

None 16 20 12 17 13

10+ years 10 14 9 8 6
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maternal responsiveness than Hamid Ammar described. At least some moth-
ers let their children cry when they knew hunger wasn’t the cause, some ex-
pressing an attitude quite at odds with the pediatric model: “‘Crying,’ told
me one informant, ‘teaches the child that it cannot get everything it wants in
life.’”64 At least some educated urban mothers say they struggle against their
inclinations to comfort and nurse crying infants.65

Nursing also is regarded as the maternal act par excellence: “a woman in
the eyes of the people is specially compassionate, quite otherwise than a man,”
Granqvist reports: “the mother’s breast is a symbol of compassion. It is said:
‘A man’s breast has no milk.’ This means that compassion is not to be ex-
pected from a man.”66 Hamid Ammar concurs, noting that “the mother’s
breast is the symbol of compassion. . . . It is because women can provide their
babies with milk that they are considered to be endowed with compassion.”67

He also reports that mothers offer their breast not only when their infants
are hungry or fidgety but whenever it becomes “compassionate,” or full. The
association of breast-feeding and compassion ramifies throughout the cul-
ture, especially in rural areas. In Imeghrane and many other regions, each
adult woman in a household should own a cow that she feeds and cares for
and whose prized, baraka-rich dairy products she processes and provides
to the men and children. Boddy notes this symbolic elaboration in north-
ern Sudan and reports that women often said of themselves, as do women
in Imeghrane, nihna behaim, “we are (like) cattle”—which she correctly sees
as expressing a powerful ambivalence about their status: on the one hand,
women are treated like baby- and food-producing beasts; on the other they
perform the sacred function of nourishing life, which men shelter and pro-
tect at society’s inner core.68 As Ammar points out, these symbolic elabo-
rations of nursing help forge a lifelong bond:

Nothing is more binding in the mother-child relationship than the
memories of “stomach enveloping” and “breast feeding” which are
symbols invoked by mothers to remind their sons or daughters to
be obedient, or to come to their help in old age. “I enveloped you
for nine months and have fed you with my breast” is supposed to be
one of the most effective and compelling entreaties.69

Other MENA researchers confirm the importance of these meanings.70

A MENA “Pediatric” Model �

Quantitative data comparable to those LeVine collected from Yoruba and Gusii
or Mary Ainsworth from Ghanda are not available for MENA children, but the
traditional model(s) of infant care and mother-child interaction clearly follow
a similar pediatric model. Cederblad writes that “the child’s first year may be
characterized by a very intensive, almost symbiotic contact with the mother,
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who carries the child with her everywhere she goes, and sleeps with it beside
her. The child’s oral needs are probably satisfied optimally as far as sucking and
physical contacts are concerned.”71 Davis notes that a great deal of mother-
infant communication takes place through their physical contact, and that while
mothers talk to their babies, they rarely have the kind of stimulating, face-to-
face “conversations” typical of American mothers. Swaddling, nursing on de-
mand and to quiet crying, carrying, and cosleeping coalesce to establish a
protective, soothing, excitation-dampening maternal bond during the first year
or so.72 Friedl concludes that in Iran, “because the environment is considered
potentially dangerous for an infant, the mother’s prime responsibility is to
protect and defend the baby, rather than to educate or entertain him or her.”73

Educated, middle-class urban families are clearly shifting away from this
pediatric model toward a pedagogic one. Not only do they rely less on breast-
feeding and wean their infants earlier (though usually more gradually) but
they also place greater emphasis on independence by having their infants sleep
separately, teaching them to wash and dress themselves, and toilet-training
them a good deal earlier.74 These changes appear to be related both to the
changed values that come with education, daily schedule changes associated
with women’s work outside their homes, and the generally smaller family size
and greater housing space available with middle class or professional incomes.
Nawal Ammar found village mothers following the basic pediatric pattern
Hamid Ammar described 35 years earlier, but in attenuated forms—especially
earlier and more gradual weaning, an earlier end to cosleeping, less immedi-
ate responsiveness to crying—all signaling further change toward a pedagogic
model. The situation in poor urban milieus is complex and unclear. The
quantitative data suggest a pattern “between” rural and middle-class urban
practices, but ethnographic descriptions suggest that many poor families
cannot practice features of the traditional model they continue to believe in
and often improvise in ways that deviate from the pediatric but not in the
direction of the pedagogic model.

The traditional pediatric model does not produce “passive” babies, and
certainly not deprived ones.75 Most are born into densely peopled commu-
nities of extended family and adjoining households, where visiting among
neighbors and kinswomen (with their children) is common. After the 40-day
seclusion period, most infants are progressively introduced to wider kin and
neighborhood circles, so protective pediatric strategies typically develop into
more gregarious styles. As the anthropologist Judy Brink notes of an Egyp-
tian village:

In large extended families adults and children, who are consistently
loving and nurturing, surround infants and engage them in almost
constant social interaction. These infants do not have toys to play
with and do not form attachments to blankets or dolls as do Ameri-
can infants. They learn to play with people, not inanimate objects.76
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Few MENA families are polygamous, and while there may be little intercourse
for considerably longer than the required 40 days, postpartum abstinence does
not typically last nearly as long as in many sub-Saharan societies. Mother-
infant interaction appears to be somewhat less exclusive than in sub-Saharan
Africa, and because birth spacing appears to be shorter, the nearly exclusive
mother-infant bond (including cosleeping) tends to be of shorter duration.
In addition, while most fathers do little infant care, ethnographers report that
many have some affectionate, playful interaction with them on a daily basis,
and in this regard MENA more closely resembles Hindu India’s variant of
the pediatric model than that observed in polygamous African societies.

Accounts of infant care among both Muslims and Hindus in the Indian
subcontinent suggest a similar pediatric pattern. Except for colder northern
regions, Indians generally use slings rather than cradles, they have similarly
high levels of physical contact, sleep with their infants, and breast-feed on
demand and to soothe distress. Mothers may continue nursing through the
first trimester of a new pregnancy. There too, the birth of a boy gives cause
for greater celebration than of a girl, and boys receive more warmth and in-
dulgent care. The disparity in male-female mortality rates is even higher in

While mothers in traditional milieus do most of the caretaking
of infants and toddlers, fathers typically spend some affection-
ate and playful time with them each day.
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northern and central India than in the MENA,77 indicating better care and
feeding of boys, infanticide of girls, or both. Unlike babies in the arid MENA
region, most Indian infants are ritually bathed every day. Observers report
that infants do not always find this a pleasant experience, but it may provide
an experiential foundation for the bathing purification rituals important in
many sects of Hinduism.78

Historical sources suggest that infant care in the preindustrial Mediter-
ranean followed a similar pediatric model, with bourgeois and noble fami-
lies differing from the general populace in important respects. The Western
view that infants need unindulgent, highly scheduled and structured care—
much criticized by psychologists and educators in this century—did not gain
ascendancy until the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Medieval parents
generally sought to keep their infants in as womb-like conditions as possible—
keeping them lightly swaddled and warm, nursing them on demand and to
soothe distress into and beyond the second year, bathing them in warm water
(when possible), and often sleeping with them. They differed from MENA
mothers in using cradles rather than slings, especially in colder areas, which
generally promotes less body-to-body contact and more face-to-face inter-
action, but we have no medieval-era norms for this.

In noble and urban families, however, babies often were given to wet-
nurses, usually peasant women, sometimes for extended periods. The fact that
many cities regulated the wages of wet-nurses testifies to their prominence,
and Charles de La Ronciere reports that in the bourgeois homes of early Re-
naissance Tuscany,

infants were rarely nursed by their mothers. Most were turned over
to wet-nurses, only 23 percent of whom lived in their employer’s
home. Three out of four young children spent their first months away
from home; indeed, 53 percent were not reclaimed by their families
until they were at least eighteen months old.79

According to Shahar, records show that eighteenth-century Hamburg had 4,000
to 5,000 wet nurses in a population of 90,000, and that in eighteenth-century
Paris a majority of infants may have been cared for in the homes of wet-nurses.80

Records and written accounts indicate that peasant women nursed their own
babies, and wet-nurses assisted only when mothers had insufficient milk or died.
Though the evidence is fragmentary, it suggests that in the advantaged classes,
nursing, close physical contact, and cosleeping did not form part of a pattern
of cultivating a lifelong mother-child interdependence.81

Ethnographers report that boys in MENA generally receive more devoted
treatment than do girls (though the quality of care also depends on birth
order, the baby’s temperament, and the family’s welfare at the time),82 and
infant and child mortality rates indicate that girls are more likely to die than
boys. Amartya Sen reports the overall female-to-male ratio to be about 0.95
in Egypt, 0.97 in North Africa, and 0.90 in Pakistan (compared to 0.94 in
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China and 0.93 in India, two countries with pronounced gender bias).83 Sub-
Saharan Africa, which does not appear to have gender bias in infant care, has a
female-to-male ratio of 1.02. Dachmi believes that traditional North African
mothers tend to create overly symbiotic bonds with their male infants and in-
sufficiently symbiotic bonds with their girls, but his case studies testify to the
great individual variation in mothering styles and to the importance of birth
order and other factors. His young patient “Fatoum” developed a range of psy-
chosomatic symptoms in response to her mother’s neglect, and Dachmi found
her mother despondent that Fatoum was her third daughter without having
given birth to a boy and that her husband and his family had threatened to reject
her. When she did have a boy, she further withdrew to devote herself to him.
Fatoum’s older sister had apparently not been neglected in this manner, and
eventually provided Fatoum with caretaking her mother did not.84

The immediate effects of MENA’s pediatric model appear to be to facili-
tate the development of “secure attachment” and of what Erikson terms “basic
trust,” to soothe distress and modulate emotional excitation, and to build a
strong bond of compassion and interdependence between mother and infant.
When done as the model prescribes, pediatric strategies probably do enhance
survival and provide psychological buffering against the sufferings of often-
chronic skin, respiratory, and intestinal diseases. The longer term psycho-
logical effects of pediatric infant care have mainly to do with the meanings of
maternal caretaking as these are elaborated during later childhood, adoles-
cence, and adulthood. To the extent that the pediatric model’s idealized
bond of compassion is realized, this probably lays the emotional, tactile,
and kinesthetic foundation for the rich metaphors of maternal compassion
that weave throughout the culture. It establishes a core of “indulged de-
pendence” that appears as a feature of most hierarchical dyadic relation-
ships. This broadly resembles the sort of interdependence described by G.
Morris Carstairs, Sudhir Kakar, Alan Roland, Stanley Kurtz, and others for
Hindu India,85 and by Takeo Doi, Richard Beardsley and colleagues, George
DeVos, Takie Lebra, and others for Japan.86 As the maternal bond is subse-
quently elaborated, it also probably anchors the protective secluding and
covering of virgins and mothers that characterizes circum-Mediterranean
cultures. And it probably inspires the vision of life as begun with a sunder-
ing from the rahim, womb/maternal compassion, as sustained by the com-
passion of rahem, kindred/uterine kin, and as culminating in a reuniting with
God, al rahaman, the Merciful, al rahim, the Compassionate,87 that distinc-
tively characterizes Arab-Muslim cultures.

Debate: Weaning and Its Discontents �

Weaning marks the key transition from a period of intensely protective ma-
ternal caretaking to wider social interaction within the household. Especially
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when a mother has another child, weaning effectively ends the pediatric pe-
riod. This happens frequently, as throughout the region women often try to
continue nursing until they become pregnant again and then wean abruptly
because they believe that pregnancy poisons the mother’s milk for the nurs-
ing child.88 While the shift from nearly exclusive maternal care to a wider circle
of caretakers tends to take place gradually, most ethnographers describe the
act of weaning as typically abrupt and often traumatic. Hamid Ammar re-
ports that “mothers in Silwa recognize weaning as a ‘traumatic experience’
for the child and do their best to absorb the child’s attention in other direc-
tions.”89 Marriane Cederblad writes that “weaning, although begun late, is a
traumatic period in the baby’s life. The child is moved away from the mother’s
bed in conjunction with weaning so that it will ‘forget’ the breast.”90 Davis
writes that in the Moroccan town she studied,

the process of weaning is very abrupt; the mother chooses a day,
paints her breasts with liver bile or hot pepper to discourage the child,
and from that point does not nurse it again. . . . It is recognized that
weaning is difficult for the child . . . [and] women say of a newly
weaned child “now he knows that ghder (treachery, betrayal) exists
in the world.”91

Egyptian researchers have identified “sudden,” “arbitrary/inconsistent,”
and “gradual” styles of weaning in all milieus, but sudden weaning with the
use of bitter herbs on the nipples (by about one-third of mothers) is com-
monly reported in rural and more traditional urban families, and gradual
weaning is more common among urban working and educated mothers.92

Sa’idallah reported that Egyptian peasant and Bedouin mothers did not dif-
fer in weaning styles, with about half taking a “gradual” approach and half
weaning “suddenly” with bitter herbs.93 Al Nawayseh reports the widespread
use of bitter herbs to wean infants quickly in traditional Jordan.94 Lebanese
mothers told Prothro that they weaned their infants in “one or two days.”
Many said they used bitter substances on their breasts or sent their infant to
stay with a relative for a few days, both of which are regarded as “severe”
weaning practices in cross-cultural comparisons.95 “Lebanese are abrupt
weaners by world norms,” he reports, and “Lebanese infants often respond
unfavorably to this abrupt treatment.”96 The mothers’ reports showed the
same pattern observed in studies of Americans—the longer children are
nursed, the more likely they are to experience distress at weaning: “Of 131
children weaned at eleven months or later, 70 had much emotional upset over
weaning. Of 231 weaned before eleven months, only 30 had much emotional
upset over weaning.”97 Friedl’s observations are worth quoting at some length:

Weaning is a traumatic affair for most children and their families.
The intention of mother’s weaning strategies are to make her breasts
so distasteful that the child gives up nursing on its own, without



172 Periods of Psychological Development

fuss—a strategy that never seems to work smoothly. Behrokh col-
ored her breasts bright red with ink to frighten little Leila: Leila would
lift her mother’s skirt, look in horror at the red blotches, start to
scream, drop the shirt, lift it again, throw a tantrum, and start all
over again. Amene said, “Pheew, yecch, ugly, dirty, hit it!” whenever
her two-year-old son was nursing, to make an “enemy” of her breast.
He played along by hitting the breast and saying “pheew,” but then
laughed and continued to nurse, occasionally, for another six months.
Shahrbanu put pepper on her nipples to hurt her weanling’s mouth;
he screamed and pummeled her for almost a week. Zari daubed her
breasts with bitter juice of an herb to make her weanling spit, as did
Afi with lime juice: the children licked, spat, howled, then nursed
anyway. Banu hid her breasts under buttoned garments to make
them “unaccessible like a buried treasure.” Her son poked a hole in
the cardigan, ripped her shirt, and found the pot of gold, she said.98

In Imeghrane, weaning typically was done in a day or two, usually with the
mother putting foul-tasting herbs on her nipples. Tantrums and regression
(from walking to crawling, for example) were common, and many children
who had eaten little solid food before being weaned lost weight and weak-
ened before they developed appetites for it. Our analysis of census and house-
hold survey data in selected villages suggested there may even be an increase
in mortality in the second year, possibly following weaning. As in Lebanon,
some infants are sent to stay with relatives in other households or even in
other villages until they “forget their mother’s milk.”

Ethnographers consistently report that Indian mothers similarly con-
tinue nursing as long as possible, but observers differ in their perceptions of
whether weaning tends to be gradual or abrupt. Prolonged breast-feeding and
abrupt weaning is practiced in most of sub-Saharan Africa, and this combi-
nation has given rise to much debate about its effects on personality devel-
opment. A couple of now classic studies99 found that while weaning often
occasions short-term distress (especially if it occurs in the second year, when
attachment is most intense), most children have attachments to other care-
takers and it causes no long-term difficulties. Attachment, these studies con-
cluded, is based in the overall pattern of communication, not just nursing.100

LeVine and colleagues nonetheless conclude from a variety of developmen-
tal indices that the second year of life “can be a difficult emotional transition
period.” The Gusii child

is no longer cared for as a baby, is sometimes yearning for the
mother . . . , and is often not ready to become part of the children’s
group. Furthermore, weaning in the middle of this year poses a
nutritional problem, because the replacement of breast milk
with protein-rich foods (cow’s milk, meat, eggs) is by no means
universal.101
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Ethnographers continue to make observations like Friedl’s:

The baby likely will sate itself on tea and sugar, it likely will have cried
itself to sleep more or less hungry long before dinner is ready; tough
food such as meat, rare as it is for everybody, or bread, cannot be
chewed easily by the weanling—by the time the baby has swallowed
a few half-chewed bites dinner will be over. Not only is the inad-
equate food supply traumatic for the child but so is the sudden
withdrawal of the maternal pacifier, which had helped the younger
baby to cope with frustrations. So many weanlings are “weak, thin,
cranky,” that this conditions just about describes a weaned child
in Deh Koh; a postulated norm ascribed to a developmental stage
perpetuates parental behavior that brings about this norm.102

North African psychologists have engaged in an instructive debate about
this pattern of prolonged breast-feeding and abrupt weaning.103 In Sevrages
et Interdependence (Weaning and Interdependence), the psychiatrist Assia
Msefer works with a theory drawn from Klein and Winnicott that holds that
healthy development requires mothers to cultivate an illusion that their in-
fants possess them and can depend on their protection, and then to gradu-
ally undertake a process of disillusionment that allows a toddler to separate,
discover reality, and form relationships with others. She argues that what I
have termed the pediatric pattern, terminated by abrupt weaning, tends to
intensify fear of abandonment and to promote an illusory idealization of the
mother and defensive dependence on this idealized image in all of its rich
cultural elaborations. Because women ultimately depend on their sons, they
tend to cultivate interdependence with them more intensely and for a longer
duration than they do with daughters. She believes that because women’s
power, enjoyment, and self-regard are traditionally so constrained to repro-
ducing, nurturing, and feeding, nursing tends to become the primary anchor
of mother-son interdependence, highly sensual and deeply enjoyed by both.
This leaves boys especially unprepared for weaning, she believes, and for the
displacement by a new baby that often occasions it.104

Msefer thus believes boys maintain their attachment in the face of loss
by developing an idealized image of the mother, who becomes “the priceless
object” and “mysteriously symbolizes the community of the family.”105 This
marks the first and crucial step in the reproduction of the patriarchal order.
“A woman is idealized to the extent that she is a mother, and devalued to the
extent to that she is a woman,”106 she writes, so that the idealized mother “has
no need of individuality.”107 This anchors the matrifocal character of the
patriarchal order, as the son “internalizes an idealized image of his mother,
which justifies the fact that he solicits her to choose his wife, and to make
general decisions about his family life.”108 Defensive as it is, she believes this
“dependent attitude” consists of ambivalent, oscillating inclinations to sub-
mit and revolt. Msefer also suggests that prolonged and abruptly terminated
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indulgence roots the pervasive fear of the Eye, the jinn spirits, and other
malevolent beings, which represent both the sense of vulnerability that the
mother once soothed and rage at her loss that has been projected.

Rouchdi Chamcham also draws on Winnicott to make a similar argu-
ment, suggesting that an extended period of indulgence terminated by “the
brutality of weaning” often creates a developmental crisis that is not easily
resolved: “Most infants pass on to the following stage without having inte-
grated their impulses, or resolved problems related to their dependence, their
sense of success, their self-esteem, their self-affirmation, their individuality,
or their control and sublimation of aggression.”109 Dachmi makes this case
in even stronger terms, drawing on the psychoanalytic writings of Klein,
Lacan, and Mahler, as well as Winnicott, to argue that the overly symbiotic
nurturing of boys undermines the separation-individuation process, and that
the trauma of abrupt weaning prompts a splitting of maternal representa-
tions, producing via projection both celebrated images of the Good Mother
and the culture’s terrifying ogresses and female jinns.110 In traditional North
Africa, he concludes,

when the individual has to dissolve and disappear into the group,
individual narcissism into familial and group narcissism, and the
individual ego-ideal into the group ego-ideal, the individual ego—
when it is totally based on external reality and crushed by the super-
ego—cannot in any case aspire to autonomy and independence.111

Camille Lacoste-Dujardin believes “symbiotic” and highly sensual moth-
ering undermines individuation,112 and Ghita El Khayat-Bennai similarly
views the “symbiotic” attachment of the first year, broken by “brutal” wean-
ing, as creating “a grave syndrome of abandonment” that, because of the dif-
ficult transition to adult foods, appears to increase mortality in the second
year (as LeVine noted among Gusii).113 But both also note that in traditional
large families the loss may be eased by mothering from the many other
women in the family’s interior: Lacoste-Dujardin suggests that this fosters
immersion in the familial group rather than individuation.114 The psycholo-
gist Abedelatif Chaouite develops this latter point to take issue with the
trauma and undermined-individuation view. He concurs that weaning does
tend to be sudden and requires an infant to make a difficult transition, but
he rejects the interpretation that it amounts to “a weaning trauma that leaves
in the Moroccan an indelible mark of an intense frustration” and critically
“affects the personality of the adult Moroccan.”115 Rather, he believes that
families typically recognize the significance and difficulty of the transition,
and rally around to take the mother’s place as primary caretaker.

The expansion of the toddler’s attachments entails “a veritable restruc-
turing of its entire relational universe,” but “to the infant’s benefit. It brings
about its social integration.” In place of the mother-infant dyad, “weaning
introduces the infant to the enlarged, culture-bearing group.”116 While
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ethnographers report that fathers rarely perform tasks like diapering, they con-
cur that fathers often spend a good deal of time holding and playing with young
children, especially in the six-month to two-year range, and we certainly saw
Imeghrane fathers (and uncles and grandfathers) make extra efforts to enter-
tain those being weaned. Chaouite also draws on Winnicott to make the in-
triguing suggestion that, especially in the absence of attachments to toys and
things, the familial group serves as a “transitional object” that facilitates a
gradual, developmentally appropriate process of dis-illusionment, still anchored
in a continuing relationship with the mother, who hardly withdraws completely
at weaning. Since weaning typically takes place during the second year when
the toddler is learning to speak, the intensely physical relationship with the
mother progressively gives way to primarily verbal relationships with family
group members and an identification with the household.

Chaouite believes the extended family continues to play an important
psychological role for adults: “It continues to offer a substitute for the warmth
and security of the first object relation. It could be said that ‘the group bosom’
replaces the maternal bosom, and serves in the traditional social structure to
regulate individual and group tensions, and to protect one against the threats
of depression.”117 He suggests that the identification with the household forms
a “group self” that serves as a psychological “bridge” from the interdepen-
dent maternal dyad to the larger society beyond the family. Yet this strength
also brings a danger: that one may lose the support of one’s family group, a
“narcissistic wound” that always hovers in possibility.

Western developmental psychologists concur that the establishment of
a style of attachment is one of the most important features of infancy and
early childhood. A variety of procedures have been developed for assessing
attachment style: the most prominent is based on the work of Ainsworth (who
studied Ugandan as well as American children),118 which distinguishes “se-
cure” attachment (roughly 60 to 65 percent of middle-class American one-
year-olds) from three forms of “insecure” attachment: “avoidant” (associated
with unavailable and rejecting styles of parenting), “resistant” (associated with
inconsistently available parenting), and “disorganized” (often associated with
parental neglect and abuse).119 It is clear that cultures differ in the percent-
ages of these attachment styles that their parenting yields, and in the kinds of
attachment they promote.120 I have been unable to locate research on these
specific attachment styles in MENA societies, and because infants acclimate
to particular kinds of parental interaction and separation, procedures that
have become standard for assessing attachment in the West—such as the
“Strange Situation”121—would probably need to be revised for use in MENA
contexts.

Still, a close examination of the sharp difference of opinion over the trau-
matic versus developmental effects of “symbiotic mothering” terminated by
abrupt weaning suggests a synthesis of researchers’ seemingly opposed views.
First, all observers seem to concur that this sequence creates a developmental
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discontinuity, and as Erikson and others have emphasized, it is the synchrony
of culturally patterned discontinuities with biological and cognitive changes
(walking and talking, in this case) that fashions a milestone developmental
“task.” But individuals—rather than “the culture”—go through the wean-
ing transition. They bring their individual temperaments and idiosyncratic
experiences to it, and they pass through it via diverse routes. The task prob-
ably generates individual variation, producing both the culturally specific
norm of health (secure attachment to extended family members and to the
family as a group) and pathological distress (basic mistrust, anxious attach-
ment, and a “splitting” of maternal images). As psychotherapists, Msefer
and Dachmi see a good deal of pathology, while Chaouite observes mostly
nonclinical families, and these different sources of data probably shape their
contrasting views.

It may be relevant in this regard that Cederblad found a lower preva-
lence of behavior disorders among Sudanese (and Nigerian) children than
among Swedish (including psychosomatic symptoms, anxiety, depression,
aggression, lying, stealing, hyperactivity, and tics), in spite of their objec-
tively more stressful environments, with poor nutrition and health, a lack
of toys and recreational facilities, inadequate schools, and frequent physi-
cal punishment. She believes that a range of supportive factors increase the
resilience of Sudanese children, especially strong attachment fostered by
“the early mother-child relation” that can have “far-reaching preventive
effects,” the extended family system that provides support when parents
cannot, the low rate of divorce, and the strong religious beliefs that “give a
sense of coherence to adults and children” and “increase stress resilience.”122

Second, Msefer, Dachmi, and Chaouite all believe that the extended fam-
ily typically becomes an important “object” to the weaned child. And here
Mediterranean ethnographies suggest that over and above people’s attach-
ments to individual members of their households, they become attached to
the “house” as an idealized, honor-bearing entity that persists through gen-
erations as individuals come and go. Many of the Moroccans I interviewed
showed strong attachments to their “houses,” which also served as what some
theorists refer to as a “self object”: an Other in which one participates and
derives a sense of self (Dachmi’s “narcissisme familial”; Chaouite’s “group
self”). This certainly does not coalesce in early childhood, but configurations
of attachments, anxieties, and idealizations developed then may provide the
experiential foundation of later identities and loyalties.

Third, ethnographers working throughout MENA and the circum-Medi-
terranean describe the house as built symbolically of a patriarchal skeleton
protecting a near-sacred matrifocal heart and bosom, and the experiential
foundation of these gender-based metaphoric elaborations also may be laid
in the first three years. The culture’s extensive repertoire of body idioms used
to characterize family, house, patronymic association, and larger groupings
(up to and including the state) may be rooted in the physical, tactile, and
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kinesthetic experiences of early childhood. Intensely physical pediatric infant
care and the weaning transition do not cause these idioms to develop, but
they probably do shape emotional and relational contours of core personal-
ity, which adults then can draw upon as they imagine and represent their social
groupings and communities and their identities within them.

Sources �

The most extensive English-language accounts of traditional child care con-
tinue to be Hilma Granqvist’s Birth and Childhood Among the Arabs,123 based
on fieldwork in a Palestinian village in the 1920s, Hamed Ammar’s Growing
Up in an Egyptian Village,124 based on fieldwork in a Nile village in the 1950s,
and Edwin Prothro’s Child Rearing in Lebanon,125 based on interviews with
mothers and testing of their five-year-olds in Beirut and three Beqaa Valley
towns in the 1950s. Egyptian researchers followed Ammar’s work with a se-
ries of large questionnaire studies in the 1960s and 1970s, including several
directed by Mahmoud Abdelqader,126 Naguib Askandar,127 and teams from
Egypt’s National Research Center.128 ‘Alia Shakri summarized these (and
other studies) in 1992, emphasizing that they generally confirm Ammar’s field-
work but also find important urban-rural and social class variations.129

Sa’idallah’s comparative study in the early 1980s of nomadic Bedouin, settled
Bedouin, and village families in rural Egypt found both similarities and dif-
ferences among these groups, as well as important differences between so-
cial classes.130 In the mid-1980s, Nawal Ammar restudied the Egyptian village
her father studied 35 years earlier, and her dissertation, An Egyptian Village
Growing Up, documents important changes and continuities that probably
have occurred throughout the region.

Mohammed Johari’s 1992 Al-tifl fi al-turath al-sha’bi (The Child in Popu-
lar Tradition) and Naif Al Nawayseh’s 1997 Al-tofal fi al-hiyat al-sh’abia al-
ardania (The Child in Popular Life in Jordan) provide important background
on traditional views of children in Egypt and Jordan respectively, as does
Mohamed Sijilmassi’s 1984 Enfants du Maghreb for North Africa. Samia
Sati’s 1979 study of naming in Egypt documents parents’ shifting hopes for
children in response to historical events and modern opportunities.131 Erika
Friedl’s Children of Deh Koh and “Child Rearing in Modern Persia” pro-
vide recent observations from a rural Iranian village, and Judy Brink’s
“Changing Child-Rearing Patterns in an Egyptian Village” gives an account
of current attitudes and practices in rural Egypt. Homa Hoodfar’s “Child Care
and Child Health in Low-Income Neighborhoods of Cairo” presents obser-
vations of a poor urban milieu, and Susan Davis’s Patience and Power pro-
vides a description of the life-cycle in a Moroccan small town. John Akin and
colleagues’ “Breastfeeding Patterns and Determinants in the Near East” re-
ports findings from surveys of mothers in Jordan, Tunisia, Yemen, and Egypt
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in the late 1970s. Marianne Cederblad’s 1968 Child Psychiatric Study on
Sudanese Arab Children assessed psychiatric symptoms in all of the 1,700
children in three villages near Khartoum, and contains a brief but useful de-
scription of early child care. Her followup 15 years later enabled her to track
changes with urbanization (see chapter 6) and compare Sudanese children with
Nigerian and Swedish counterparts.132 Gasim Badri interviewed 150 Sudanese
mothers of five-year-olds in the mid-1970s, documenting urban-rural differ-
ences and social status.133 Several North African psychologists have discussed
the possibly traumatic consequences of the predominant pattern of infant care,
which entails “symbiotic” maternal caretaking ended by abrupt weaning,
especially Assia Msefer’s Sevrages et Interdependences, Abdeslam Dachmi’s De
La Seduction Maternelle Negative, Ghita El Khayat-Bennai’s Le Monde Arabe
au Feminin, Rouchidi Chamcham’s “L’enfant marocain,” and Abdellatif
Chaouite’s “L’enfant Marocain: Horizon d’une pensee psychologique.”
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When “pediatric” infant-care practices successfully protect against the many
threats to survival, they cultivate basic trust and a “symbiotic” interdepen-
dence similar to that Sudhir Kakar describes for Hindu India and Takeo Doi
for Japan. In traditional MENA milieus, weaned toddlers then move into
much less predictable worlds: of hunger that is less reliably satisfied, of nearly
continuous ailments and discomforts, and of fears of dangerous creatures and
invisible beings—conditions found many preindustrial societies. Toddlers
often find themselves competing for attention, affection, and prized foods, and
for boys, at least, this competition may be intensified by shaming comparisons
with siblings, relatives, and peers. Girls take on housework and caretaking
responsibilities that both curtail their freedom and enable them to make
valuable contributions to the household; boys are mostly left to play.

Observers report that many toddlers develop an interactional style of
“assertive dependency” in response to the diminution of secure care, which
cross-cultural research suggests is common to large families in complex
agricultural societies. This style appears similar to the “amae”-ing that Doi
describes in Japan, where he believes that assertively evoking caretaking and
indulgence not only sustains an important measure of interdependence but
represents a step toward learning to manage the “master-apprentice”-type
relationships that are characteristic of Japanese society. Boys and girls in
MENA also are taught to “hashim”: to show modesty and politeness cali-
brated to situations and kin relations. Learning “hashim” and assertive
dependence appear to lay a foundation for interaction styles later used to
negotiate kinship and patron-client relationships, and for gender-appropriate
styles of honor and modesty.

As extended family members rally around to provide nourishing care in
conditions of scarcity, security in an increasingly frightening environment,
and compassion in response to physical discomfort and emotional distress,
toddlers readily develop attachments to relatives and to the familial “house,”
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which can serve as personality-anchoring “transitional” and “self” objects. As
children are enclosed—protectively and controllingly—by a circle of men with
whom they have relatively little but typically affectionate contact, a broadened
and increasingly idealized matrifocal interdependence easily deepens during
this period. Traditional MENA milieus appear to facilitate “core” personality
orientations anchored in this matrifocal interdependence and in its extension
throughout the extended family hierarchy—via “apprenticeship-and-
obedience” styles of caretaking (often by siblings, grandparents, and others)
and via “assertively dependent” styles of eliciting nurturance. Deliberately
evoked fears of visible and invisible dangers reinforce the protective dimension
of matrifocal interdependence and may facilitate “externalized” styles of
managing anxiety.

As with infant care, it is not clear how “modernizing” influences are
affecting this traditional pattern. All studies show important social class
differences in socialization, and suggest that middle-class urban families are
moving toward Western-style pedagogic models. The situation in poor urban
families appears complex, as many cannot follow either traditional or modern
models.

The chapter ends with a discussion of circumcision, which is typically
performed toward the end of this period for boys, and in some areas for girls
(mainly Egypt, Sudan, and Somalia). Accounts indicate that many children
experience circumcision as a potentially traumatic injury, but neither its
immediate nor long-term psychological effects have been well studied. By
design it inscribes a purifying mark that charts a boy’s destiny as a masculine
man and, for the girls who undergo it, as a fertile, feminine woman. The
theories of Nancy Chodorow, John Whiting, and Gilbert Herdt may help
explain the meanings of circumcision and its influence on the subsequent
course of gender development, especially for men: that boys must renounce
and “repress” feminine senses of self that have been developed during intense
maternal infant care, and that girls must renounce strivings held to be
masculine in order to sustain their early feminine identifications.

Introduction �

The loose coordination of weaning, walking, and talking mark the transition
from infancy to toddlerhood, or from what Margaret Mead termed the “lap
child” to the “yard child.” I will treat this as the beginning of early childhood,
a period that typically lasts until the ages of five to seven, when important,
biologically driven cognitive and emotional transitions take place. My defi-
nition of these periods also corresponds to those that Qabaj reports are rec-
ognized in North African folk beliefs about childhood.1 Most cultures time
major shifts in child-rearing with these transitions—including in modern
societies, entrance into formal schooling at the age of five or six.
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Hamid Ammar identifies several characteristics of the postweaning pe-
riod in traditional milieus that other MENA ethnographers have observed
as well: a decline in maternal attention as older siblings take over caretaking
responsibilities, a “preoccupation” with food, sibling rivalry and competi-
tion, entrance into older children’s play groups, fears of spirit beings (ogres,
jinn spirits, Satan, the Evil Eye) and visible dangers (like jackals and scorpi-
ons), and circumcision (for boys throughout MENA and for girls in some
areas). In addition, important gender differences are established during this
period, and by its end male and female development diverges in important
respects. In more traditional milieus, boys and girls are treated in increas-
ingly different ways, assigned different tasks, and guided into different social
environments. Gender identities are underscored, usually toward the end of
this period, by the circumcision of boys and, in some areas, of girls—rites
that “purify” them. These influences appear to be especially important for
further shaping features of core or level 1 personality, some of which establish
attachment and interaction styles that subsequently will be elaborated into
social personae, and some of which may require suppression or transforma-
tion in order to acquire the sentiments, motives, and social personae associ-
ated with the honor-modesty and Islamic ethical systems (see chapter 3).

Many of these influences on development differ from those typically stud-
ied as shaping American middle-class children during this period: parental
and preschool promotion of cognitive development, play with same-age peers,
nuclear versus single-parent rearing, television viewing, and play with toys.
The Western children studied by developmental psychologists generally are
not chronically hungry or cared for by older siblings, and their parents gen-
erally try to discourage sibling rivalry and to reassure them that monsters and
bogeymen do not exist. Western children experience nothing comparable
to circumcision in early childhood (though one could speculate about the
whether injuries and medical procedures might have similar effects). These
features make early childhood in MENA much different—at least in more
traditional milieus—from that depicted in Western developmental psychol-
ogy texts. We can again use LeVine’s terminology to capture these differences
in broad terms: while Western middle-class parents continue to follow a
pedagogic model that appears to be designed to prepare their children for
school, MENA parents traditionally shift gradually from a pediatric model of
infant care to an apprenticeship-and-obedience model of child-rearing.2

Toddlers in traditional milieus receive much of their care from older
siblings and amble about in mixed-age groups of children—which Barbara
Rogoff believes provides important opportunities for “apprenticeship” learn-
ing that is nearly absent in Western middle-class contexts.3 Further, in such
traditional milieus, caretakers typically manage children by giving directions
and expecting obedience rather than offering choices and encouraging ex-
ploration. Apprenticeship-and-obedience models appear to be common to
many preindustrial societies—including Hindu India, most of Africa, and
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premodern Europe—but, as the Whitings’ research shows, there are impor-
tant variations in how apprenticeship learning and obedience are practiced.4

As Davis describes, MENA parents begin teaching the concept of hashim
during this period, and the rudiments of modesty and politeness toward se-
niors that hashim entails5—beginning the child’s development of level 2 char-
acteristics that become a central focus of socialization in late childhood.

It also is clear that the traditional pattern is changing. Many studies
show that higher status, more “modernized” families are moving toward
variants of the pedagogic model.6 Part 1 of this chapter will examine pat-
terns of attachment and social behavior, and part 2 will focus on gender
development and the diverging developmental paths of boys and girls. The
chapter concludes with the debate over the processes by which gender iden-
tities develop, and over the role that circumcision rites may play in “inscrib-
ing” them.

Part 1: Attachments and Social Behavior �

Maternal Caretaking

After weaning, toddlers remain mainly in the company of women, girls, and
other small children. The division of labor by gender tends to be nearly total,
with men working outside and women inside,7 and houses are designed to
separate men’s spaces (usually an outer room or verandah) from women’s
(courtyards, kitchens, and rooftops in the cities, though wealthier families
have additional rooms). Toddlers spend nearly all of their time in the women’s
areas, especially houses’ central courtyards or the alleyways outside the house,
under the loose supervision of slightly older siblings, cousins, or neighbors.
Ethnographers report that fathers spend little time with their infants and
toddlers and do little caretaking, but many point out that their attachment
and influence may be significant. Davis writes: “Moroccan men are more open
about displaying affection toward small children than are their American
counterparts.”8 Badri notes that MENA fathers’ reputation for being “severe
and aloof” does not characterize their relations with infants and toddlers.9

Fathers often lavish affection on toddlers at the beginning and end of the day,
and yard children often wander freely into the men’s areas. Badri reports that
nearly all of the Sudanese mothers of five-year-olds he interviewed

described the relationship between the father and his children as a
relationship of love and affection, irrespective of the sex of the child.
. . . Moreover, the majority of the mothers said that their husbands
carried their children, played with them and kissed them. . . . Fur-
thermore, the mothers reported that the child usually got excited
when the father came back home.10
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Older sisters or female cousins from age 5 to 15 often become a toddler’s
primary caretakers, carrying them on their backs, cleaning and feeding them,
and taking them along on errands. Toddlers may sleep with these caretakers,
or with grandmothers or aunts, who also may help out during the day. Moth-
ers certainly continue to provide some care and affection, and Prothro found
that the majority of Lebanese five-year-olds had never been apart from their
mothers for as long as 24 hours.11 But the amount of labor required to run a
household remains very large, and mothers may have little time and energy
available for personal attention to any weaned child. Williams notes that

in the customarily very large Haouch families, as the younger child
is displaced by the arrival of the next one, he becomes a part of what
struck me as a rather undifferentiated, anonymous group of inter-
mediate children. . . . By the age of one and a half or two, when a
new baby is born, the child’s arena shifts from the mother’s side
to the neighborhood world of children. A five- or six-year-old sis-
ter, or if such is unavailable, a cousin or reluctant older brother, is
charged with the small child’s care. Lugged on the older one’s back
or hip or safely settled on the periphery of the play group, he thus
spends the better part of his waking hours.12

Friedl notes that in the Iranian village she studied, “toddlers are in a sort of
limbo: they are considered ‘sweetest’ in this phase, and their parents become
very attached to them, but at the same time their physical care is most ne-
glected, especially if they must compete with older siblings and new babies.”13

Prothro also found that Lebanese mothers spend much less time with weaned
children, and the decrease in quantity appears to reflect a change in feeling
as well. He asked whether the mothers found infants or older children a greater
source of pleasure, and almost three-quarters said they preferred infants. Badri
got the same response to this question from Sudanese mothers, and reports
that a large majority disapprove of their toddlers “following them and stick-
ing close.”14 Prothro believes that infants experience a “cultural discontinu-
ity” in the transition to the postweaning world:

The early period of attention and general indulgence is followed by
one of comparative indifference and reserve. The security and ha-
ven of the mother’s arms are followed by a state of much less emo-
tional warmth. . . . [In the second or third year] the “dethronement”
of the infant not only follows weaning, but is also quite commonly
coincidental with the birth of the next child. Thus the child learns
at an early age to associate indulgence with oral gratification, and
deprivation with the presence of a sibling.15

In the mid-1980s Sigman and Wachs assessed the nutritional status and
coded samples of caretaking of 153 Egyptian and 110 Kenyan toddlers for a
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year beginning at 18 months of age.16 Both samples were from farming com-
munities, but parents in about half of the Egyptian families had nonfarm
occupations and a quarter were “high SES” (socioeconomic status). They
found generally similar patterns of caretaking in Egypt and Kenya, with two
noteworthy exceptions that, they suggest, may be related to nutritional dif-
ferences: with an average daily intake of 1,119 calories, the Egyptian toddlers
fell below recommended minimums, but were not malnourished, as were the
Kenyan infants, with an average intake of 848 calories. First, maternal care-
taking declined over the year in both cultures, but there was a corresponding
increase in sibling caretaking in Kenya that did not occur in Egypt. Second,
Kenyan mothers gave more intensive caretaking to their most poorly nour-
ished toddlers, while the poorly nourished Egyptian toddlers received less
caretaking.17 It was not clear whether this reflected a rejection of toddlers in
poorer health or the negative health consequences of decreased caretaking.

On the basis of her 1983–84 study of child-rearing in an Egyptian vil-
lage, the anthropologist Judy Brink believes the general pattern of toddler
care resembles that described by Whiting and Edwards as “inconsistent

Many ethnographers report that early childhood can be a
difficult period of emotional distress and poor health,
especially for toddlers who have been displaced by a new
infant (such as the girl in the rear) and weaned to unclean
water and food.



Early Childhood 185

nurturance” in North India (other ethnographies of India lend support to
this view).18 Weaning brings the “wonderful world of indulgence” to an end:
she writes:

A new infant typically occupies the mother and weaned children are
turned over to child caretakers. As soon as children can walk they
join groups of children who play in the street and children no longer
spend all their time with the mother. . . . As in India the uneducated
mothers respond intermittently to their children’s demands for com-
fort, care and attention and often only after delays and persistent
crying. . . . Most mothers are inconsistent, sometimes hitting the
child and sometimes giving in.19

She believes this encourages an aggressive style of dependency, as toddlers
often must evoke maternal caretaking.20 Survey studies of Egyptian21 and
Syrian22 parents indeed find that a majority of mothers in traditional milieus
at least sometimes resort to hitting their toddlers. Friedl gives a similar ac-
count of Iranian toddlers:

A weaned child is supposed to participate in adult routines for eat-
ing and sleeping. As adult routines (late bedtime, late dinners) and
diet (tough, chewy foods, much consumption of tea and sugar) are
unsuitable for young children, toddlers often deteriorate physically,
becoming weak, cranky, and demanding. Their only strategy for
gaining attention is whining; yet, because whining is considered
“normal” for this age, it is largely ignored or punished.23

It is important to emphasize that the development of an “assertively
dependent” interaction style varies by household composition, the mother’s
education, the child’s birth order, and other factors. But when mothers have
many children and much work, toddlers easily may find maternal affection
to be a “limited good” for which they compete with other siblings. At the same
time, they may find the diffuse affection of multiple caretakers to be bounti-
ful.24 Nawal Ammar makes the interesting observation that by the 1980s, at
least some toddlers compensated for their “deprivation from mother” not
only by “forming other primary family bonds” but by eating candy bars,
watching TV, and playing with toys.25

Poor Health and Fears of Invisible Beings

Hamid Ammar and Friedl note the general sickliness of two- to four-year-
old children in the villages they studied, and report that parents view this
period as one of nearly continuous illness and discomfort. Ammar believes
that decreased postweaning care contributes to the high mortality rate among
one- to four-year-olds,26 and LeVine and colleagues found that rural Kenyan
children show declines on some developmental measures in the year or so
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after weaning.27 Nutrition, sanitation, and health care in many rural villages
and urban neighborhoods remain poor, and the fact that weaned children
drink more water, crawl and play in areas with manure and garbage, eat with
dirty hands, and share food with other children exposes them to illnesses from
which nursing provided a measure of protection. Cederblad’s team’s medi-
cal examination of Sudanese children found over one-third of three- to six-
year-olds to be “weak and ill” with serious health problems. A quarter had
recurrent diarrhea or blood in their feces, reflecting the high prevalence of
parasites. Nearly a quarter had vomiting and lack of appetite.28 Friedl describes
conditions in Deh Koh that resemble those we observed in many Imeghrane
villages:

Toddlers have “colds, fever, diarrhea all the time,” says Hurijan. . . .
According to various physicians who have practiced in Deh Koh over
the years, children suffer from avitaminosis, protein deficiencies, sub-
nutrition, chronic internal parasitic infections including giardiasis and
amoebiasis (in 1994 100 percent of Deh Koh’s children were infected,
many with multiple intestinal infections), respiratory infections, ec-
zema, cuts and bruises, bone fractures, eye diseases, toothaches. . . .
All drinking water in Deh Koh is polluted with parasites, according
to administrative officials. Eating dirt [a sign of malnutrition] is as
much a part of children’s expected behavior as whining.29

Infectious diseases such as polio, mumps, whooping cough, measles, and
chicken pox traditionally struck in these years and killed many children al-
ready weakened by poor nutrition. Only in the last decade or two have vac-
cination programs begun to reach most poor and rural children. In the large
Imeghrane village we studied, women who had completed their childbear-
ing had birthed an average 8.4 children, nearly three of whom died before
age five. Most women had experiences like that of Asiye, in the village Friedl
studied:

My son had just learned to walk and talk when he got measles. He
was burning with fever, lying on my skirt folds while I was baking
bread. I had no choice: seven, eight people to feed every day. I cried,
looking at him burning up next to me. Once in a while I put my ear
to his chest to see if his heart was beating still. When it stopped, I let
him lie there, next to me, until I was finished with the bread. Then
I washed him and we buried him.30

In traditional milieus, many childhood ailments are believed to be caused
by jinns and the Evil Eye, and anxious parents take a great many precautions—
including, unfortunately, leaving them dirty and unkempt so that the Eye
won’t be drawn to them. Toddlers’ environments are full of dangers: glow-
ing embers and precariously balanced pots of boiling water, scorpions and
snakes, open wells and irrigation canals, butane stoves and lights, and, in the



Early Childhood 187

new cities, cars, electric appliances, and construction sites. They also find
themselves in a world alive with invisible dangers. As they learn to walk and
talk, parents frequently invoke the dangers of jinn spirits, ghouls (ogres), afrits
(giants), strangers, and lunatics to control them. Before television, nights
often ended with elders telling fairy tales that featured these beings, and by
the age of five or six, most children have known or seen the frightening spec-
tacle of people said to be possessed (who have epileptic seizures or display
seizure-like fits of psychological origin). “The instilling of fear is one of the
expedients that parents constantly use to repress their children and make them
docile,” Hamid Ammar writes. “Parents also scare their children by threat-
ening them with dangerous creatures like scorpions and snakes. They scold
them by saying, ‘May you be bitten by a scorpion or a snake.’”31 He also re-
ports: “Fear responses were quite striking during the Rorschach testing of the
children, as revealed by the frequent occurrence of responses such as ‘silowa’
[ogre], ‘ghoul,’ ‘scorpion,’ ‘snake,’ ‘wolf,’ ‘fire,’ and ‘blood,’ many of which
do not actually match the blots chosen.”32 Williams makes similar observa-
tions about the use of fear in Haouch, noting that “the ferocious beast is also
a common threat but so is the doctor and his needle!”33

Toddlers’ newfound legs and speech thus carry them into an enchanted
but dangerous wider world. They hear some charming fairy tales of poor
peasant girls who miraculously marry princes, but truly malevolent forces
tend to prevail in the tales they’re told, which often resemble those collected
by the Grimm brothers and often don’t end sweetly. They also prevail in
their parents’ threats, in the illnesses, deformities, seizures, and deaths they
learn are caused by spirit beings, and probably in fears for their own health.
Western psychologists know relatively little about the effects of poor health,
untreated chronic ailments, and nearly continual exposure to heat, cold,
and insects when not associated with a syndrome of abuse or neglect. But
illnesses, injuries, discomforts, and deaths of other household members,
together with the protective measures and disciplinary use of invisible be-
ings, probably increase a sense of bodily vulnerability and form the foun-
dation for the externalized interpretation and management of anxiety that
religious and folk practices later elaborate into systems of self-care.

Hunger, Food, and Blessedness

In a pair of paragraphs that easily go unnoticed, Hamid Ammar remarks on
“the striking interest and respect” toddlers develop for food:

This shows itself in the children’s ordinary conversation, in the
amount of details they give in relating folk story with food themes
occurring in it, in their excessive delight in telling about a good meal
that they had or that they are going to have. . . . Feasts and ceremo-
nies are first recalled as occasions for excessive good food. Even in
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both adults’ and children’s dreams, food is an important element in
their manifest content.34

Prothro also was struck by this preoccupation. He gave the five-year-olds a
“Uses Test,” designed to assess children’s “cultural orientation” by asking
what a series of common objects are used for:

The most striking feature of the responses of Lebanese children was
the frequency with which they referred to food or to eating. For them
hands and mouth are to eat with, birds and trees provide food, and
even mountains are places to grow food. There were more food re-
sponses than all other pleasure, comfort, play or enjoyment responses
combined.35

American children, by contrast, gave more “play” responses than any other
kind. Prothro believes this partly reflects the farming life of the Beqaa Valley
families, who gave a higher percentage of food responses than the Beirut
children. It also may reflect the real scarcity of food, though he points out
that “middle-class” children did not give fewer food responses than the “lower
class” children. Food also has rich cultural meanings, as Ammar points out,
and is considered “almost sacred.”

Bread is not only filling, but also possesses an aura of sacredness,
being believed to be the essence of life. The name given to bread is
“aish” which literally means life. . . . Bread, like written words on
paper, which might contain something from the Koran, must be
respected. . . . Children are also enjoined to kiss bread if it falls from
their hands on the ground. . . . They are punished if they throw bread
from their hands when angry or annoyed, as this might make the
“baraka” fly from the house.36

Prothro rejects the notion that most children experience weaning-related
fixations on food, but he does believe the “noticeable decrease in [the] gen-
eral warmth of his [the young child’s] treatment at or shortly after his wean-
ing” may create anxiety about food, especially since the older children who
care for the younger children may not be responsive to their hunger. Per-
haps most important, “the mothers report that food was an important part
of their disciplinary technique. Reward frequently consisted of praise and
affection combined with food, and punishment was often followed by the
withholding of food. From the time of weaning, then, food was a symbol of
warmth, affection, and social approval.”37 This continues throughout early
childhood, Prothro notes in his conclusion, as “mothers who wish to reward
their children often give them something to eat, and food occupies an im-
portant place in the thoughts of the children.”38 In Imeghrane families, we
observed both chronic hunger and the widespread giving and withholding
of food as a disciplinary technique, forming an often silent but nearly con-
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tinuous form of communication between parents and children. At family
lunches and dinners, the senior male (or female) removes the meat—if any—
from the collective bowl and sets it aside to cool, and then distributes bites
to each person at the end of the meal. They apportion the quantity and qual-
ity of bites in accordance with gender and age, and also as reward or punish-
ment for comportment. Mothers supply many of the most valued and
nutritional foods, especially dairy products and sweets, and give and with-
hold them both to nurture and comfort and to reward and punish. Similar
practices—and meanings associated with food—have been reported in many
preindustrial societies and have been noted as an important feature of so-
cialization in India.39

During early childhood, then, food continues to come primarily from
the mother and other household women, both because women and children
often eat apart from the men and because women work with food nearly all
day long and intermittently give morsels the children. Prothro assumes that
mothers are consistent enough to effectively reward the well-behaved chil-
dren, but Friedl, Brink, and other observers believe that assertive enactments
of dependence (that may be seen negatively as “whining”) work better than
good conduct, especially when mothers have heavy work loads and many
children. Lebanese mothers told Prothro their toddlers often do not sit down
for regular meals but eat their way through the day as food is being prepared,
which essentially continues the practice of feeding on demand, but with the
provision of food less certain and more contingent. Again, Western psycholo-
gists do not know much about the effects of chronic hunger or the use of food
as a disciplinary technique. At a minimum, however, these combine to in-
tensify anxiety about getting enough to eat, and to infuse the giving and re-
ceiving of foods with a rich complex of emotional, moral, and religious
sentiments that surround the sharing of meals and giving of hospitality. Even
though mothers provide less continuous caretaking in early childhood, the
matrifocal core of the household is built around their power as providers of
baraka-rich foods.

Sibling Rivalry

Ethnographers report that parents recognize and expect sibling rivalry,40 that
many regard it as a developmentally constructive force, and that some ac-
tively evoke it to control or motivate their children. Hamid Ammar reports:

It is assumed in Silwa that the knee-baby is always jealous of the lap-
baby, and the yard-baby is jealous of the knee-baby, and that this
jealousy is irrespective of sex. . . . It is acknowledged that the youngest
child becomes jealous immediately [when] his mother’s abdomen
becomes enlarged on pregnancy and he is usually told of the forth-
coming event. The mother hums phrases expressing her sympathy
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with the child’s jealousy and anxiety in store for him. The custom,
though not so common now as it was twenty years ago, is for the
older child after the birth of a new baby to wear round its neck one,
two, or three cubes of sulphur called cubes of jealousy, wrapped in a
piece of leather. This is supposed to minimize the dangers of exces-
sive jealousy, as although jealousy is a healthy drive for growth, its
excess might have ill effects on the child. It could induce diarrhea,
swellings, lack of appetite, temper tantrums, and sleeplessness.41

He notes that younger children are often given deprecating nicknames to help
appease the jealousy of the older, but this may be reversed to motivate the
older, as was the case in which a four-year-old was called “the stupid one”
and his two-year-old brother “the clever one.”42 Villagers said rivalry helps
makes a man desirably “hot” rather than “blunt,” or not easily provoked, and
visitors often greet children by asking “Who is better, you or your brother?”

Prothro also reports that rivalry “is openly encouraged by the shaming
of one child by comparing him with another.”43 Hamid Ammar views this as
“a cultural means of motivating the child to abandon his babyish attitudes
and behave according to his age,” and he notes: “The sense of importance
and worthiness is continually hammered into children’s minds through com-
paring them either with their sibling or with other children.”44 He also re-
ports that the villagers expect boys to become competitive as they near the
end of this period and that parents resort to provocations when competitive-
ness seems lacking. Parents do not provoke competition from girls, whom
they rarely tease with sibling comparisons. Nawal Ammar reports that rural
parents in the 1980s continued to use the kind of shaming sibling compari-
sons Hamid Ammar reported, but with somewhat older children (again,
mainly boys), and mainly to stimulate achievement in school.45

Few ethnographers have written extensively on these practices, but sibling
comparisons and provocation of competitiveness may help sow the seeds of
the social imperative Khuri characterizes as being “first among equals.” Prothro
notes that Lebanese parents use sibling comparisons to shame boys into more
compliant or competitive behavior, and he points out that the Arab proverb “I
against my brother, my brother and I against my cousin, my cousin and I against
the stranger” not only expresses the defensive nature of family solidarity against
outsiders but assumes a hostility that erupts when external threats are absent.46

While it would be reductionistic to take sibling and peer rivalry as the cause of
adult interpersonal strategies, I believe many parents see it as providing natu-
ral training in skills they think their children—especially boys—will need later
in life. That is, the folk model of early childhood includes scripts for provoking
sibling/peer competitiveness (at least for boys), which helps lay a foundation
for one of the culture’s major moral directions: striving for honor.

I also believe that the “aggressive dependency” that strikes some observ-
ers as resulting from “inconsistent nurturance” may not derive simply from
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caretakers lacking the time, energy, or concern to intervene more consistently
but from an important recognition: that in worlds of “limited good,” chil-
dren—especially boys—need to become assertive, competitive, clever, and
persistent. I prefer the term “assertive dependency” for this style of evoking
caretaking, and I believe it lays an interpersonal foundation for building the
clientship relations with both kin and nonkin patrons (see chapter 2).

Children’s Social Groups

The literature on MENA cultures contains few studies of the social behavior
of young children. But the Whitings’ classic “Six Cultures” study made sys-
tematic observations of 3- to 6- year-olds and of 7- to 11-year-olds, and some
of their findings perhaps can be extrapolated to MENA. A sample of children
in each culture was observed for at least 14 five-minute periods over several
months, and instances of the following peer-interaction behaviors were coded.

Acts sociably Suggests responsibility
Insults Offers support
Offers help Seeks attention
Reprimands Assaults sociably
Seeks dominance Touches
Suggests help Assaults

A multidimensional scaling analysis showed that these behaviors form two
dimensions. One contrasted cultures that scored high on “offers help,” “of-
fers support,” “suggests responsibility,” and “touches” with those that scored
high on “seeks help” “seeks dominance,” and “seeks attention.” The Whitings
termed this dimension nurturant-responsible versus dependent-dominant and
found it to be associated with cultural complexity: in the three simple cul-
tures (Kenyan, Mexican, Philippine) children tended to be at the nurturant-
responsible end, and in the three complex cultures (Okinawan, Indian,
American) they tended to be at the dependent-dominant end.47

The Whitings suspect that this difference may partly have to do with the
differences they documented between simple and complex cultures in women’s
participation in agricultural work and their children’s contribution to subsis-
tence production and household chores. Women play a greater role in food
production in the simple cultures, and their children begin carrying wood and
water, taking care of animals, preparing food, and cleaning at the ages of three
to five. In complex societies, women are assigned primarily to household tasks,
and children typically begin these chores a little to much later. Three- to four-
year-olds typically performed only one of these chores in the complex cultures,
and two to five of them in the simple ones. Children in simple societies there-
fore take on greater responsibility, in cooperative contexts, at earlier ages.

By the Whitings’ criteria, MENA societies are all complex cultures, and
one would expect their children’s social behavior to be more “dependent-
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dominant” than “nurturant-responsible.” Ammar reports that boys in Silwa
are given “no serious tasks” until the age of five, when they may be asked to
carry messages and run errands, and that they do not begin helping with farm
work until the age of seven. Girls typically assume major infant-care respon-
sibilities and household work at their mothers’ sides by the age of five.48

Williams gives a nearly identical account of girls’ tasks and boys’ freedoms
in Lebanon.49 Observational accounts like Brink’s that describe MENA chil-
dren as displaying “aggressive dependence” would appear to fit the Whitings’
characterization. Of the six cultures studied, MENA societies most closely
resemble that of Khalapur in Muslim North India, which had the highest
“dependent-dominant” score. The close association of dependence and domi-
nance might seem paradoxical, but it is important to keep in mind that the
MENA’s Big Family clientage systems repeatedly have been characterized as
built from negotiated dyadic bonds of dominance and dependence.

Gender differences certainly appear here: ethnographers consistently
report that girls in MENA societies tend to be given many more household
and child-care chores than are boys, and at much younger ages, and to have
much more daily contact with the mothers, which may provide more oppor-
tunities for both maternal affection and control. The young girls we observed
in Imeghrane villages appeared much more “nurturant-responsible” than
boys, and boys much more “dependent-dominant,” but we collected no data
on this. Davis’s description of gender differences among toddlers also roughly
fits these terms.50

The other dimension identified in the Whitings’ analysis contrasted cul-
tures in which children scored high on “acts sociably,” “assaults sociably,”
and “touches” with those in which they were high on “reprimands” and “as-
saults.” The Whitings termed this sociable-intimate versus authoritarian-
aggressive and found it to be associated with household organization: children
in cultures with mostly nuclear families (Mexican, Philippine, American)
scored at the “sociable-intimate” end of the continuum, while those with
mostly extended or polygynous families (Kenyan, Indian, Okinawan) scored
at the “authoritarian-aggressive” end.51 They believe this has much to do with
the quantity and character of fathers’ involvement with their wives and chil-
dren. In the extended/polygynous family cultures, fathers have much less
contact, and it tends to be in formal settings and when the father exercises
his authority. In many cases, these cultures set up “dual households,” in which
the men spend most of their time in one area, perhaps also taking their meals
and sleeping there, while the women and children occupy separate areas,
which further discourages informal, intimate relationships between them.
Reports from the Six Cultures ethnographers indicated that “overt aggres-
sion between husband and wife was most common in the cultures with ex-
tended families.”52 In the three nuclear family cultures, “a man slept in the
same bedroom and usually in the same bed as his wife. It was also customary
for the whole family to eat at the same time and place. . . . Children who grew
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up in the three nuclear family cultures interacted with their fathers more fre-
quently than children in the three extended family cultures.”53 The Whitings
believe that greater interaction with fathers, especially in informal contexts
in which they need not represent the authority of their parents and their ex-
tended patri-kin group, facilitate more “sociable-intimate” behavior.

As MENA societies traditionally follow the patrilineal-extended pattern,
they should be expected to facilitate more “authoritarian-aggressive” social
behavior than “sociable-intimate.” Both polygyny and corporate lineage groups
are much rarer in MENA than in sub-Saharan Africa (and Kenya), but the seg-
regation of men and women, both inside and outside the household, is often
more pronounced. Again, MENA households most resemble those of Khalapur
in North India, which is also part of the “purdah zone”54 stretching across
northern India and into Bangladesh, in which women are often veiled and
secluded. The Whitings note: “The social distance between husband and
wife in Khalapur was perhaps the most extreme.”55 Indeed, MENA ethnog-
raphers note relatively high levels of competitive aggression among chil-
dren, and that older siblings and cousins are expected to act as parental
authorities with younger ones, often carrying out this role with zest as they
get older and begin to be given responsibility for maintaining the family’s
honor in the community.

Data from the Six Cultures study thus converges with ethnographic ob-
servations to suggest that MENA children—at least boys—tend to be more
“dependent-dominant” than “nurturant-responsible” and more “authori-
tarian-aggressive” than “sociable-intimate” in their social behavior, simi-
lar to those in the northwest Indian village of Khalapur. Sub-Saharan Africa
contains a sufficient mixture of simple and complex societies, and of cul-
tures with nuclear and extended families, that no generalizations can be
made. Preindustrial European societies certainly were complex rather than
simple, and families more likely to be extended than nuclear, so children
there also would be expected to have been “dependent-dominant” and “au-
thoritarian-aggressive.”

There clearly are important differences, however, between rural and
urban families and between social classes. Askandar and colleagues note that
socialization during this period tends to be generally “permissive” in rural
milieus but is characterized by greater “firmness and harshness” in cities,
though with different goals and means for middle-class and poor families.56

Sa’idallah found that compared to rural families, “popular” urban Egyptian
parents separate boys and girls earlier and more consistently, conceal sexu-
ality (which rural children witness early), and enforce sexual modesty ear-
lier.57 Haddiya observes that socialization in rural villages appears quite similar
across families during the first four years of life but then diverges in accor-
dance with a family’s wealth, education, and occupation.58

Many studies have found that better off urban families, especially
those with more highly educated mothers, are shifting from pediatric and
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apprenticeship-and-obedience models toward pedagogic ones: they are hav-
ing fewer children, decreasing physical contact (especially cosleeping), wean-
ing earlier and more gradually, toilet-training and teaching cleanliness and
self-care earlier, relying on modern rather than traditional medical care, pro-
viding more and more equally distributed food, more often using “encour-
agement” and deprivation of privileges rather than corporal punishment,
emphasizing educational achievement, and so on.59 In spite of a broad trend
toward practices associated with pedagogic models, the available data sug-
gest that compared to Western middle-class norms, the traditional pediatric
model continues to guide a great many MENA parents—probably most. And
if the Turkish psychologist Cigdem Kagicitcibasi is correct, MENA cultures
(like many developing “majority” societies”) may be creating forms of fam-
ily structure that allow individuality in the public world but sustain “con-
nectivity” in the private, avoiding the familial and community fragmentation
common in the West.60

Juad BenJalloun’s study of children’s places in traditional and modern
Moroccan architecture suggests other unintended but important conse-
quences of modernization.61 Traditional urban houses were built around a
central courtyard and typically opened onto small alleyways where other
kin lived. Toddlers were forbidden access to many rooms during the day and
usually played with siblings and sometimes neighbors in the courtyard, where
some adult could always keep an eye on them or listen for trouble. At around
age six or seven, they’d be allowed into the alleyway on their own, where
parents could count on neighbors to keep loose surveillance over them. Rural
houses similarly had enclosed courtyard-like spaces and opened onto village
common areas—often with the mosque, well, and threshing-grounds, and
usually older teens or adults in the vicinity. Toddlers were relatively safe in
these spaces (though scorpions and jinns frequented them too), unlikely to
break things, and always within a glance of adult supervision. The densely
packed apartments in modern cities, by contrast, have no courtyards and open
down flights of stairs onto often busy streets. Toddlers easily create messes
and break things in the house, and often no one will check on them in the
street. Ben Jalloun believes this leads to more constrictive parental control
inside the house, with less autonomy for the children and more frequent
parent–toddler conflicts. For those who are sent into the street to roam with
older children, however, it probably increases what I have termed assertive
dependency and competitiveness, and may amount to neglect.

Aside from the elite’s move toward pedagogic models, the nature of the
changes underway is not well studied or understood. Immigrants to cities and
city-dwellers assigned to jobs in other areas lack the extended family networks
that often provide a great deal of child care and socialization. Mothers who
work outside the home must devise different patterns of child care from those
who stay home. And poor families filling the sprawling slums outside many
cities often can neither follow the traditional pediatric model nor adopt a
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pedagogic one, and must resort to many improvised approaches.62 Their
socialization practices should not be seen as falling midway between tradi-
tional “pediatric” and emerging “pedagogic” models, and their frequent re-
liance on provisional arrangements may mean they cannot follow any specific
model.

Part 2: Gender Development

The differential treatment of boys and girls begins with greater celebration
of a boy’s birth and more intensive and prolonged maternal nurturing. It
continues in early childhood with the earlier assigning of girls to work tasks
and caretaking of younger children,63 and with the provocation of boys to
competitive assertion and greater indulgence of boys’ “assertive dependence.”
It appears to increase markedly around the ages of five to seven: the Sudanese
mothers Badri interviewed believed boys and girls must be raised differently
but said they did not see temperamental differences between their five-year-
old boys and girls, and “a number of mothers volunteered the information
that differences between the sexes appear after the age of seven.”64 Grotberg
and Badri report: “Both boys and girls are raised with similar practices, with
no gender differences. Gender differences seem to come after ages six or
seven.”65 The end of early childhood often loosely corresponds to circumci-
sion for boys and, in some areas, for girls—rites that confirm gender identi-
ties by removing tissues that are considered gender-inappropriate from their
bodies. Boys are circumcised throughout MENA, usually between the ages
of three and seven66 (though in some areas it is customary done at birth). In
some areas girls undergo circumcision or, “female genital cutting” (FGC)
usually between the ages of five and ten. Ethnographers have collected good
information on the meanings that “being circumcised” come to have for
adults, but the psychological effects on both boys and girls remain unclear
and subject to debate.

Female Circumcision/Genital Cutting

Female genital cutting appears to have originated in the ancient civilizations
of the Nile, long before the spread of Islam. Its more extreme forms—which
include infibulation (nearly complete suturing of the vaginal opening)—are
known as “Pharaonic circumcision” and may have originated among the
pastoralists of the horn of Africa (in areas now mostly in Somalia).67 Some
form of female circumcision continues to be practiced mainly in Nilotic and
Somali societies, especially in Egypt and northern Sudan, and in some cul-
tures of West, Central, and East Africa, often in a checkerboard pattern in
which some groups do and others do not perform it. It was practiced by some
Bedouin groups on the Arabian Peninsula near the horn of Africa, but not
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by the large Rwala and al Murrah tribes. It also is not practiced by the Tuareg
of the Sahara, the pastoralist Fulani or Hausa south of the Sahara, the agri-
culturalists of highlands Ethiopia, or the cattle-herding Nuer and Dinka of
southern Sudan and Ethiopia. This means that in spite of the fact that the
Muslims who practice FGC generally believe it to be part of their religion, it
is not practiced in most Muslim societies (including the Palestinian village
studied by Granqvist)68 and is practiced in many that are not Muslim. It ap-
pears not to be practiced in any society that does not also circumcise men.69

In most MENA societies, no “initiation” ceremony is held for girls until their
weddings.

Janice Boddy’s ethnography of a northern Sudanese village—“Hofriyat”—
provides the most detailed account of Pharaonic circumcision as it was tradi-
tionally performed:

A circular palm-fiber mat with its center removed was fitted over a
freshly dug hole in the ground. The girl was seated on the mat at the
edge of the hole. As kinswomen held her arms and legs, the midwife,
with no apparent concern for sterile procedure, scraped away all of
her external genitalia, including the labia majora, using a straight
razor. Then she pulled together the skin that remained on either side
of the wound and fastened it with thorns inserted at right angles.
(Fresh acacia thorns produce a numbness when they pierce the skin
and may have helped relieve the pain.) These last were held in place
by thread or scraps of cloth wound around their ends. A straw or
hollow reed was inserted posteriorly so that when the wound healed
there would be an opening in the scar for elimination of urine and
menstrual blood. The girl’s legs were then tied together and she was
made to lie on an angarib [rope bed] for forty days to promote heal-
ing. When the wound was thought to have healed sufficiently the
thorns were removed and the girl unbound.70

When she conducted fieldwork in the 1970s and 1980s, midwives had begun
to use sterile equipment, to inject a local anesthetic before performing the
surgery, and to apply an antiseptic before bandaging the girls. The circumci-
sion of two sisters she observed in 1976 ended as follows.

Women gently lift the sisters as their angarib-s are spread with mul-
ticolored birish-s, “red” bridal mats. . . . Amid trills of joyous ulula-
tions we adjourn to the courtyard for tea; the girls are also brought
outside. There they are invested with the jirtig: ritual jewelry, per-
fumes, and cosmetic pastes worn to protect those whose reproduc-
tive ability is vulnerable to attack from malign spirits and the evil
eye. The sisters wear bright new dresses, bridal shawls, and their
family’s gold. Relatives sprinkle guests with cologne, much as they
would do at a wedding; redolent incense rises on the morning air.
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Newly circumcised girls are referred to as little brides (‘arus); much
that is done for a bride is done for them, but in a minor key. Impor-
tantly, they have now been rendered marriageable.71

Infibulation almost certainly guarantees a girl’s virginity at marriage, and a
midwife must cut through the scar tissue to enable her to give birth. The
midwife also reinfibulates the woman after the birth, and when the confine-
ment period ends, the mother is re-presented to her husband as if a new bride.

Boddy reports that a much more minor procedure that “consists in re-
moving only the prepuce or hood of the clitoris”—known as “Egyptian” or
“sunnah” (orthodox) circumcision—was becoming popular in Sudan’s larger
cities, but not in the rural villages. Local men who worked in the Gulf states
came back advocating the sunnah procedure, but senior Hofriyati women
vehemently opposed it: “each depicted sunna circumcision by opening her
mouth, and Pharaonic, by clamping her lips together. ‘Which is better,’ they
asked, ‘an ugly opening or a dignified closure?’”72 Boddy discovered that
women’s adherence to female circumcision had less to do with maintaining
women’s honor by reducing their sexual desire (an objective many men cite)
than with protecting their fertility—on which both their social positions and
senses of identity rest: “Informants assert that it is performed on young girls
so as to make their bodies clean (nazif), smooth (na’im), and pure (tahir),
this last term furnishing the Sudanese colloquial for circumcision in general:
tahir (“cleaning” or “purification”). . . . Circumcision prepares her body
for womanhood.”73 Boddy found that associations of “women,” “fertility,”
and “enclosure” run throughout the culture: women should be enclosed
within their patrilineages by endogamy, they should be enclosed within the
household’s walls, their bodies enclosed within clothing and veils, and their
wombs enclosed within their bodies. Openings at any boundary invite de-
filement, pollution, and jinn attacks that can damage a woman’s honor,
health, and reproductive capacity. From the women’s point of view, circum-
cision and infibulation are practiced to maintain the enclosure of the womb,
and so protect women’s reproductive powers:

Thus Pharaonic circumcision is for women in Hofriyat an assertive,
symbolic act. Through it they emphasize and embody in their daugh-
ters what they hold to be the essence of femininity: uncontaminated,
morally appropriate fertility, the right and the physical potential to
reproduce the lineage or found a lineage section. In that infibulation
purifies, smoothes, and makes clean the outer surface of the womb,
the enclosure or hosh [household compound] of the house of child-
birth, it socializes or, in fact, culturalizes a woman’s fertility.74

Female circumcision may not take on precisely these meanings in all of
the cultures that practice it. The less extreme sunnah procedure is referred to
as a “purification” and may more often be advocated for reducing a woman’s
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sexual drive. Hamid Ammar reports that Silwa’s midwife said it is done “to
prevent any suspicion on the bridegroom’s part that the bride is not a vir-
gin.”75 Boddy notes that men may stress the control of female sexuality as its
rationale, while women may emphasize protection of fertility. Regardless of
its meanings, the procedure certainly can be a terrifying and traumatic one.
The Egyptian physician and feminist Nawal El Saadawi begins her autobiog-
raphy with the following recollection.

I was six years old that night when I lay in my bed, warm and peace-
ful in that pleasurable state that lies half way between wakefulness
and sleep, with the rosy dreams of childhood flitting by, like gentle
fairies in quick succession. I felt something move under the blan-
kets, something like a huge hand, cold and rough, fumbling over my
body, as though looking for something. Almost simultaneously an-
other hand, as cold and as rough and as big as the first one, was
clapped over my mouth, to prevent me from screaming.

They carried me to the bathroom. All I remember is that I was
frightened and that there were many of them, and that something like
an iron grasp caught hold of my hand and my arms and my thighs, so
that I became unable to resist or even to move. I also remember the
icy touch of the bathroom tiles under my naked body, and unknown
voices and humming sounds interrupted now and again by a rasping
metallic sound that reminded me of the butcher when he used to
sharpen his knife before slaughtering a sheep for the Eid.

I strained my ears trying to catch the rasp of the metallic sound.
The moment it ceased, it was as though my heart stopped beating
with it. . . . I realized that my thighs had been pulled wide apart, and
that each of my lower limbs was being held as far away from the other
as possible, gripped by steel fingers that never relinquished their
pressure. I felt that the rasping knife or blade was heading straight
down towards my throat. Then suddenly the sharp metallic edge
seemed to drop between my thighs and there cut off a piece of flesh
from my body.

I screamed with pain despite the tight hand held over my mouth,
for the pain was not just a pain, it was like a searing flame that went
through my whole body. After a few moments, I saw a red pool of
blood around my hips.

I did not know what they had cut off my body, and I did not try
to find out. I just wept, and called out to my mother for help. But
the worst shock of all was when I looked around and found her stand-
ing by my side. Yes, it was her, I could not be mistaken, in flesh and
blood, right in the midst of these strangers, talking to them and
smiling at them, as though they had not participated in slaughter-
ing her daughter just a few moments ago.
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They carried me to my bed. I saw them catch hold of my sister,
who was two years younger, in exactly the same way they had caught
hold of me a few minutes earlier. I cried out with all my might. No!
No! I could see my sister’s face held between the big rough hands. It
had a deathly pallor and her wide black eyes met mine for a split
second, a glance of dark terror that I can never forget. A moment
later and she was gone, behind the door of the bathroom where I
had just been.76

Serious medical complications have been well documented, especially from
Pharaonic circumcision, including infection, chronic irritation, infertility, and
sometimes death. Many writers like El Saadawi have protested against the
trauma of its infliction and the loss of sexual responsiveness it brings. But no
studies of its effects on personality development are currently available.

Male Circumcision

The circumcision of boys is practiced by all MENA Muslim cultures. A few
have been reported to circumcise boys a week after birth, approximating Jew-
ish and Christian practices, and a few to perform the rite as an adolescent
test of endurance, as is done in many sub-Saharan societies. But the great
majority perform it between the ages of three and seven, with ages varying in
part because the feasting and entertainment costs favor collective ceremo-
nies during which all boys in an acceptable age range in a family, a neighbor-
hood, or a village are circumcised together. Around the globe, most societies
that circumcise boys do so either earlier or later than this, and the timing in
MENA—when boys are old enough to be terrified but not old enough to
show their bravery—suggests that it must have distinctive meanings and
effects there. Ammar reports that fathers in Silwa encouraged their sons not
to cry, but many ethnographers indicate that it is not at all done as a test of
“manliness.” Cansever and Ozturk separately report that in Turkey,77 and
the Davises and Crapanzano that in Morocco,78 boys often are told lies to
conceal their impending circumcision from them, and then caught by sur-
prise and taken off to it, as was Saadawi. One of the men Crapanzano in-
terviewed recalled:

I did not think it was going to happen. I thought I was the favorite
son and was going to a feast. . . . I was given a good jallaba and a
burnous, and was put on a horse and led around the village. I was
taken to the mosque, and then home. The barber was hidden in the
room so that I wouldn’t see him. When I was brought in, two men
held me tightly. The barber came and sharpened his scissors. [Dem-
onstrates.] He took the foreskin and put a little bit of sheep manure
under and twisted the foreskin around it. This was to protect the head
(ras). He cut it with a single stroke. And the skin jumped off, and I
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jumped. I cried terribly. A woman put me on her back and danced
in front of the oboes. . . . They sacrificed a bull for me. They made a
lot of bread and invited a lot of people and had a feast. I sat in a cor-
ner. The guests gave me money. . . . The scissors were really hard.
When he cut, I jumped in the air. I thought I would kill him. I thought
that had I been big, I would have killed him. Who can look at a per-
son who has caused you blood and pain. No one can take that. . . . I
thought at the beginning that he had cut it off.79

The collective village circumcision we observed in Imeghrane certainly
was a terrifying affair for the boys. Most were carried screaming by a male
relative (fathers are said to be emotionally unable) into an incense-filled,
tent-like enclosure, flanked on one side by a chorus of men loudly chant-
ing Quranic suras (“to drown out the boys’ cries,” several explained) and
on the other by ululating women. The sponsor sat with the boy on his lap
and held his legs apart while the barber—a “black” from a village of Afri-
can-origin craftsmen and sharecroppers—made the cut. The howling boy
was then wrapped onto the back of his waiting mother, who (wearing
spangles on her dress and a mirror on her forehead to deflect jinns) carried
him quickly back to their house. Several of the boys we saw lost conscious-
ness. Some of the men I talked with that day said they did not remember their
circumcisions, and a few recalled it as something “ordinary,” after which they
delighted in the attention and gifts. Many recalled intense fear and pain, and
a good number still felt angry that they had been told lies—especially, they
said, when slightly older children had been teasing them that they were going
to have their penises cut off.

The circumcision of boys is also said to be a purification that marks them
as members of the Muslim community and readies them for marriage, and
in most communities the ceremony resembles that of a wedding.80 In Silwa
and some other communities (including Imeghrane), the boys are draped
with a girl’s scarf or shawl, ostensibly to help ward off jinn spirits, but as these
are removed just before or after the procedure and the boy addressed as
“bridegroom,” it also clearly symbolizes a passage from girlishness to mas-
culinity. And like many other societies that circumcise boys, the foreskin is
regarded as a bit of feminine tissue that must be removed to masculinize the
penis. Nothing is done to teach the boys these meanings at the time, though
as observers of younger boys’ circumcisions a few years later they will begin
to pick them up. And as Crapanzano insightfully points out, the boys’ status
in the family and community does not change: “Symbolically—and in fact—
the boy is led from the woman’s world back to the woman’s world,”81 where
within a few days he is treated much as before. This makes for a seemingly
strange rite of transition, since there is no transition.

The psychological effects of circumcision for boys are also difficult to
ascertain, especially since it takes place in a single incident rather than in the
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all-day-every-day interaction patterns that shape social behaviors like sibling
rivalry or assertive dependency. The fear and pain certainly make it traumatic
for some, but perhaps no more significantly so than that associated with
burns, cuts, scorpion bites, and other childhood injuries. But like other in-
juries and assaults, it can be expected to intensify anxiety and a sense of vul-
nerability. In the early 1960s the Turkish psychologist Gocke Cansever
conducted a small study of circumcision, administering a battery of psycho-
logical tests to six poor and six middle-class children about a month before
they were circumcised, and again three to seven days afterward. She observed
a decrease in IQ scores, as estimated from the Goodenough Draw a Person
test, and noted that the boys drew smaller figures after their circumcision,
indicating (she believes) increased “insecurity,” and “inadequacy.” She also
believes their postcircumcision sketches and the explanations they gave of
their figures’ “three wishes” showed signs of confused sexual identification
and regression to more “oral” affects and needs. The children’s version of the
Thematic Apperception Test showed increased aggressive imagery (incidents
of explosion, bleeding, cutting, death, being devoured) and an increase of
aggression toward self and mother figures (but not toward father figures,
society, siblings, animals, or objects). “According to these results,” she writes,
“the females were held responsible for the damage; they were perceived as
the castrators, and aggressive wishes were aimed at them.”82 Rorschach pro-
tocols showed increased “constriction,” suggesting a diminution of affective
response and withdrawal from human figures and increased perception of
“broken, damaged, disfigured objects and figures,” which she interprets as
evidence that “the children perceive the operation as castration.”83 Cansever
also notes important child-to-child variation: “When one child reacted to the
operation with an aggressive rebellion from within, the other regressed to a
state of passive submission. When one became interested in sexual organs,
the other seemed concerned over oral deprivation.”84

This is a very small study, using projective techniques not recognized as
valid by all psychologists, and Cansever offers her conclusions tentatively. But
they are intriguing, especially vis-à-vis the role the rite may play in repro-
ducing patriarchal orientations. She believes the findings support the psy-
choanalytic view that circumcision tends to be experienced as a castration,
but, contrary to the Freudian formulation, that boys appear to perceive fe-
males as the mutilators rather than fathers and to direct their hostility to-
ward them. Tentatively, she suggests that “the child held the investigator and
the co-operating mother responsible for the mutilation and thus displaced
all his fury to the female figures.”85 Ultimately, however, she believes the as-
if castration experience may stimulate a boy’s “masculine strivings.”

A decade later the Turkish psychologist Orhan Ozturk conducted inter-
views with about 150 university students, health aids, and psychiatric patients
and with the parents of 30 children whose circumcisions he observed. While
20 percent of the adults did not recall the procedure, 40 percent said they
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had been “greatly afraid,” and 22 percent said they had been “specifically afraid
that their penis might or would be cut off entirely.” Nearly 90 percent re-
called that adults had commonly threatened children with castration as a
punishment. Together, Ozturk believes, circumcision and castration threats
“provide a widespread exposure of the child to an intense focus on the penis
and to the possibility of injury to it.”86 He reports that all of the children he
observed were “terribly frightened of the experience; however, this fear sub-
sided when the children were taken to bed, where their parents were waiting,
many gifts were given, and entertainment was provided.”87 Interviews with
parents showed that 19 of the 30 children developed behavioral problems in
the following four to six weeks, usually “increased aggressive behavior” but
including “tics, exhibitionism, obsessive-compulsive reactions, and stut-
tering”—which apparently did not cause serious pathologies.88 He did not
assess aggression toward male and female figures, but parents reported
heightened fear of the father in twelve children (and decreased in one) and
decreased fear of the mother in eight children (and increased fear of her in
five). Yet when he asked the adults in his sample how they would feel had
they not been circumcised, they gave answers like

“One would be crippled, and defective.” “No girl would marry him.”
“I would be afraid of women.” “I would be afraid of impotence.” “I
would be very inhibited in sexual relationships.” “It would be dirti-
ness.” “You couldn’t even go to bed with your wife.” . . . They called
the uncircumcised person “an alien,” “a man with a foreskin,” “a
coward,” “a woman,” “a weakling.”89

He reports that 55 percent of the men he interviewed “believed circumcision
increased their sexual potency.”90

In view of the age at which it tends to be performed, Ozturk believes cir-
cumcision primarily helps consolidate a boy’s masculine gender identity. He
notes the contrast between the “castration-danger effect” that tends to occur
during and immediately after circumcision and the social meaning of mas-
culinization that develops subsequently: “The sense of ‘I am castrated’ im-
mediately after or at the time of the circumcision is later altered to, ‘I’m not
castrated and I never shall be.’”91 A frightening and painful mock castration
thus serves as a kind of innoculation that ultimately helps build a sense of
masculine prowess. Crapanzano also calls attention to the disjunctive char-
acter of the ceremony: that the boy returns to the status of boy, typically with
heightened anxiety:

It declares passage where there is in both ritual and everyday life no
passage whatsoever—only the mark of passage, the mutilation that
is itself an absence, a negation. It is a precocious rite. The boy is
declared a man before he is . . . physically a man, or treated as a
man. . . . It gives him, if I may speak figuratively, a preview of man-
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hood—a preview that is, however, dramatically arrested. He is in his
“manhood” deprived of his manhood.92

This is a crucial point: the rite declares the boy a marriageable man but typi-
cally leaves him with heightened anxiety about his bodily vulnerability.
Cansever, Ozturk, and Crapanzano together suggest that circumcision at this
age does not so much confer a sense of manhood as set in motion a striving
for a distinctly “phallic” manhood that will not be confirmed until much later,
perhaps with proof in fighting, with marriage, or with the birth of a son.

In terms of its immediate effects, then, both male and female circumci-
sion generate and amplify individual differences, as Cansever’s and Ozturk’s
studies amply demonstrate, even though they are small. Some children, es-
pecially among those whose parents prepared them for the procedure (55
percent of Ozturk’s sample) rather than deceiving them, may experience it
as a triumph.93 For some proportion of others, the fear and pain mount to
unbearable, traumatic intensities. Boddy reports that over half of the adult
women in Hofriyat regard themselves as possessed by zar spirits and partici-
pate in trance-dancing/possession ceremonies in which the spirits take over
their bodies. Whether or not spirit possession should be viewed as a form of
multiple personality disorder (MPD), the finding that over 90 percent of
American MPD cases originated in extreme and often bizarre forms of sexual
abuse94 at least strongly suggests that Pharaonic circumcision may increase
the propensity to dissociative experiences. The symptoms attributed to spir-
its (paralyses and the loses of sensation and speech that Freud and others
termed “hysterical”) and spirit possession itself are abundant in MENA so-
cieties that do not practice female circumcision, but they appear to be espe-
cially prevalent in the milieu Boddy observed. As to the long-term meanings
of circumcision, however, there is great cultural consensus that it “purifies”
the body, transforming women’s bodies into vesicles of fertility rather than
sexuality, and enhancing and guaranteeing male potency. In terms of its
meanings, then, the bodily mark(s) of circumcision signify both religious
purification and sexual/reproductive potency, effectively fusing Islamic spiri-
tuality and the honor-modesty system.

Debate: Routes to Masculinity and Femininity �

Theories of Gender Development

Here we encounter a debate between two types of psychological theory,
which view gender development—and circumcision—in entirely different ways.
On the one hand, social learning theories draw on the work of B. F. Skinner
and Albert Bandura and emphasize that children learn sex-appropriate behav-
iors and attitudes by watching others model them, by being rewarded for
performing them, and by being punished (or ignored) for failing to act in
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sex-appropriate manners. These yield a picture of developmental continuity
and generally disregard circumcision as a significant event. On the other hand,
psychodynamic theories draw on the work of Freud and post-Freudians and
focus on the role of the child’s sexual desires, its fears of punishment, aban-
donment, and castration and its attachments to parents and identifications
with parental figures. These theories emphasize developmental discontinu-
ity and often view circumcision—when it occurs after infancy as a rite—as a
pivotal event. In fact, these two theories explain different features that con-
stitute “gender.”

Most psychologists now regard a person’s gender as constituted of three
surprisingly independent components, which tend to be formed by different
processes and on different time schedules: gender role behaviors, gender iden-
tity, and sexual orientation. Social learning theories provide good accounts
of how boys and girls learn what their society considers to be gender-appro-
priate roles and behaviors but do not offer very good explanations of how
gender identity or sexual orientation develop. Psychodynamic theories, by
contrast, have mainly sought to account for gender identity and sexual ori-
entation and have little to say about the learning of specific roles and be-
haviors. Psychodynamic explanations of sexual orientation currently look
inadequate or wrong, as sexual orientation appears both more biologically
based and culturally determined than it does the outcome of parent-child
interactions.95 Psychodynamic accounts of gender identity, however, continue
to have many adherents.

The MENA child-care and socialization practices described earlier entail
the modeling/reinforcement/punishment-driven learning of gender role behav-
iors: how to act as a boy or a girl. Nearly all observers report that boys and girls
still play together and may share beds during early childhood, are cared for by
women and girls, live primarily in women’s spaces, and go to the women’s public
bath with their mothers. But toward the age of five to seven, parents increas-
ingly instruct their children about the behaviors appropriate for boys and
girls and begin rewarding compliance and punishing deviance more seriously.
Equally important in terms of social learning are the tasks assigned to boys and
girls and the environments in which they carry them out. Girls get more re-
sponsibilities at younger ages than boys, and by age five or six they may spend
a good many hours each day helping their mothers and watching younger chil-
dren, which appears to promote more “nurturant-responsible” orientations.
By contrast, boys at the same age are less likely to have responsibilities that
require cooperation or caretaking, less likely to be closely supervised, and more
likely to be prodded or teased into competition—a situation that appears to
facilitate “assertively dependent” or “dependent-dominant” orientations. Both
the direct process of parental modeling, reward, and punishment and the in-
direct process of separating boys’ and girls’ social environments intensify in
later childhood—though attendance at coeducational schools clearly subverts
traditional forms of gender differentiation.
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The construction of masculine and feminine gender identities (beyond
the basic sense of biological maleness and femaleness that usually solidifies
before the age of three) appears to be a more complex process. And many
anthropologists continue to turn to psychodynamic theories—especially those
based on the work of Nancy Chodorow96—to account for it. According to
orthodox Freudian theory, both boys and girls start out “as if” boys, attached
to their mothers. Around the ages of four to six, boys’ attachments become
sexualized, and they enter the Oedipal phase. Their fear of paternal punish-
ment or castration mounts until they surrender and repress their desires for
their mothers and identify with their fathers—and this identification then
motivates further strivings to become masculine. In the 1930s, the psycho-
analyst Abram Kardiner was one of the first to revise this theory in light of
cross-cultural evidence, arguing that the Oedipal triangle is primarily about
attachment and dependence rather than sexual drives. As a boy seeks to
maintain an interdependent attachment with his mother, he and his father
(and perhaps other siblings) become rivals for her care, and the boy feels
increasingly threatened with separation. He resolves this by identifying with
his father and maintaining a more vicarious attachment to his mother. The
much and justly criticized Freudian account of female development begins
with a girl’s discovery that she has been castrated, which leads her to wish for
a penis and turn away from her mother toward her father. Freud believed
women never fully resolve their version of the Oedipal complex but that a
feminine identity consolidates when she sublimates her wish for a penis into
a wish for a baby and identifies with her mother.

The orthodox Freudian theory does not provide an adequate account of
either male or female development in the West, let alone in other cultures.
But as a number of feminist psychologists have pointed out, it sought to make
sense of some important and puzzling clinical observations. In perhaps all
societies, sons may feel rivalry with their fathers for their mothers’ affection,
and in highly patriarchal societies, the father’s authority may crystallize not
just in fantasies of bodily injury or castration but in actual beatings, injuries,
and real threats of castration. In this context, boys may readily come to iden-
tify with the “aggressor” father figure, especially when he also acts as a pro-
tector. And given that many patriarchal societies invest the phallus as a symbol
of power, some little girls may indeed feel something like “penis envy” that
expresses their desire for the freedoms and prestige their brothers enjoy.

Current anthropological theories, following Chodorow, trace the devel-
opment of gender identities to earlier patterns of attachment and separation.
Boys and girls start out “as if” girls, almost symbiotically attached to their
mothers. They experience themselves as nearly a part of their mothers and
experience the world through her postures, scents, tones of voice, and gaze,
developing a core sense of self that is fundamentally feminine. This does not
mean feminine as opposed to masculine, because there is yet no duality, but
simply feminine by virtue of participating in and with the mother’s femaleness.
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Then the developmental tasks of boys and girls diverge. Girls must eventu-
ally shift their erotic and love attachment from their mothers to men, while
retaining their core feminine sense of self and identification with their moth-
ers. By contrast, boys must shift their identification and sense of self from its
early femininity to an achieved masculinity, while retaining their sensual at-
tachment to women. Chodorow believes that by sustaining their empathic
identification with their mothers, girls separate in a less definitive way than
do boys, and mature with a greater capacity for empathic involvement with
others:

From the retention of pre-Oedipal attachments to their mothers,
growing girls come to define and experience themselves as continu-
ous with others; their experience of self contains more flexible or
permeable ego boundaries. Boys come to define themselves as more
separate and distinct, with a greater sense of rigid ego boundaries
and differentiations. The basic feminine sense of self is connected
to the world, the basic masculine sense of self is separate.97

This is the origin of Carol Gilligan’s widely known theory that women
develop in interdependent connection with others, while men develop via
separation and pursuit of autonomy.98 But Chodorow also seeks to account
for the genesis of misogyny, which she traces to the difficult psychological
work boys must do—with their cultures’ help—to suppress their earliest
“feminine” sense of self. Many cultures help boys achieve a kind of compensa-
tory masculinity by scripting a path by which they can turn against, depre-
cate, and control supposedly weak, dependent, and irrational “women” as
a vehicle for turning against the “feminine” in themselves. The anthropolo-
gist Gilbert Herdt draws on this theory to describe the development of
hypermasculine warrior identities in some Melanesian cultures, which put
boys through brutal initiations that entail symbolically removing bad fe-
male fluids they received from their mothers and introducing good male
fluids that will stimulate the growth of manly qualities.99

The Mediterranean anthropologist David Gilmore also draws on
Chodorow’s theory, suggesting that

the main threat to the boy’s growth is not only, or even primarily,
castration anxiety. The principal danger to the boy is not a unidi-
mensional fear of the punishing father, but a more ambivalent fan-
tasy-fear about the mother. The ineradicable fantasy is to return to
the primal maternal symbiosis. . . . From this perspective, then, the
manhood equation is a “revolt against boyishness.”100

His comparative survey of cultures finds a “quasi global,” machismo-esque
image of manhood that he terms the “Man-the-Impregnator-Protector-
Provider” model. But this exists in more and less pronounced forms, with
greater and lesser misogyny, and it appears to be little developed in a few
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cultures that seem to facilitate men’s incorporation rather than repression
of their early “femininity.” Gilmore believes that environments that require
men to become warriors intensify the Impregnator-Protector-Provider line
of development: “The data show . . . [that] manhood ideologies are adapta-
tions to social environments, not simply autonomous mental projections or
psychic fantasies writ large. The harsher the environment and the scarcer the
resources, the more manhood is stressed as inspiration and goal.”101

John Whiting also has developed a variant of this theory. It emphasizes a
boy’s need to shift identifications from the mother to the father, not so much
to resolve psycho-sexual conflicts as to take advantage of father’s greater sta-
tus, power, and control of resources. He hypothesizes that in cultures that
emphasize exclusive, prolonged mother-infant bonds, boys often develop a
“cross-sex identity conflict”—an ambivalence of feminine and masculine senses
of self. Viewing male puberty rituals that involve genital mutilation as attempts
to clarify and solidify masculine identity, he found a worldwide association of
genital mutilation rites at puberty with long mother-infant cosleeping, which
he used as a proxy for the general intensity and exclusivity of the relationship.102

Cultures that practice circumcision often regard the foreskin as a bit of “female”
tissue that must be removed to complete a male, suggesting that circumcision
symbolically removes “feminine” characteristics.

As much as they provide complementary theories of different compo-
nents of gender, social learning and psychodynamic theories stand opposed
on one critical issue. Social learning approaches yield what Whiting terms
an “as the twig is bent” account of development, in that they show how boys
and girls are little by little nudged toward contrasting masculine and femi-
nine ideals. Psychodynamic approaches postulate important discontinuities
in development, especially in the case of boys, for whom patterns of emotion
and attachment nurtured in infancy (a core “feminine” sense of self, accord-
ing to Chodorow) must be reversed in later ones. Most important, the psy-
chodynamic theories hold that the earlier patterns do not just vanish but
continue to be important components of personality and must thereafter be
actively resisted, pushed to the margins of awareness, and defended against.
Some set of defensive strategies, usually deployed so automatically and un-
consciously that they are termed “mechanisms,” then become woven into
personality.

Chodorow, Gilmore, and Whiting all view more machismo forms of mas-
culinity as having a defensive and compensatory character, and misogyny as
arising from the projection onto women of the supposedly passive and weak
“feminine” senses of self nurtured in them by intense maternal infant care. They
note that in many cultures these forms of masculinity are defined in contrast
to a pair of “split” stereotypes of women: an idealized, vulnerable but often
sacred virgin or mother (and in some cases, a virgin mother) that they protect;
and a despised, dangerous, usually sexually wanton woman that they guard
against or persecute. These images enable a manly man to preserve a set of



208 Periods of Psychological Development

worshipful feelings toward a maternal figure and a set of rejecting and deri-
sive feelings toward an abject figure of woman-gone-astray.

Gender Development in MENA Societies

This theory plausibly describes the general lines of development that lead
toward the version of the Impregnator-Protector-Provider model of man-
hood that MENA shared with the preindustrial Mediterranean. The pediat-
ric style of infant care and cultivation of matrifocal interdependence within
the wider world of women plausibly facilitates the development of an early
“feminine” sense of self—though probably not in as intense a form as may
occur in polygynous, long postpartum sex taboo societies in sub-Saharan
Africa. Available descriptions of male circumcision rites indicate that they
often include symbolic defeminizations (draping the boy in a girl’s scarf be-
fore the procedure; regarding the foreskin as “feminine” tissue) and mascu-
linization (explicitly treating the boy as a “bridegroom”)—even though the
boy is not removed from the world of women, as is done in many cultures,
and even though the ceremony is not staged as a test and proof of manliness.
In addition, adults’ threats to castrate or circumcise boys as punishment, older
boys’ teasing that younger ones will be castrated—amplified by the shock and
betrayal experienced during circumcision—may infuse the rite with mean-
ings about “castration anxiety.” Reports by Ammar, Dachmi, and a few other
observers that women sometimes play with infants’ and toddlers’ penises to
soothe or entertain them and that the women may kiss the boys’ penises be-
fore the ceremony, taken together with recollections by some of Crapanzano’s
informants that immediately afterward they were placed naked on their
mothers’ naked backs,103 suggests that circumcision may have more classi-
cally “Oedipal” meanings for some individuals. That is, these observations
may support Ozturk’s thesis that, at least in some cases, the rite works to
masculinize by a kind of innoculation effect, heightening “castration anxi-
ety” in the short run but in the long run conferring the message “I am not
castrated” and “I am a fully masculine male.” While they do not focus spe-
cifically on circumcision, Hijazi, Bouhdiba, and Hammoudi all propose that
the prevailing cultural model for rearing boys into men entails “feminizing”
or “emasculating” them by forcing their subjection to harsh authority (usu-
ally in the 7-to-12 age period—see chapter 6), which then motivates them to
achieve and prove their manhood via competition with peers, domination
of women and juniors, and identification with figures of authority104—a se-
quence that at least parallels these interpretations of the circumcision rite.
(It is important to keep in mind that variants of this sequence are widely
practiced in modern Western societies by armies, sports coaches, fraterni-
ties, and other groups that “make men.”105)

Again, it is not the culture that undergoes circumcision but individual
boys, and, like weaning, the rite clearly creates and amplifies individual varia-
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tion. It is likely that for some boys its primary psychological meanings con-
cern emerging sexual feelings and castration fears; that for others it prima-
rily concerns a reversal of a “feminine” core self; and that for still others it
partakes of neither of these developmental trajectories. Further, the mean-
ings of circumcision probably are not internalized at the time it is performed
but crystallize gradually—especially as older boys witness younger boys’ cir-
cumcisions—as a kind of cultural road map to masculinity. Masculine roles
still remain to be learned, mainly through social modeling and reinforcement,
and manhood must be achieved and proven via the performative rhetorics of
the honor-modesty system. But as Whiting theorizes, the achievement and
proving of masculinity probably always occurs more or less against a diffuse,
underlying sense of “femininity,” or perhaps against a sense of bodily vulner-
ability readily experienced as “effeminacy.” This forms the core of Bouhdiba’s
theory of masculine development in MENA societies, which Afsaneh Najmabadi
endorses on the basis of her study of the genre of tales she calls “wiles of women”
stories:

The boy, initially part of the women’s world, is marked to exit that
world to the world of men. To become a man, he has to prove that
he has outgrown his originary contamination with womanliness,
has ended his in-between-ness, through denouncing the women’s
world, at times through becoming contemptuous of it or even
hostile towards it. A boy becomes a man by repudiation, by dis-
avowal of femininity. . . .

The world of the father turns out to be an ambivalent, if not
dangerous, zone. This fearful ambivalence contributes to engender-
ing a desire to return to the world of the women, to the presumed
safety of the domain of the mother (imagined as a lost paradise). To
become a man, the boy needs to fight off this desire for return and
to enact repeatedly his disassociation from the feminine.106

As Crapanzano emphasizes, this repudiation of the feminine certainly is not
accomplished by undergoing circumcision, but circumcision probably takes
on this meaning as boys grow into more mature understandings of its
significance.

It is not clear, however, that social learning and psychodynamic theories
can be stitched together to provide a useful account of the role of female geni-
tal cutting rites (FGC) in women’s gender development, especially since (1) the
practice of Pharaonic circumcision is limited to a few areas, (2) the less ex-
treme “Egyptian” practice appears mainly to symbolize the danger of female
sexuality, and (3) the great majority of MENA women are not circumcised.
Chodorow’s theory that girls develop into women in continuous connection
with their mothers, sisters, and babies clearly applies to the segregated and
enclosed realms in which they live out most of their lives. At the same time, it
is plausible that an “envy of maleness” as an experience of vulnerability to male
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power, and the persistence of socially condemned “masculine” strivings, cre-
ates an important discontinuity in girls’ development, and that FGC contrib-
utes to feminine identity by helping suppress these.

The fact that the jinn or zar spirits that possess women usually turn out
to be male, so that in possession women experience and perform themselves
as men, suggests that “masculine” strivings remain powerfully active be-
neath their fertility-centered identities as mothers. Boddy observed tranc-
ing Hofriyati women become a British military officer waving a cane and
smoking cigarettes, a pair of Arab warriors mock fighting with swords, a
Turkish pasha, a European doctor, a Catholic priest, an archaeologist in
khaki pants and pith helmet, an airplane pilot, a railway engineer wearing
a man’s suit and blowing a whistle, a whisky-drinking English gentleman,
and even Basha Birdan, who Boddy suspects may be Sir Richard Burton,
the translator of the Thousand and One Nights who traveled in the area in
the nineteenth century.107 These zar “antiselves,” nearly all intrusions from
surrounding out-groups, certainly open wide the enclosures that symboli-
cally create Hofriyati women as sacred mothers, and turn them, briefly but
dramatically, into foreign men.108

The lack of research on circumcision makes it impossible to even specu-
late about its short-term psychological effects, though descriptions of the rite
make it clear that children’s reactions vary tremendously. The long-term ef-
fects appear to center on the “manifest” value of the bodily mark as an in-
creasingly meaningful symbol of masculinity or femininity, on the “latent”
meaning that boys have been defeminized and (where practiced) girls demas-
culinized, and, for boys, possibly on a “latent” threat of castration (or “in-
oculation” against it) that motivates subsequent pursuit of masculinity.

Sources �

The primary sources of information on early childhood in MENA societies
are the same as those on infancy: Hamid Ammar’s Growing Up in an Egyp-
tian Village and Nawal Ammar’s followup, An Egyptian Village Growing Up,
Shakri’s “Al-tanshi’a al-ijtima’iyya” (Socialization), Abdelqader and ‘Afifi’s
Al-dirasa al-midaniyya ‘an al-asalib al-sha’ia al-ijtima’iyya fi al-rif al-misri
(Field Study of Socialization in Rural Egypt), Askandar, Ismail, and Rachid’s
Kayfa nurabi atfalana (How We Raise Our Children), Prothro’s Child Rear-
ing in Lebanon, Davis’s Patience and Power, Friedl’s Children of Deh Koh, and
Brink’s “Changing Child-Rearing Patterns in an Egyptian Village.” Badri’s
interview study of Sudanese mothers in the 1970s and Grotberg and Badri’s
followup eight years later provide important data on urban-rural and social
class differences.109 Al-Aharas’s 1979 survey study of 400 rural and urban
Syrian parents covers both early and late childhood.110 Williams’s study of
Lebanese adolescents (The Youth of El Hacimi Haouch) also contains some
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observations on this period. Beatrice and John Whiting’s Children of Six
Cultures provides data on core dimensions of children’s social behavior dur-
ing this age range, which perhaps can be extrapolated to MENA societies.

The once popular hypothesis that culturally patterned toilet-training
practices play a key role in shaping development has largely been aban-
doned.111 Davis reports that, unlike weaning, “toilet training is very re-
laxed,”112 and studies by the Egyptian researchers Hamid Ammar, Nawal
Ammar, Badri,113 Abdelqader and ‘Afifi,114 Sa’idallah,115 and Askandar,
Ismail, and Rachid116 and the Moroccan Abdsalam Dachmi117 indicate that
toilet-training is not rushed and is done gently, except perhaps in lower class
urban families (one study found that 40 percent of poor Egyptian parents
used threats or punishments118). I therefore do not discuss toilet-training
as an important influence on development in MENA societies.

There are surprisingly few studies of psychological consequences of cir-
cumcision. Esther Hicks’s Infibulation, Boddy’s Wombs and Alien Spirits, and
Nawal El Saadawi’s Hidden Face of Eve provide ethnographic and first-person
accounts of female circumcision (which activists now insist be termed “female
genital cutting” [FGC]). Descriptions and interpretations of male circumci-
sion come mainly from Vincent Crapanzano’s essay “Rite of Return” and from
studies by two Turkish psychiatrists, Gocke Canserver’s “Psychological Ef-
fects of Circumcision” and Orhan Ozturk’s “Ritual Circumcision and Cas-
tration Anxiety.”
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Late Childhood

c h a p t e r 6

212

Late childhood appears to be crucial for shaping the sentiments, motives, and
social personae related to the honor-modesty system and to Islam—the second
level of personality organization in the model I have adopted. During this
period most children come to see and sense themselves as embedded in worlds
animated by honor and Islam. They master a set of cultural etiquettes and
moral imperatives associated with them, which come to be automatically
experienced as a kind of second nature. Ethnographic studies suggest that the
honor-related etiquettes shape sentiments and motives of deference, hospital-
ity, assertive dependence, “‘ar” (a gesture imploring aid), intimidation, and
mediation, and that religion-related practices develop sentiments and motives
of purity-pollution, “baraka” (divine blessedness), awe/fear of God, divine
mercy/compassion, and “fitna” (chaos, disorder). Mastering these etiquettes
so that they become second nature signals that a child has developed “‘aql,”
which means both “reason” and “social maturity.”

For most boys, this period traditionally entails an important develop-
mental discontinuity: a shift from the world of women to that of men, and
from a more “feminine” sense of self to a “manly” one. The path to masculine
prowess typically begins with circumcision and winds through a period of
forced submission, deference, and sometimes harsh discipline. Abdelwaheb
Bouhdiba believes that masculinization follows a distinctive trajectory in
MENA societies, in which boys adopt the cultural idealization of the Mother
as a font of nurturance and protection, preserving their early interdependent
bond in mythic form as they move into the intimidating world of men. Less
has been written about the psychological dynamics of girls’ development. They
appear to experience a potentially profound disempowerment as their lives are
increasingly circumscribed by men because they supposedly embody the forces
of chaos and disorder (“fitna”) and lack the reason (“‘aqel”) that would
enable them to achieve self-control. Yet girls also appear to experience greater
continuity in sustaining their female-centered relationships and sense of self—
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which may provide them with important sources of self-confidence and
esteem.

Urbanization, education, and media are changing this traditional
pattern, but in unclear and inconsistent ways, especially because of diverging
ways of life among educated elites, “popular” classes, and the urban poor. In
addition, MENA nations now diverge tremendously in economic development
and in the kinds of educational and media environments they provide. Several
studies suggest, however, that schooling is broadly transforming the tradi-
tional “honor-modesty” system into a family-based achievement orienta-
tion—in which educational and career achievement brings family
honor—similar to that described in several Asian cultures.

The chapter ends with a discussion of the possibly authoritarian character
of parenting. Many Arab social critics see traditional “patriarchal” authority
as “authoritarian” and as dangerously anchoring authoritarian politics in the
psyche. But MENA’s patriarchal model may differ in important ways from
the “authoritarianism” that has been studied in Western societies: several
studies have found higher parental control and emphasis on respect for
authority in MENA cultures than American, but not the full authoritarian
syndrome. Control appears to be counterbalanced by high levels of warmth,
which Cigdem Kagitcibasi suggests may signal “authoritative” rather than
“authoritarian” styles. Still, the process theorized by the authors of The
Authoritarian Personality may also be occurring in some MENA families: as
“modernization” undermines traditional family control, patriarchal authority
may readily become authoritarian.

Introduction �

Freud characterized the 7-to-12 age range as a “latency” period in which chil-
dren acquire new intellectual and social skills but retain the personality or-
ganization that he believed crystallized in the 5-to-7 period. Psychologists have
long recognized the incorrectness of this view, but “late childhood” contin-
ues to be greatly under-studied in comparison to infancy, toddlerhood, and
adolescence, and its importance for the cultural shaping of emotions and self
remains poorly appreciated. I believe writings on childhood in MENA soci-
eties (see the section on sources at the end of this chapter) converge to indi-
cate that a pair of potentially complementary social personae (or social selves)
coalesce during this period, organized around the culture’s predominant value
orientations: the honor-modesty system and Islam. As discussed in chapter
3, the internalization of these orientations shapes culturally distinctive sen-
timents, motives, and social selves that arise from seeing one’s self from the
perspective of society’s primary roles and values. These form a second level
of psychological organization, which may entail transformation, suppression,
or further elaboration of core characteristics. There is little research on how
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these important developments take place, however, and Western theories—
which emphasize the effects of classroom performance, nonkin peer groups,
media, and nuclear or single-parent home environments—have little rel-
evance, at least to traditional MENA milieus.

LeVine notes that most preindustrial societies emphasize compliance and
obedience during this period, and that learning occurs largely in “appren-
ticeship” contexts in which children work alongside their parents and older
siblings. This appears as a natural extension of the pediatric model: though
the goal shifts from survival to contributing to the household’s subsistence,
it continues to contrast with the encouragement of exploration and prepa-
ration for formal schooling typical of pedagogic models. In apprenticeship
contexts, parents and elders often teach young children by guiding their limbs
and hands through the appropriate motions (which LeVine and colleagues
found American toddlers will not tolerate), building on the kinesthetic in-
terdependence fostered in infant care.1 MENA families in traditional milieus
appear to follow variants of this apprenticeship and obedience model2—which
was broadly shared throughout the preindustrial Mediterranean and formed
part of the West’s classical heritage. According to Johari, MENA popular tra-
dition holds “respect for parents” to be the primary value instilled in chil-
dren and encourages instilling fear—initially of animals and spirit beings, and
then of authority figures—as a necessary means.3 According to Grotberg and
Badri, the basic principles of parenting in Khartoum include:

1. Parents in general do not encourage curiosity, exploratory and
manipulative behavior of their young children; however, high-
income parents answer more questions from their children than
do low-income parents.

2. Parents discipline their children strictly and with physical
punishment, but low-income parents discipline their children
more strictly than high-income parents.

3. Parents insist on prompt obedience; children are taught to be
polite and submissive to adults.4

Shakri reports several Egyptian studies in which parents endorse this model,5

and many researchers report and criticize parents’ widespread reliance on
physical punishment during this period.6

An often quoted MENA proverb holds that parents are slaves to their
child during its first seven years, the child slave to the parents during the next
seven, and during the third seven he—and the proverb is usually cited for
boys—must find his own way into adulthood. People chuckle at this exag-
geration, and some object to its moral, but it captures an important feature
of the culture’s predominant model of childhood: that children younger than
six or seven lack the ‘aqel (meaning both “reason” and “social maturity”) to
learn much, and that the foundation of character needs to be laid before
puberty arrives. MENA parents tend not to romanticize this period as a time
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of freedom, and Hamid Ammar goes so far as to write: “In adult eyes, the
period of childhood is a nuisance, and childhood activities, especially play,
are a waste of time”7—though Nawal Ammar notes that with less need for
children’s labor in the 1980s this attitude had begun to change.8

Because they differ so greatly, I will treat traditional milieus in part 1 of
this chapter and modernizing ones in part 2. In traditional milieus, this is a
period in which children must master the moral imperatives, lines of author-
ity, and etiquettes of the kinship system, which means they accommodate to
and internalize what Hisham Sharabi terms its prevailing forms of “author-
ity, domination, and dependency.”9 Children also learn the principles and
practices of Islam and begin using these as interpersonal etiquettes and as
techniques of physical and emotional self-care. Gender differentiation in-
creases steadily, so that boys’ and girls’ developmental paths further diverge.
In modernizing milieus, schooling replaces key features of family socializa-
tion, replacing most apprenticeship learning with classroom instruction, and
replacing some traditional values and identities with modern ones.10 Still,
some traditional socialization continues in modernizing milieus, and may
even be intensified.

Many Arab scholars see this period as a critical one in which “authori-
tarianism” is internalized as a psychological structure, with dire consequences
for adult political participation. But others—especially the Turkish psychologist
Cigdem Kagitcibasi—believe that traditional family authority is not inherently
“authoritarian” as this has been conceptualized by Western psychologists.
This chapter will therefore culminate in a discussion of the debate over the
nature of familial authority and “authoritarianism” in MENA societies.

Part 1: Traditional Milieus �

From the perspective of their modern and often Western educations, many
Arab writers criticize traditional socialization practices, especially the empha-
sis on obedience, rote memorization, and physical punishment. But it is
important to keep in mind that in many traditional MENA milieus boys were
raised to fight. Unlike China, India, and several other traditional civilizations,
a large percentage of MENA populations lived beyond the daily reach of state
authorities, and each adult male shared responsibility to fight for his family,
village, or kin-group. Some often-criticized MENA socialization practices ap-
pear common to cultures that raise boys to fight, including the sectors of mod-
ern societies that celebrate the ethos of combat, such as contact sports, the
military, and youth gangs. The model of “character building” by which adults
treat children harshly in order to toughen them, and instill fears that they then
demand their children conquer, is found in many cultures. If this is to be criti-
cized as brutal or as antithetical to “modern” ideals, it nonetheless should be
understood in relation to the imperative of raising boys to fight.11 And, as
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mentioned in chapter 2, some of the “inconsistencies” criticized by observ-
ers may be rooted in the conflicting imperatives of agriculture (conformity
and indirect emotionality) and pastoralism (independence and direct emo-
tionality)12 that MENA societies historically combined.

Kinship Relations and the Politics of Honor

By the age of six or seven, many children will have been cared for, comforted,
ordered about, reprimanded, entertained, and taught by a variety of older
siblings, grandparents, and aunts and uncles. Williams observes that in a
Lebanese village

the lesson of kinship is the clearest and most elaborate he must learn.
When he is very small, he is addressed by members of his family not
by his own name but by the one that describes his relationship to
the speaker: the grandfather calls his small grandchild jiddi (my
grandfather) and the aunt addresses him as ammti (my father’s sis-
ter) or khalti (my mother’s sister). His own name is withheld as the
relationship to the speaker is emphasized and only when he has
learned his kinship lesson is he called by his given name.13

He or she will have learned terms of address and gestures of respect due to
elders, and at least observed the hospitality ceremonies performed for guests.
Households and neighborhoods tend to be dense with social interaction, and
the child who earlier played with family members rather than toys increas-
ingly learns more adult styles of interaction. Sharabi and Ani write:

The child is trained in sociability by being made to participate in con-
versation and to take part in social ceremony. . . . He comes to ac-
cept as natural the need to assert himself in social gatherings, and to
imitate the grownups in their gestures and manner of speaking. A
boy who is silent is ridiculed for not taking part in conversation:
“Poor boy, he has a mouth to eat but not a mouth to speak.” . . .
To say that “Samir is a clever boy” (Samir walad shatir) means
that he knows how to get along with others, i.e., how to manipu-
late his environment, which consists of parents, siblings, relatives,
neighbors.”14

Throughout late childhood, the web of kinship expands to encompass more
of the patronymic association (see chapter 3). Williams writes:

His world quickly becomes peopled with kin of specific designation,
each with a specific set of mutual rights and obligations. Thus, the
father’s brother carries almost as much authority as the father and,
in the latter’s absence, as much . . . so the mother’s sister and female
maternal relatives in general, are mother substitutes; cousins are
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members of the child’s first peer group and . . . often remain the
closest friends of adolescence.15

Expectations for mu’addab (propriety) increase steadily with age. According
to Ammar:

Whilst in the first five or six years the child’s respect for its parents
and elders is inculcated mainly through physical gestures and inti-
macy, the respect later on is expected in terms of a decrease in word
intimacy and physical proximity. Moreover, certain manners must
be observed, such as walking behind the father or an elder and not
abreast of him, standing up or at least sitting properly on the ground
on his approach. . . . Whether in attending to the hand-washing of
guests, the distribution of tea amongst them, or in shaking hands
with them, a fairly definite order of precedence is observed by the
child.16

From the repeated exchanges of everyday life, intrigues played out behind
the scenes, and ceremonies that punctuate routines, children learn to maneu-
ver within this web of patronymic relations. As Hsu emphasizes, this shapes a
child’s personality and sense of himself or herself. Indeed, nurturance, pun-
ishments, and rewards become increasingly contingent on a child’s social abili-
ties. The literature contains many anecdotes and few studies of this process,
but evidence converges to suggest that two aspects have particular psychologi-
cal importance. First, children learn to judge degrees of “closeness” and to adjust
their actions accordingly. Second, they learn not simply their position within
the web but a repertoire of interpersonal etiquettes with which they can nego-
tiate and continually adjust their relationships.

Hamid Ammar emphasizes the importance seniors increasingly place on
distinguishing between private and public norms, allowing informalities in
private they would punish in public. Above all, children learn that they rep-
resent their household in public and to more distant kin. “For the Haouch
youngster the world of people is quickly sorted out into relatives, ‘those from
our house,’ and strangers,” writes Williams, “all the child’s actions bring pride
or shame not to himself but to the family.”17 Ammar notes that the child’s
growing responsibility for its family’s reputation is stressed by the frequent
use of “we” by family members when “I” might suffice, and by the way praises
and curses intended for a child may be addressed to its family. Boys often
quarrel, he reports, by hurling insults at each other’s fathers, ancestors, hos-
pitality, and livestock.18 In addition, children are often asked not their names
but “Whose son are you?” and they spontaneously introduce themselves as
“the son of so-and-so.”19

All of these practices help further develop a familial “sense of self,” elabo-
rating an identification with the household as an honor-bearing but vulner-
able self object. And this may be based less on the child’s actual (but private)
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relationships with family members than on the style of his or her public self-
presentations. To the extent that the family may have rallied around and
become a kind of transitional object at weaning, this learning to act within
the web of kinship and to carry an awareness of one’s self as a representative
of a familial “we” appears to be an important developmental continuity—
leading toward the organization of the sort of social self, described by G. H.
Mead, based in MENA on the principles of honor and modesty.

This familial/kin-based social self consists not just of an identification
with one’s “house” but of the repertoire of values, etiquettes, and strate-
gies needed to maneuver within the patronymic association and larger com-
munity. This repertoire certainly varies for pastoralists, villagers, and
city-dwellers, for wealthy patrons and poor clients, and for men and women,
but ethnographic accounts suggest that most children learn a core set com-
mon to these milieus. These include the following.

DEFERENCE

The principles of adab (politeness/respect) require that relations with seniors
be marked by formal gestures of deference, graded according to the degree
of distance and the formality of the occasion (juniors kiss seniors’ hands, rise
to greet them, use formal terms of address, serve them, carry out their in-
structions, defer to their opinions and wishes, etc.).

HOSPITALITY

Children learn to perform the rituals of hospitality as both hosts and guests.
Elaborate forms of hospitality may be given only to distant kin or outsiders,
but simple gestures form part of everyday social intercourse within the house-
hold and neighborhood. Serving a grandparent, for example, may simulta-
neously entail deference and hospitality. Hospitality also implies reciprocity,
and becomes an important strategy for building and managing patron-client
dyads.

ASSERTIVE DEPENDENCE

In the last chapter I cited ethnographers who have noted that crowded and
busy household milieus often encourage weaned children to develop styles
of aggressively eliciting caretakers to attend to them and indulge their depen-
dence. At least some observers report that children in this period refine these
styles and enact them to attract attention, caretaking, protection, and favors
from a widening array of family members and kin. Styles of evoking seniors’
responsibilities to juniors may subsequently figure in the negotiation of
patron-client relationships.

‘ar

Assertive dependence may develop into various forms of an interpersonal
strategy known in North Africa as ‘ar, which entails making a personal sacri-



Late Childhood 219

fice of some sort that morally compels another to protect, help, or grant one’s
request. In precolonial eras, it sometimes was employed as a ritualized political
act: an exile from one tribe might sacrifice a ram at the doorstep of a neighbor-
ing tribe’s sheikh and request his official protection. Some tribes even sacrificed
to Foreign Legion commanders, a kind of “crying uncle” they hoped would
compel them to make peace on terms short of total surrender. Interpersonally,
‘ar typically takes the form of ritualized pleading—often “Allah yarham al-
walidayn” (May God bless your parents)—accompanied by verbal tones and
postures conveying mild supplication, which amounts to an exceedingly em-
phatic “please.” In dire circumstances this may be combined with dramatic
gestures of deference, such as kissing the addressee’s hand, kneeling, or urgent
invocations of God’s protection. It entails some sacrifice of honor, however slight
and brief, which morally presses the petitioned person to comply.

Teen-agers sometimes ‘ar in slightly jesting tones to cajole a cigarette
from a friend, or a harried office worker might ‘ar to convince a taxi driver
on his break to take him on an errand. But whether subtly intimated or dra-
matically performed, ‘ar plays a role in the negotiation of most hierarchical
relationships. A would-be client might employ it to solicit a more powerful
person as a patron; a client might resort to it in order to resist exploitation
or intimidation by a patron; or a patron might turn to it to convince a client
to comply with an onerous request. I have observed children in this age range
use ‘ar-like gestures with adult family members and older siblings to elicit
favors or try to get out of trouble, and also to mollify younger siblings whom
they have bullied or teased to tears.

PROTECTION

If deference, hospitality, assertive dependence, and ‘ar mainly provide chil-
dren with strategies to enact with seniors, children also begin learning styles
by which they may act as seniors toward juniors. This typically begins when
they are assigned to watch over younger children, a role that may include
nurturing, comforting, and disciplining. Nurturing is generally assumed to
be an older girl’s responsibility and disciplining to be an older boy’s. Girls
do more child care, but in many households older boys do a great deal of it
throughout late childhood and into adolescence. This caretaking extends into
the community, where they not only protect younger children from physical
dangers but ensure that they do not cause trouble that embarrasses the fam-
ily. By the end of late childhood, most boys will be expected to defend younger
ones from neighborhood bullies and to both protect and “police” their sis-
ters from older boys.20 And as protection also entails comfort and emotional
support, it probably develops both boys’ and girls’ capacity to nurture.

INTIMIDATION

In many traditional milieus, children may need to learn to intimidate other
children, and this may especially occur in large households where sibling
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comparisons intensify rivalries and older children get rights over younger
ones. Children caring for younger siblings may be punished for bullying them,
but also for failing to keep the younger ones in line. “A brother in particular
is an effective authority,” Williams writes of rural Lebanese families, “espe-
cially in the absence of the father. By the time he reaches adolescence his word
carries considerable weight not only with younger children but with his sis-
ters as well.”21 Boys especially learn intimidation in physical contests and
sometimes fights with peers. Much of the play during this period entails test-
ing strength, agility, endurance, and courage, and children learn how far to
push and allow themselves to be pushed.

Seniors often encourage intimidation that remains within bounds. No
family can afford a hothead who starts trouble with kinsmen and neighbors,
and so aggression may be quite strongly discouraged and punished (as Prothro
reports of Lebanon and Badri of Sudan). But boys also may be shamed and
punished if they back down from a challenge, or if they continually run to
their parents to intervene in peer conflicts. Pastoralist, agricultural, and urban
communities differ in their approval and encouragement of intimidation, but
in most milieus it is one of the interpersonal styles learned during late child-
hood—framed always by a sense of responsibility to the household.

MEDIATION

The interpersonal politics of patronymic associations include a range of
mediation tactics that avoid, diffuse, and resolve conflicts, and children be-
gin to learn them during this period. Many observers note that as relation-
ships between boys and their fathers grow more distant and as girls come into
conflict with their mothers, children may ask their opposite-sex parent to
intervene on their behalf. Quarreling parents may similarly use children to
take messages between them or enlist older children to plead their cases.
Throughout late childhood, children may call upon kin, peers, and even
nonkin to mediate difficulties, and they increasingly play mediation and go-
between roles themselves. This too appears to provide an important strategy
for the negotiation of adult relationships.

G. H. Mead likens socialization to the learning of an organized game (like
soccer), in which by gaining an understanding of game from its multiple
positions, the player (i.e., the child growing into adulthood) comes to per-
ceive himself or herself within the larger configuration of positions, strate-
gies, and styles. Mead refers to the overall configuration as the Generalized
Other and the self-conceptions that arise from taking its perspective on one’s
self as the social self.22 I believe that this familial/kin-centered “we” consoli-
dates in late childhood with mastery of this repertoire of etiquettes, forming
an honor-oriented social self or social persona.23 By the end of late childhood,
then, most children automatically construe persons, events, and relationships
in its terms, and automatically respond with the requisite etiquettes and styles.
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A great deal of expertise, however, remains to be acquired in adolescence and
adulthood.

Fathers

As described by many MENA scholars and writers, the cultural model of fa-
therhood prescribes a shift from warmth, affection, and playfulness in early
childhood to distance, formality, and discipline during this period. Brink
notes that “Egyptian fathers are effective as disciplinarians because, while they
are loving and affectionate with infants and very young children, they assume
a more stern and authoritative relationship with older children. A man’s
power and authority in the home are unquestioned by both his wife and chil-
dren.”24 Ahmad Ouzi writes that the traditional Moroccan model holds that
continuing the gentleness and succor accorded infants and toddlers into this
period will yield weak manliness and that distance and physical punishment
are essential to forming the “toughness” adult responsibilities require.25 In
Palace Walk, the Egyptian novelist Naguib Mahfouz describes the onset of
Ahmad Abd al-Jawad’s fearsome paternal authority through the eyes of his
youngest son, Kamal:

He was often amazed to remember that this same father had been
sweet and kind to him not so long ago, when he was a small child.
Al-Siyyid Ahmad had enjoyed playing with him and from time to
time had treated him to various kinds of sweets. He had done his
best to lighten Kamal’s circumcision day, hideous though it was, by
filling his lap with chocolates and candy and smothering him with
care and affection. Then how quickly everything had changed. Af-
fection had turned into severity, tender conversation into shouts, and
fondling to blows. He had even made circumcision itself a means
for terrifying the boy. For a long time Kamal had been confused and
had thought they might inflict the same fate on what he had left.

It was not just fear that he felt toward his father. His respect for
him was as great as his fear. He admired his strong, imposing appear-
ance, his dignity that swept everyone along with it, the elegance of his
clothing, and the ability he believed him to have to do anything. Per-
haps it was the way his mother spoke about her husband that put him
in such awe of him. He could not imagine that any other man in the
world could equal al-Siyyid Ahmad’s power, dignity, or wealth.26

Eickelman’s life history of a Moroccan qadi (religious judge) portrays this
sort of “stern” father:

What I remember most of my childhood is the cane. When we were
young, my brother and I were beaten three times daily by my father:
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morning, noon, and night. Each night he required us to stand be-
fore him and recite five hizbs [verses] of the Quran. Other children
were expected to recite one. If we made a mistake, then we would be
beaten again.27

Williams reports that the Lebanese children she studied are “chiefly controlled
by verbal threats and physical punishments” and notes that they “quickly learn
that of the two parents the father is the more fearsome and formidable fig-
ure. For the mother, eventual punishment by the father is a favorite and most
effective threat.”28 Friedl makes similar observations about the Iranian vil-
lage she studied:

“Threat in the eye, warmth in the heart,” our grandmother-neigh-
bor summed up the right parental attitude toward children in Deh
Koh. Without tars, threats, fear, proper respect due to elders, to
anybody in a higher position of authority than oneself, the society
would crumble, people say. It is a quality ordained by God to make
ordered life possible, and ought to be instilled in children early.
This is a father’s duty. “Respect makes children mind their man-
ners,” said a father whom I had asked to explain tars. “When my
father called me or gave me an order when I was a boy, the only
possible answer was, ‘Yes!’ Anything else would have brought a
blow. This is tars.”29

Ammar describes the Egyptian village he studied as an “authoritarian
patriarchal society” that raises its children by “harsh discipline.”30 He too
notes that fathers’ affectionate treatment of their young children typically
gives way to distance, formality, and harshness during this period, which
parents perceive to be “the most appropriate for punishing and disciplin-
ing the child. . . . The concentration of punishment at this period is justi-
fied on the grounds that the boy or the girl at this stage is neither too young
nor too old to learn.”31 He writes at length about the use of fear to control
children, not only in early childhood by evoking the specter of ghouls, ogres,
jinns, and scorpions but in later childhood by curses and beatings. “The in-
stilling of fear is one of the expedients that parents constantly use to re-
press their children and make them docile,” he writes, and parents often
cite the saying “‘Fear is a blissful thing’ (al khof baraka).”32 He continues:

Punishment may be in the form of fulminations or curses, or it may
be corporal. . . . Punishment can also take the form of denouncing
the boy as a girl, or condemning him as a homosexual, and also
through depriving him of his food or his share of meat. . . . Corpo-
ral punishment is not uncommon either by beating, striking, whip-
ping or slapping. . . . The father’s authority cannot be flouted; and
a change in the tone of his voice must be seriously considered.33
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Indictments of parental authoritarianism appear prominently in many
published North African autobiographies and literary works. In Mountains
Forgotten by God, Brick Oussaid recounts his boyhood as a shepherd in
Morocco’s Middle Atlas mountains, where the hardships of poverty, illness,
and weather were only intensified by being sent to school, where a “tyranni-
cal” teacher regularly humiliated his students—“He soon had a nickname for
each of us: ‘Come here, you crud.’ ‘Get up, nigger.’ ‘Repeat, the ape in the
back.’ ‘Your turn, cripple!’”—and beat them: “According to his mood he hit
us on the hand, and then, when they were swollen, came the agony of being
beaten over the fingernails.”34 Eickelman tells us that as a household head
and enforcer of the law, the religious judge came to view his childhood beat-
ings “as a sign of his father’s concern for him.” Not so Oussaid, who eventu-
ally became an engineer and emigrated permanently to France: “We just barely
survived. We were grave and fearful because, hurt and mistreated, our hearts
and spirits were broken.”35 And not so Abdelkrim Ghallab, a renowned na-
tionalist leader, who in Le Passe Enterre recalled beatings from his father and
Quranic school teacher. A public square in Fes, he writes, gave him and his
friends a few moments of freedom between home and mosque:

At home . . . family life was lived in submission to severe rules that
the children could neither disobey nor challenge; the authority of
the father who imposed these laws never would have tolerated re-
sistance or disobedience.

At the mosque, the fqih reigned in terror over the children; as
soon as one aspired to get a little freedom, the fqih would order he
put his feet in the air, and beat them twice as hard with his stick, and
thus return the child to the level of his terrorized classmates.36

Mahfouz similarly describes Ahmad’s everyday intimidation of his family:
“The brothers took their places politely and deferentially [at the breakfast
table], with their heads bowed as though at Friday prayers. . . . No one dared
look directly at their father’s face . . . their fear itself made them more ner-
vous and prone to the very errors they were trying so hard to avoid.”37 In his
autobiographical novel The Simple Past, the émigré Moroccan writer Driss
Chraibi rails at the brutality of his father, whom he derisively calls “Lord,”
and of his religious teachers: “Four years at Koranic schools taught me law,
dogma, the limits of dogma, and hadiths, with cudgel blows to the head and
on the soles of my feet—administered with such mastery that even till the
Judgment Day I never will forget them.”38

These accounts do justice to the way many fathers cultivate fearsome per-
sonas, instill fear, and enforce their authority. And they convey the predomi-
nant model of paternal authority during late childhood. Still, Mahfouz’s
patriarch Ahmad, and the father of the religious judge Eickelman interviewed,
carry this model to what many MENA fathers would regard as an unnecessary
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extreme, and nearly all would condemn Chraibi’s “Lord” as abusive. As Friedl
and most other observers emphasize, the cultural model emphasizes balanc-
ing “threat in the eye” with “warmth in the heart.” As much as they believe
in inculcating fear, they also believe that “too much fear and punishment will
make young children unbecomingly quiet, shy, fearful, weak, small, tearful,
and dumb, and at a later age sneaky, uncooperative, and generally unsuccess-
ful in life.”39 Ammar notes that alongside proverbs like “If you don’t beat the
child, nothing good would come of him” are an equal number such as “The
stick makes the boy dumb.”

In evaluating these accounts, we must neither underestimate the psycho-
logical effects of fearsome authority nor infer that fear reigns in all, even in
most, families. Many fathers simply do not seek to enact this sort of persona,
and there appear to be subcultural differences throughout the region. Maissa
Al-Mofti found that while Egyptian Nubian fathers do punish their children,
they also tend to be much more involved with their upbringing and more
often express affection, provide guidance, and encourage independence than
do fathers in other Egyptian families.40 Based on my own fieldwork and in-
terviews, I believe that most children encounter a fearsome authority figure
like Mahfouz’s Ahmad, if not in their own father then in an uncle or a teacher.
But most also have relationships with men who treat them much more com-
passionately—sometimes their fathers (who may ardently protect them from
the kind of harsh treatment described earlier) and sometimes grandfathers,
uncles, teachers, or imams. The young Moroccans I interviewed experienced
and articulated multiple prototypes of senior-junior relationships: the Ahmad-
like authoritarian-protector model certainly appeared at the center of these,
but it was accompanied by much more egalitarian, nurturing, and mentor-like
models, which most of my interviewees extolled.

Sub-Saharan African cultures again show too much variation in both
what behaviors parents seek to control and how they control them to gener-
alize about paternal authority. Some even devised “age-set” organizations that
appear to have minimized intergenerational tensions.41 Ethnographies of
Hindu Indian areas suggest that paternal control, while no less demanding
of conformity to kinship and caste etiquettes, was exercised more by threats
of rejection and induction of guilt than by fear and physical punishments
(though these were not unknown). They also suggest less sharp differentia-
tion of paternal and maternal roles in exercising authority.42 For higher caste
Hindus, entrance into late childhood was marked by “second birth” ceremo-
nies, after which boys began formal religious instruction. This often was de-
manding and tended to be carried on in atmosphere of gravity, but not of
fear and beatings as reigned in many Quranic schools. The traditional MENA
model of distant and fearsome fathering is probably best seen as a circum-
Mediterranean one, closely related to the region’s honor-modesty system.
Historical studies of childhood in northern and central Europe do not yield
a clear picture of fathering in preindustrial eras, but it was early twentieth-
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century studies in Germany that led to the theory of authoritarian parenting
and the “authoritarian personality”—which I will discuss at the end of this
chapter.

Mothers

The predominant cultural model prescribes no fundamental change in
mothering during late childhood, as it does in fathering. It encourages a
mother’s continued indulgent nurturing as a natural and needed counter-
weight to the father’s new responsibility to impose authority, especially for
boys. As Mernissi, Bouhdiba, Msefer, El Khayat-Bennai, Lacoste-Dujardin,
Sharabi, Dachmi, and others have pointed out, women have two important
structural reasons for sustaining relationships of interdependence with their
children—especially sons. First, when lacking intimacy and companionship
with husbands,43 women naturally turn to their children for emotional ties.
Second, a woman’s future security depends in many respects more on her
sons than on her husband. Her husband probably will die well before she does:
her son(s) will then inherit his property, and she will depend on them. In
addition, her power and status in the household ultimately depend on her
control of the daughters-in-law her sons bring into it. And until they marry,
a woman’s daughters provide her primary workforce and social companions
throughout the day, and the arrangement of “close” marriages may enable
them to sustain those roles. Mothers thus have strong practical reasons for
building a sense of indebtedness and loyalty in their children. Mothers do
not act in calculated, Machiavellian ways but simply respond to the condi-
tions governing women’s life-spans, which make it “natural” to use nurtur-
ing, indulgence, and protection to build interdependent loyalties.

Fathers may create an atmosphere of anxious formality, but during the
father’s absence—which may be most of the day and evening—a relaxed air
of informality and intimacy readily forms around the mother as she goes about
her domestic tasks. Her physical nurturing of 7- to 12-year-olds may remain
intense, as she grooms them, feeds them, and cares for them when they fall
ill. Children typically learn folk health care practices from her (and other
women) during this period, and she typically becomes the interpreter of
their dreams—introducing them to more complete and subtler knowledge
of “psycho-spiritual” forces: to baraka (divine blessedness) and its depri-
vation, to the effects of heat and cold and purity and pollution, and to the
workings of saints, jinns, sorcery, and the Evil Eye.

As Bouhdiba and Ouzi note, a mother and her children of this age may
share their status as juniors and victims of patriarchal control and conspire
to circumvent the father’s authority.44 She may protect her children from
excesses in his severity, and her children may begin using her to help bring
him to see things their way. They also may begin helping her exert influence
in the household, by providing information from areas she can’t easily
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enter, or by appealing on her behalf to more powerful adults. The emotional
interdependence forged in infancy thus ideally develops into an alliance built
both on personal intimacy and exchanges of influence.45 Lacoste-Dujardin
notes that boys may spend less time with their mothers during this period,
but their emotional bond typically deepens, and she suggests that “mother
and son constitute the only heterosexual couple that remains a stable unit in
this patrilineal and patriarchal society.”46

Mahfouz brings this prototypic mother to life in the person of Amina,
Ahmad’s wife. Married before she turned 14, she endured years of solitude
and loneliness as the secluded mistress of an empty house until she began to
bear children. Ahmad went out with friends every night, and she learned to
awaken herself at midnight to care for him as he returned:

It had occurred to her once, during the first year she lived with him,
to venture a polite objection to his repeated nights out. His response
had been to seize her by the ears and tell her peremptorily in a loud
voice, “I’m a man. I’m the one who commands and forbids. I will
not accept any criticism of my behavior. All I ask of you is to obey
me. Don’t force me to discipline you.”47

When she began to bear children, she turned all her attention to them:

In their early days in the world, though, they were tender sprouts
unable to dispel her fears or reassure her. On the contrary, her fears
were multiplied by her troubled soul’s concern for them and her anxi-
ety that they might be harmed. She would hold them tight, lavish af-
fection on them, and surround them, whether awake or asleep, with a
protective shield of Qur’an suras, amulets, charms, and incantations.48

And as they grew, the oven-room became center of the warmth and care she
radiated:

The oven room, although isolated, had a special claim on Amina’s
affections. If the hours she had passed inside it were added up, they
would be a lifetime. Moreover, the room came alive with the delights
of each holiday in its season. The blaze of the fire gleamed from the
depths of the oven through the arched opening, like a flaming fire-
brand of joy in the secret recesses of the heart. . . .

If Amina, in the upper stories, felt she was a deputy or repre-
sentative of the ruler, lacking any authority of her own, here she was
the queen, with no rival to her sovereignty. The oven lived and died
at her command. The fate of the coal and wood, piled in the right-
hand corner, rested on a word from her. The stove that occupied the
opposite corner, beneath shelves with pots, plates, and the copper
serving tray, slept or hissed with flame at a gesture from her. Here
she was the mother, wife, teacher, and artist everyone respected.49
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And when Ahmad left for work in his shop, the mood lightened, and
Amina became the center of family life:

the family gathered shortly before sunset for what they called the
coffee hour. . . . This hour was well loved by them. It was a time to
enjoy being together as a family and to have a pleasant chat. They
would cluster under their mother’s wing with love and all-embrac-
ing affection. The very way they sat leaning back with their legs folded
under them showed how free and relaxed they felt.50

Few accounts better convey the contrasting styles of relationship and emo-
tional tone associated with the division of men’s and women’s spaces within
a household, or the deep association of woman-as-mother with warmth,
food, nurturance, and festivity, and with the inner core of the household—
the silat ar-rahim—the uterine/compassionate tie that bonds them from
within. Bouhdiba believes that as a “haven” in a world of “emasculation,”
mothers and children often develop a sense of complicity:

By a subtle but very natural strategy, mothers and children have
decided since time immemorial to combine their efforts to hold in
check if possible, in any case to circumvent and to compensate for,
whatever is abusive in patriarchal power. . . . He is not unwilling to
do this, for he knows that his work will be rewarded with gratitude.
But above all what pleasure there is in outwitting the father, or tak-
ing revenge, with such delicious and relatively safe complicity!51

In this prototypic world, children in the 7-to-12 age range develop with
a complementarity of threatening paternal authority and protective mater-
nal nurturance. But how do real families match up to the prototype? From
my own fieldwork it is clear that some match almost perfectly. One young
man who described his family in precisely these terms even offered a socio-
logical view: In most families, he said, the child stays distant from same-sexed
parent, who acts as disciplinarian, and seeks out closeness with the other one,
who more freely expresses “fondness.” “His father grabs him and beats him
but his mother gives him compassion/kindness—that’s the reason.” But many
families do not match the prototype. Just as not all fathers play the fearsome
authority, so not all mothers are able or willing to play the nurturing protec-
tor. In the agricultural villages we studied, many mothers were simply too
exhausted from house and farm work to devote much time to their 7- to 12-
year-olds. We also observed a handful of seriously disturbed mothers who
neglected and abused their children, and the perhaps psychotic mother of a
women I interviewed abused all of her children, while their unusually com-
passionate father tried to protect and comfort them. One young man’s mother
died when he was seven, and he grew up with no one to soften his father’s
ferocity—which he blames for turning him from an “A” student into a bit-
ter-at-humanity delinquent and destroying his once bright future. Another’s
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father was 50 when he was born, and he recalls him fading into ill health and
resignation during his late childhood. His much younger mother ran the
household and acted as the disciplinarian he feared.

Exceptions abound, and while ethnographic accounts do not contradict
the cultural model, they generally do not show mothers treating their 7- to
12-year-olds with the continuous nurturance and compassion it prescribes.
Prothro found that while Lebanese mothers allowed and encouraged depen-
dency to a greater extent than American mothers, they also allowed greater
“‘laissez-faire’ kind of independence,” that they scored a little lower on over-
all warmth than a sample of American mothers, and that they reported more
frequent use of physical punishment—especially with boys—than did the
Americans.52 It may be that the cultural prototype is realized more often in
well-off urban families of the sort Mahfouz creates in his Cairo Trilogy and
in which many writers and scholars grew up. More probably the prototypic
nurturant-protective bond may be built not so much of the routines of daily
life as of occasional and dramatic incidents. That is, it may be the well-
remembered times when mothers cared for sick or injured children, when
they saved them from blows or comforted them afterward, when they allowed
them liberties their fathers have forbidden, and when they sacrificed to ful-
fill their wishes that forge the idealized tie of compassion.

This divergence of ethnographic accounts from the cultural prototype
only underscores the importance many scholars accord to the prototype’s
idealization of the mother. Bouhdiba especially emphasizes this point, writ-
ing: “In an Arabo-Muslim setting the mother appears even more as a font of
affection, all the more precious in that it is a restful oasis in the arid social
desert.”53 In his view, the world of patriarchal authority has a profoundly
matrifocal emotional core, which many observers have failed to appreciate.
Repeatedly threatened with “emasculation” by intimidating patriarchs and
challenging peers, Bouhdiba believes boys especially develop an idealized,
“mystified” image of their mothers, and more generally, of “the Mother” as
a near-sacred source of nurturance and compassion—recall the “sermon on
raham” recorded by Antoun—that coalesces as a psychological “kingdom of
Mothers” at the heart of the patriarchal order. Bouhdiba in fact views this
idealization as a linchpin of the patriarchal system, constraining women to
the role of nurturing mother and men to the role of her guardian. Even in
families where fathering and mothering diverge from the prototypes, then,
cultural values associated with the honor-modesty system and Islam may
encourage children to represent and experience their fathers and mothers as
approximating its contours.

Gender Differentiation

Throughout late childhood gender differentiation further increases, mainly
in terms of the spaces in which boys and girls move and the activities in which
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they take part. But while much has been written on the plight of girls, few
scholars address their psychological development. In general, girls’ develop-
ment appears to be more continuous: most begin taking on household re-
sponsibilities and “apprenticeship” learning of skills within the world of
women during early childhood, and in traditional milieus all three of these—
responsibilities, relationships, and skills—intensify during late childhood and
culminate in marriage soon after puberty. Circumcision marks an important
transition in the areas that practice it, but the symbolic meanings that con-
tinue to build a girl’s sense of womanhood derive from the interior spaces
she increasingly occupies and from the food preparation, serving, and child-
care tasks she increasingly masters in preparation for marriage.54 Parents more
rigorously enforce the rules of deference and propriety, but fathers may not
feel the need to assume the fearsome persona with their daughters and may
remain informal and emotionally spontaneous with them.

Girls probably experience a growing discontinuity between their skills
and importance to the household on the one hand and their inferior status
in it on the other. During late childhood, girls gradually find themselves more
segregated from boys, restricted to the household and its immediate vicin-
ity, burdened with longer hours of work, and increasingly subservient to the
men of their households. Under the direction of senior women, most are
subjected to less harsh discipline and to little of the testing of courage and
insults to their developing “femininity” that boys typically face. They also learn
more skills at younger ages than boys, and find a good deal of cooperation
and support within expanding networks of women. Many become their el-
ders’ companions and then participants in what men see as “women’s” reli-
gious practices: placating household jinn spirits, venerating and visiting the
tombs of saints, and making use of religiously based healing.

Boys appear to be liable to considerable discontinuity as they enter this
period. The transition may be marked by circumcision, but then also by their
fathers’ increasing formality and harshness, by being enrolled in Quranic school,
and by being given male work responsibilities—for many, for the first time.
They thus shift from helping their mothers and accompanying them to the
public bath and saint’s tombs to participating in a range of men’s activities:
work, the public bath, and the mosque, often in their fathers’ company. They
remain free to hang out with the women and younger children in the interior
rooms but may be teased and chased away if they don’t begin spending more
time with the men and with peers in the neighborhood. With both male au-
thorities and peers they face tests of strength, courage, endurance, and self-
control and may be teasingly or humiliatingly insulted as “donkeys,” “women,”
or “homosexuals” or even, as Mahfouz and Bouhdiba note, threatened with
castration. The household’s women increasingly serve them, and they often get
increasing responsibility for policing and disciplining their sisters. As discussed
in chapter 5, Whiting and Gilmore believe that it is mainly during this period
that boys in many cultures shift their primary identifications from mothering
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to fathering figures, adopting “hypermasculine” orientations in proportion
to the exclusiveness of their earlier maternal ties and to the culture’s efforts
to socialize them into a warrior ethos.55

By the end of this period, the segregation of boys and girls is especially
pronounced in more traditional urban milieus, though less extreme among
some farmers and nomads and among “Westernized” elites. Public school-
ing, of course, introduces dramatic changes as it becomes universal.

Peers and Play

Few accounts are available of children’s peer groups and play, but several
scholars have sought to make much of the lessons they believe children learn
from the games they play—at least in traditional milieus. Traditional par-
ents refrain from playing with children of this age (though they do with
younger ones) and neither provide them with toys nor organize their play.
In both villages and cities, children associate mainly with relatives and neigh-
bors, so most relationships continue to be governed by principles of familial
hierarchy. Out of parents’ sight, however, the tone of interaction changes.
Ammar emphasizes that with parents, “subservience, respect and fear are
expected,” while in the company of other children, “rivalry and reciprocity

In traditional milieus, boys often begin “apprenticeship
learning” in late childhood, like these young shepherds.
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on equal terms are the norms.” Parents punish disobedience, while peers
mock and ridicule those who lag in “social maturity.”56 He writes:

If restraint and docility are the keynotes of child behavior toward
adults, a free and impulsive life reigns amongst children them-
selves. . . . If two boys or more start quarreling with each other, they
should fight the issue out for themselves. . . . On being punished
or rebuked by his elders, the child is expected to obey, while if he
shows any submissiveness, if wronged by his “pals,” he would be
punished by his parents and would be asked to retaliate for himself.57

Ammar believes children’s groups to be as important to their socialization
as family interaction at this stage, a view in keeping with the recent arguments
of Harris58 and others. His and other ethnographic accounts suggest that
children gain vital experience with peers in the interpersonal strategies—as-
sertive dependence, ‘ar, protection, intimidation, mediation, and so on—they
later will use to build networks of personal relations. In practicing these

Girls typically begin
“apprenticeship learning”
earlier than boys, and by
late childhood provide a
good deal of care to infants
and toddlers.
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strategies, they probably internalize feelings, values, and concepts central to
the honor-modesty system, in ways that complement what they learn in family
interaction.

Ammar and Friedl studied children’s games in rural villages, and note
that boys and girls play separately and differently. Not only do girls have less
time for play but also “much of little girls’ traditional play is imitation of their
mothers’ work: making mud-bread, collecting grass, making fire, washing,
spinning on a stick spindle, baby-sitting.”59 Older girls engage in loosely struc-
tured cooperative or turn-taking play, in generally more sedentary activities
than boys. But they are hardly all sugar and spice: Friedl reports that many
girls’ rhyming games focus on personal possessions, sexual organs, and ex-
crements: “A rich body of immodest, bawdy, zesht [improper, obscene, ugly]
language is placed in the context of play, beyond reprimand.”60

Both also found that boys’ play often consists of vigorous games in large
groups, usually organized by the oldest. “Most of the boys’ games are aggres-
sive, requiring exertion and brute strength,”61 Ammar writes, and he describes
many that involve contests of strength, wrestling, and speed. Many pair an
older and younger boy, who compete with other older-younger pairs—a little
like the “chicken-fighting” American children do in swimming pools, in
which smaller ones sit on the shoulders of older ones and try to knock each
other off their “horses.” Other games pit two groups against each other, each
consisting of a leader and his followers, and Friedl points out that in most
of these the boys don’t function as teams but as agglomerations of leader-
follower dyads. Ammar and Friedl both note that many boys’ games set up
contests—such as breaking apart a chain of boys who have linked arms—in
which the loser is punished, usually by being beaten or ridden like a donkey.

Ammar, Friedl, and the Iranian political scientist Cosroe Chaqueri make
much of the ways these features of children’s games link the interpersonal poli-
tics of families, communities, and nation-states. Ammar emphasizes two points.
First, the formation of leader-follower groups that compete with other care-
fully equalized leader-follower groups62 mirrors—and provides training in—
the village’s politics, based on competition among groups forged by family and
lineage solidarity.63 Second, the games provide an important training and prov-
ing ground for maleness: “Through the tough and rugged manner of play,” he
writes, “boys gain their manly skill and endurance.”64 They are egged on to assert
themselves courageously and often are belittled as “donkeys” or “women” when
they lose. This further appears to follow the Whiting-Chodorow-Herdt-
Gilmore theory that many cultures script the building of masculinity via an
expunging of “feminine” weaknesses. In several games boys who fail at feats of
strength or agility are punished until they either break free or “confess ‘He is a
woman’ or say ‘He is in God’s protection’ (a woman’s phrase).”65

In penalty punishment ‘”donkey-riding,” “scoring a donkey” or con-
fession of “womanhood” is found in boys’ games and does not occur
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in girls’ games. Confession of “womanhood” . . . should be the last
resort for a boy when pain from punishment is no longer bearable,
and is almost a means of vindicating manhood. One also notices that,
if two teams are playing and one team withdraws from playing when
it is the other team’s chance to be “in, “ the latter jeers at the with-
drawing team by shouting: “You are women, you just want some
‘henna’ in your hands. “66

Ammar reports that boys’ play entails a good deal of obscene, sexual, and
explicitly phallic imagery,67 but he does not mention the rhyming duels that
Alan Dundes studied in Turkey.68 This genre of sexual insult game resembles
the African game of “Dozens” played by African-Americans, and is found in
Greece and North Africa and probably throughout MENA. In the game as it
is played by 8- to 12-year-old boys, success “depends upon an individual’s skill
in formulating appropriate retorts to provocative insults,” which consist of
sexual threats to himself or to the women of his household:

One of the most important goals is to force one’s opponent into a
female, passive role. This may be done by defining the opponent or
his mother or sister as a wanton sexual receptacle. . . . A more indi-
rect technique is to disparage or threaten the opponent’s mother or
sister, which is a serious attack upon his male honor. . . . Of course,
the victim normally does not simply remain passive. Rather he tries
in turn to place his attacker in a passive, female role.69

Dundes offers a psychoanalytic interpretation of this dueling play as drama-
tizing a conflict he believes to be generated by boys’ striving for masculinity
and dominance over women in a context in which they are dominated by adult
men and elder boys as if they themselves were women: “Turkish male verbal
dueling serves in part as a kind of extended rite of passage. Like most if not
all puberty initiation rites, the duel allows the young boy to repudiate the
female world with its passive sexual role and to affirm the male world with
its active sexual role.”70 At points, Hamid Ammar suggests that it is in this
sort of peer play that boys learn to confront and begin to conquer the fears—
of beatings, animals, and chthonic beings—instilled in early childhood, and
throughout this period by parents and elders. “During childhood the instill-
ing of fear is one of the expedients that parents constantly use to repress their
children and make them docile,” he writes, “Yet I noticed that older boys, as
well as adults, were highly ashamed of admitting fear of anything; to be cou-
rageous like a lion is the sign of a daring male.”71

Friedl and Chaqueri call attention to the games that mimic the “au-
thoritarian” relations on local and national rule and seem to make punish-
ment the “high point.”72 Hamid Ammar describes a game of this sort, called
“The Rule of the Whip,” in which boys draw lots with a palm frond to score
points:
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These things are necessary for the game: a palm-tree branch (used
as a cane), a ring of rope and a very small stick. The player cannot
participate in the benefits of the game until he scores a one and the
person is thus “sweetened. “ Further scores are: six for a “Sultan”
who holds the ring of rope, four for a “Minister” (vizier) who holds
the cane, and three ones for the small stick. Directly a Sultan and a
Minister are scored, the former can command the latter to beat any
“unsweetened” boy with the cane (usually from one to ten strikes
on the soles of the feet). The small stick, when it is scored, is the “stick
of mercy” and the holder can lessen any of the Sultan’s penalties. As
the game continues, the different symbols of command, execution
and mercy change hands . . . and thus give ample chance for retali-
ation, conspiracy and altercation.73

Friedl notes that the leaders in boys’ games are usually named after adult
rulers—“head,” khan, or shah:

In one game, the leader chooses an aggressor to hit the players who
in turn defend themselves as best they can within the boundaries of
a defined space, until the leader, who stayed out of the fights, orders
the aggressor to stop. The sixteen-year-old who explained the game
to me jokingly remarked that it resembled the traditional chief and
his rifleman, a hand-picked, loyal executor of the chief’s orders, and
the villagers who were subject to the chiefs’ arbitrary demands
and violence. This and similar games were interpreted as a playful
dramatization of the traditional chief-peasant relationship that struc-
tured social life in Deh Koh until about 1965. . . .

Two games label the leader a shepherd, the players sheep, and
the enemy a wolf, thus furnishing a metaphor for the hierarchical
and authoritarian relationships among men. The same authoritar-
ian, hierarchical theme is expressed in the setting of a “shah” who
orders his vizier to investigate the complaints of a leader of a tribal
camp about a theft. The thief is identified, and the vizier adminis-
ters a punishment.74

David Hart reports similar games played by Berber children in the Rif moun-
tains of Morocco: “the competition is cutthroat, and the winner emerges by
hook or crook, any way he can, while the losers are ridiculed as ‘donkeys’ or
‘dogs.’”75 The games he observed include awzir, or “minister”:

Each boy throws a pair of sandals or babouches into the air. If they
both fall face down, the boy who threw them is the “king” (malik or
ajiddjidh). If they both fall face up, the boy who threw them is the
“minister” (awzir). If one sandal falls face down and the other face
up, however, the boy who threw them is a “dog” (aqzin), and the
“minister” then asks the “king” how many times the “dog” should
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be beaten across the soles of his feet. The “king” may state any num-
ber, and his will is carried out by the “minister.”76

Chaqueri describes other games in this genre, including several “riding”
games, such as “Gav, Gusaleh, Panier,” or (Cow, Calf and Cheese), in which
a “least intelligent” child

is chosen through a guessing game. He is kept under a blindfold by
a master until the others hide out of his view. Then the master calls
the players in hiding by their names one after the other. Each respon-
dent must whistle or clap his hands. The “least intelligent” player
must tell where each of the players is hiding. Those whose hide-outs
are correctly identified are named the “females,” the rest are called
the “males,” whatever their real sex may be. Then, the “males” are
rewarded by riding on the back of the “females.”77

He also observed describes the ancient game “Shah-Vizier Bazi,” first de-
scribed by Herodotus. In this game, which is

played, in the twentieth century, by a group of children no fewer than
three, a match box is thrown in the air in turn by all the male par-
ticipants. He who has the match box standing up is the “King,” he
who has it on the side is the “Vizier,” and the rest who have it sitting
flat are the “commoners.” Chosen in a game of chance, the “King”
has the right to have his “Vizier,” or henchman, inflict whatever
punishment he desires on his subjects, the “commoners of the
game.”78

Viewed psychologically, these games certainly show boys’ efforts to master
the fear and threats of humiliation to which they are subjected. Not only can
they learn to endure insults, punishments, and humiliations as temporary,
playful events but they begin rehearsing the dominant roles in which they
inflict them. The use of “sultans,” “ministers,” and other political figures
provides a degree of play-enabling displacement from the family elders and
teachers who discipline them, but, as these observers note, it also may create
a dangerous first phase of political socialization, modeling political relations
on familial authority.

Ammar, Friedl, and Chaqueri thus regard boys’ peer play and organized
games as providing an important arena for establishing a sense of masculin-
ity defined by three complementary axes: (1) the negotiation of hierarchical
senior-junior, leader-follower, ruler-commoner dyads; (2) courageous physi-
cal competition against equals; and (3) domination of girls and “womanly”
boys. These of course form the core features of the honor-modesty system,
and elder children use its principles—especially intimidation, protection, and
mediation—to control and protect younger ones, and boys to police and
control girls. Juniors use complementary principles—especially deference,
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aggressive dependence, and ‘ar—to evoke indulgence and protection from
elder children and to moderate their bullying.

In a manner very much like that described by G. H. Mead, then, these
accounts suggest that peer groups and games probably become instrumental
in late childhood for the formation of a social self based on internalization of
the honor-modesty system. The games appear to provide precisely the kind
of rotation of roles and variation of scenarios that Mead believed facilitates
learning to see one’s self from the perspective of a Generalized Other. Ammar,
Friedl, and Chaqueri are probably right to emphasize the way many games
reach beyond the family and local community to imagine the society at large,
which children at this age are beginning to see impinge on their families, and
into which they will soon venture. And they may be right to worry that these
childhood imaginings of the political order are so hierarchical and tyranni-
cal. Writing in reflection on the Iranian revolution, Chaqueri takes this point
the farthest, arguing that the games “propagate the imperial complex,” that
they “introduce into the child’s mind the Manichaen notion of rulership/
repression as an ‘inevitable’ phenomenon.”79

The contrast between girls’ and boys’ play also deserves to be empha-
sized. Both Ammar and Friedl write that girls’ play tends to be much less
aggressive and competitive than boys’ and that while it is not free of teasing,
obscenity, and insult, it rarely entails leaders, followers, and punishments.
Girls’ worlds are being increasingly circumscribed during late childhood: they
are falling increasingly under the authority of their brothers and cousins (who
are proving their manliness in explicit contrast to women’s weakness)—and
this cannot fail to affect how they are construe themselves as girls-becoming-
women. But, as Susan Davis notes in her ethnography of Moroccan women,
the more cooperative solidarity and competence at adult skills emphasized
in their play may provide foundations for constructing surprisingly positive
social selves, even within the confines of patriarchy.80

It is important to point out again that similar strategies of peer masculin-
ization remain common in modern Western societies, and that traditional
MENA boys’ play with peers resembles the pledging-initiation cycles of Ameri-
can student fraternities and the socialization of children into sports teams81

(which authorities often endorse as training in “leadership”): juniors must prove
themselves by withstanding the humiliations and hazings of their senior peers,
and then get their turn at humiliating and hazing new juniors. Still, if MENA’s
social order is, as Eickelman writes, woven of “dyadic relations of domination
and subordination,” then much of the learning of attitudes, styles, and strate-
gies appropriate to both stances appears to be rehearsed in late childhood play.

Religion

Religious knowledge and practice grows steadily during late childhood,82 and
with the onset of puberty a young person should adopt all the prescriptions
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for adults. Traditionally, most boys and a few girls began to attend Quranic
school around the ages of six to eight, where they learned to write the Arabic
script and memorize the Quran under the notoriously harsh rule of a reli-
gious teacher—often the imam of the local mosque. Many wealthier families
hired a religious tutor to teach in their homes, and sometimes including
daughters. Poor families’ need for a son’s labor in the fields or a shop kept
many boys from Quranic school.

Quranic education was perceived to buttress the formal and fear-inspiring
persona many fathers adopted. The Iranian reformer Ahmad Kasravi recalled
his first Quranic teacher as possessing only “a certain skill in beating his pupils
on their hands and feet, to the satisfaction of most of the pupils’ fathers, who
considered beating an even more important part of education than learning
to read.”83 The Moroccan psychologist Abdelwahad Radi writes: “The Quranic
school, above all, is an institution whose mission is ‘social conservation.’ It
is this function that is the most appreciated by the families . . . rather than
the learning of the Quran itself.”84 Entering Quranic school thus has a ritual
quality to it, and Ammar quotes other well-known fatherly statements of
“advice” to their sons’ teachers:

I have given you the child of my blood, the fruit of my loins, and
given you power over him, and made him obedient to you. . . .
Teach him the Koran, History, Poetry, Traditions, and apprecia-
tion of eloquence. Prevent him from laughing except on proper oc-
casions. . . . Do not be too kind to him, or he will take to idleness.
Improve him kindly, but if that will not suffice, you can treat him
harshly.85

Others report fathers traditionally turned their sons over to the religious
teacher with a more draconian instruction: “You kill/sacrifice him, I’ll skin
him.”86 Ammar notes that parents may notify the teacher of their son’s
misbehaviors,

whereupon the Shiekh would give the boys concerned a lesson on
the importance of obedience to parents, or threaten them, or even
thrash them in front of their parents. . . . In cases of serious offenses
such as offending one’s father or swearing at religion, or mention-
ing the mother in swearing, two strong boys would hold the
offender’s feet in a turban . . . and lift them in front of the Shiekh,
who would administer the striking as he deems fit.87

Fathers or other senior males also traditionally begin taking their sons to the
public bath for the major purification on Thursday nights, and to the mosque
on Friday for the weekly sermon—which some of those I interviewed recalled
as an important step in joining the world of adult men. So it was for Ali
Hashemi, the moderate Iranian mullah whose life-history Roy Mottahedeh
uses to tell the story of the Iranian revolution:
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Around his sixth birthday Ali stopped going to the bathhouse with
his mother and started to go with his father. It wasn’t the only im-
portant change at that time in his life; learning to pray, learning to
write, and learning to sit quietly with his father’s friends were just
as new and took more hours each week than a visit to the bath. But
somehow he remembers the change at the bathhouse best: one week
he was sitting with a lot of talkative, sweating half-naked women,
the next week he was sitting with a lot of solemn, half-naked men
while his father explained to him that in this bathhouse, as in so many
others in Iran, a painter had put a picture of the devil on the ceiling.
He had done so because the devil was supposed to torture men in a
place of fire and steam like the bathhouse.88

In this manner, formal religious learning is elaborated in other settings, and
a range of hygiene and “folk” health-care practices loosely coalesce as parts
of religious life.

While Quranic schooling taught key religious principles—especially
about pollution and purification rituals, prayer, and the hadiths (traditions
or sayings of the Prophet, to be taken as models of comportment)—it con-
sists mainly of memorization. The Quran is divided into 60 hizbs, or parts
for memorization, and students would work on one at a time, copying the
teacher’s writing onto slates and reciting them over and over. Many writ-
ers have described the terror in which they sat through Quranic school, but
some children who were blessed with good memories and voices found
themselves praised and encouraged and thrived there. A woman I inter-
viewed had been sent to Quranic school by her devout grandfather and
became its star student. She was never beaten, often praised, and her abil-
ity led to her being enrolled in public school. She became the first woman
teacher from her community.

Whether they flourished or suffered, memorization “inscribed” key im-
ages and poetic verses from the Quran in the minds of most, as well as an
appreciation for the beauty of Quranic recitation. Many reformers criticize
Quranic schools for emphasizing rote memorization at the expense of criti-
cal thinking, but knowledge of religious figures and texts and verbal fluency
with them are skills crucial to adult social life. Rhetorical eloquence is not
only greatly admired but also an important tool in the negotiation of rela-
tionships and a key ingredient of a man’s reputation—and is also appreci-
ated in women. As Ammar writes, “a learned man is to this day judged by
the amount of the Koran and the number of prophetic traditions that he can
quote, and the number of proverbs and maxims he can bring into the argu-
ment.”89 A child who succeeds in memorizing the Quran is greatly admired,
and traditionally, Fernea notes, this “was an occasion for family gathering
and celebration, which might also include the city neighborhood or, in rural
areas, the entire village.”90
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If children often memorized the Quran in conditions of fear, they typi-
cally mastered fasting for the month of Ramadan by their own volition, with
encouragement and praise rather than threats. The onset of puberty (a boy’s
first nocturnal ejaculation and a girl’s first menstruation) signals the time at
which a young person should keep the entire fast, but most do so before that
time, motivated by the desire to be grown up and participate with the family
and community. Parents often gently discourage younger children from fast-
ing for long periods, but many begin practicing for part of a day, then a day
or two, and gradually increase the duration until they fast the entire month.
They recite portions of the Quran throughout Ramadan, and some boys may
attend the all-night recitation on the Night of Destiny, where they may be-
gin to appreciate what they first learned under duress.

By memorizing the Quran, using the pollution-purification system to
manage their bodily and emotional health, enacting daily religious etiquettes,
practicing the self-mastery required to fast the month of Ramadan, and par-
ticipating in the religious celebrations that mark the passage of the year and
major life-transitions, children come to deeply internalize religion during late
childhood. In addition to sentiments and motives related to states of purity-
pollution, the literature suggests that children develop a sense of acquiring
baraka (divine blessedness), an awe and often fear of God, a sense of receiv-
ing divine mercy and compassion, and an anxiety about fitna (chaos, disor-
der). As I suggested in chapter 3, this probably consolidates what G. H. Mead
termed a “social self”—a self seen from the perspective of a Generalized Other
constituted of God, the prophets, divine and demonic beings, and the com-
munity of believers into which the child is maturing.

Part 2: Modernizing Milieus �

The patterns I have been describing characterize more traditional milieus,
studied mainly in the 1950s through the 1980s. There can be no doubt that
“forces of modernity” are transforming these patterns, but it is difficult to
gauge just how, especially in light of the growing differences between social
classes. Al-Aharas’s survey of 400 Lebanese families found that educated par-
ents have fewer children and follow child-rearing styles that are based more
on “encouragement” than “severity.”91 The available data consistently show
middle-class families moving generally away from the “apprenticeship and
obedience” model, with fewer parents viewing obedience as their primary
goal, and more saying they encourage independence and use praise and rea-
soning to shape their children’s behavior.92 Poor urban families, however,
appear to continue their reliance on physical punishment, and this appears
to be less leavened by “reasoning” and by the often positive contact of ap-
prenticeship learning than in rural families.93 Fewer children attend Quranic
schools, and formal classroom instruction by strangers has largely replaced
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apprenticeship learning from parents and kin. One of the most significant
changes is that nearly all children now spend this period in public schools,
and in the peer cultures fostered by them. But if higher status families are
abandoning practices conserved by the poor, they also may be conserving
traditions the poor lack the resources to sustain. In addition, there are con-
trasts at all social levels between those who choose Western versus devout
life-styles. It simply cannot be said that higher status families “modernize”
more rapidly.

Cederblad and Rahim studied the effects of urbanization by following up
her 1960 study of psychiatric symptoms in rural villages outside of Khartoum
that had by 1980 become suburbs of the city.94 Medical exams of 245 children
and interviews with their mothers found that many features of traditional fam-
ily life had been preserved, including polygyny, large family size, little divorce,
few women working outside the home, and 100 percent circumcision of both
boys and girls, but that incomes, housing, sanitation, nutrition, and overall
health had improved considerably. In 1965, 30 percent of boys and 10 per-
cent of girls were in school, but in 1980 that had increased to 90 percent of
the boys and 60 percent of the girls. Behavioral disturbances, however, in-
creased—most markedly among children in poor families and among school-
aged boys. The researchers point out that while the poor families were
objectively much better off than they had been in 1965, they felt poorer. While
all families shared a rural life-style in 1965, urbanization had brought social
stratification, and the style of housing, clothing, and job status required to
feel a respectable member of the community had escalated beyond the means
of poorer families. They suggest that school-aged boys bear the brunt of this
stratification, as they move out into the unfamiliar outside world with ex-
pectations that they will succeed in school and become providers to their
families. The higher prevalence of behavior disturbances in urban than in
rural communities, they note, has been found in many societies.

Schooling

Public schooling has introduced dramatic changes in all of the late childhood
socialization processes described earlier. Throughout the region, educational
success has become the primary route of upward mobility, which for many
means moving from subsistence into modern economic sectors. Yet school-
ing has only recently become available in some areas, and it brings failure and
disappointment to many of those whose aspirations it initially raises. It also
may conserve some traditional socialization processes—such as “rote” learn-
ing—by embedding them in modern-looking institutions. Schools replace
the apprenticeship style of learning, in which children participate in adult
tasks, with classroom instruction and testing by a professional, often an out-
sider to the community. It replaces mixed-age, kinship-based play with age-
based peer groups. It virtually creates adolescence as a developmental period,



Late Childhood 241

and makes possible the creation of youth cultures. The activities it introduces—
especially sports, and especially soccer—displace the traditional games and
semiorganized play described earlier. Schooling also decreases gender differ-
entiation, dramatically in the countries with coeducational schools.

All of these features give formal education the potential to be deeply
subversive of the traditional culture, undercutting the control that patronymic
associations exert over children. As children’s futures come to depend on their
school achievement rather than on the subsistence resources their familial
network controls, families come to depend on children’s earning potential
in the modern sector. Parents become unable to teach their children the skills
they need or provide sufficient material resources for them to make decent
modern lives. Many cannot knowledgeably guide their children into a world
that is both modernizing and underdeveloping. Further, new forms of peer
relationships provide less training in negotiating the senior-junior dyads that
traditionally served as prototypes for adult relationships. Mustafa Haddiya
used surveys and interviews to study 500 Moroccan students in a poor rural
area95 and found that parents overwhelmingly embraced education as the
route to better lives, but most were unable to support their children in their
studies. He reports sharp contradictions between the traditional values prac-
ticed at home and the modern values taught at school. But the schools didn’t
practice those modern values: teachers unhappily posted far from their ur-
ban homes resented their deprivation, saw their pupils as culturally handi-
capped, and mistreated them with insults (that 96 percent reported) and
beatings (that 76 percent reported).96 In addition, 93 percent of the children
said they felt frightened at school most of the time, and 96 percent said their
teachers’ treatment of them most resembled that of their fathers.97 (It should
be noted that the Moroccan parliament recently passed a law prohibiting both
parents and teachers from striking children, which the United States and
several European countries still have not done.) Haddiya reports that stu-
dents found the transitions between family and school confusing and that
schooling gave them an urban outlook that alienated them from the world
of their farming community. But as the urban outlook became their primary
frame of self-reference, it induced feelings of inferiority and humiliation.98

At the same time, many children continue to participate in apprentice-
ship-style learning outside of school, and many are taken out of school after
the equivalent to our sixth or eighth or tenth grade to pursue traditional
vocations. Patron-client-style relationships also may thrive within the schools.
One young man I interviewed explained how, as a poor but straight-A stu-
dent who moved in with relatives in Casablanca to attend high school, he
struck up a friendship with a wealthy, less intelligent classmate: the classmate
took him to cafes and bought him presents, and he let the classmate copy his
schoolwork. And as Haddiya suggests, the style of education in many primary
schools may not differ dramatically from that of traditional Quranic schools.
Gerald Miller studied Moroccan primary classrooms in the early 1970s and
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found a preponderance of rote, prescribed, nonquestioning behavior and
minimal innovation beyond the facts. He concluded: “Although there has
been a recent modernization of the primary school curriculum, a closer analy-
sis suggests that the lasting lessons learned have changed little from those
taught for centuries in the traditional Quranic schools.”99 Many classrooms
still are not dramatically different. A second-grade teacher I interviewed
stressed that her main task is to instill adaab islamiyya, or religious propri-
ety, which, she explained, consists of proper forms of address, cleanliness,
respect, orderly sitting, and “love for the teacher.” In their classic study of
“modernization,” Inkeles and Smith argue that schools modernize less be-
cause of the knowledge they teach than because of the principles of bureau-
cratic organization learned in them.100 It remains difficult to assess the extent
to that the traditional principles of authority, dyadic interdependence, and
gender differentiation may be preserved within MENA schools.

Perhaps most important, education appears to be transforming the honor-
modesty code into an achievement ethic, in which school achievement has
become a major source of familial and personal honor. In a manner perhaps
resembling that reported for Japan and other Asian countries, this may re-
cruit family and group-based motives to fuel individual achievement.101 These
processes probably begin to coalesce in the higher primary school grades,
toward the end of late childhood. In addition, public education is not under-
mining religion as many predicted but appears to be encouraging a “Muslim
ethicist” religiosity that, like the “Protestant ethic” described by Max Weber,
regards achievement and earthly success as a kind of religious calling.102 I
believe this little-appreciated development to be crucial for understanding
the broad “return to Islam” among young people in MENA societies.

Debate: The Question of Authoritarianism �

Many ethnographers, and especially Arab reformers, have viewed the patri-
archal family as “authoritarian.” They believe that the authoritarianism
learned mainly in this period of childhood carries into the political sphere,
providing psychological support to Strong Men and dictators. The notion that
political authoritarianism might be rooted in familial authoritarianism was
first developed by the Frankfurt School’s analysis of Nazism—especially in
Erich Fromm’s Escape from Freedom103 and T. W. Adorno and colleagues’
book The Authoritarian Personality.104 The latter collected empirical data to
support the theory that a set of psychological traits cohere in an authoritar-
ian personality syndrome, and that those who develop this syndrome tend
to support totalitarian leaders and ideologies from a deep emotional affinity.
The syndrome entails a psychological need for subordination to a powerful
leader figure, rigid moral values, an inability to tolerate emotional ambiva-
lence, derogation of the weak, and an eagerness to persecute deviants and
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ethnic out-groups. The study did not, however, spell out the nature of au-
thoritarian parenting in any detail, beyond describing it as distant, demand-
ing, punitive, and intolerant of ambiguity and ambivalence. More recently,
Robert Altemeyer has collected an impressive body of data showing that the
syndrome of “right-wing authoritarianism” continues to exist in Canada and
America and is correlated with growing up in families that practice funda-
mentalist religions, shelter their children from people who are “different,”
and make greater use of physical punishment.105 A good deal of evidence also
shows that people tend to become more authoritarian in times of economic
and political crisis.106 Debate continues about the extent to which psycho-
logical authoritarianism may influence the course of political events, but the
theory remains in good currency as a partial explanation for the wide appeal
of Nazism and of other totalitarian movements.

A second body of research on parenting styles has conceptualized authori-
tarian child-rearing in a different way. Diana Baumrind and others have con-
ceived parenting in terms of two largely independent dimensions: high versus
low warmth (or “warm and responsive” versus “rejecting and unresponsive”)
and high versus low control (or “restrictive and demanding” versus “permis-
sive and understanding”).107 These two dimensions yield four parenting styles:

High Warmth Low Warmth
High Control Authoritative Authoritarian
Low Control Permissive Uninvolved

The authoritative style is essentially defined as the ideal, and observations
of American nursery school children found it associated with “energetic-
friendly” patterns of interaction, high self-esteem, and little antisocial be-
havior. Children of authoritarian children were found to exhibit more
“conflicted-irritable” behavior, which means being moody, unhappy, aim-
less, fearful, and alternately aggressive and withdrawn. Permissive parents
had children more likely to be “impulsive-aggressive,” and the children of
uninvolved parents showed evidence of neglect, including insecure attach-
ment, low self-esteem, aggression, and poor social and academic skills.
Baumrind followed up on her original subjects in adolescence and found
continued relationships between parenting style and personality, especially
for boys: sons of authoritarian parents had worse academic records, weaker
social skills, and lower self-esteem than boys with authoritative parents.108

Can MENA child-rearing be said to be “authoritarian” in either of these
senses? A number of scholars appear to believe it can, though they do not
refer directly to either body of research. Halim Barakat, who has sharply criti-
cized psychological generalizations about Arabs, sees the region’s political
authoritarianism as having roots in its patriarchal family organization:

Political socialization takes place in the home, resulting in the con-
gruency of political orientations among members of the family. Also,
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rulers and political leaders are cast in the image of the father, while
citizens are cast in the image of children. God, the father, and the
ruler thus have many characteristics in common. They are the shep-
herds, and the people are the sheep: citizens of Arab countries are
often referred to as raiyyah (the shepherded).109

Sharabi makes a similar argument:

The values and attitudes of patriarchal relations internalized in early
childhood underlay the “modernized” surface and determined the
deep structure of personality and orientation. . . . A central psycho-
social feature of this type of society, whether it is conservative or
progressive, is the dominance of the Father (patriarch), the center
around that the national as well as the natural family are organized.
Thus between ruler and ruled, between father and child, there exist
only vertical relations: in both settings the paternal will is the abso-
lute will, mediated in both the society and the family by a forced
consensus based on ritual and coercion.110

Bouhdiba sharply indicts “paternal authoritarianism”:

There is the terrible image of the father: Ab. This all-powerful, all-
serious colossus cannot but represent an impenetrable wall between
the child and his father. . . . A Muslim upbringing was, of course,
authoritarian. As such it was no different from many other things.
The authority relationship has deep roots in our traditional society.
It binds not only man to woman and parents to children but also
teacher to pupil, master to disciple, employer to employee, ruler to
ruled, the dead to the living, and God to man.111

Hijazi, Hammoudi, Zayour and many others make this argument.
These formulations do not mean, however, that the relationships ob-

served in Western studies hold in MENA societies. The parenting styles theory
has been criticized as applying only to Western middle-class milieus, and
some studies have found “authoritarian” parenting to produce more well-
adjusted children in poor and dangerous communities.112 Ruth Chao ar-
gues that the notions of “authoritarian,” “controlling,” and “restrictive” are
ethnocentric and misleading when applied to Chinese parenting.113 She cites
studies in which Asian parents score mainly as “authoritarians” but their
children perform better in school than those of “authoritative” whites, and
she suggests that the “strictness” that signals parental hostility and mistrust
in white middle-class families signals parental concern and caring in Asian
families.

Some research has been conducted in MENA using translated versions
of the “F scale” devised to measure authoritarianism for The Authoritarian
Personality. In the 1950s Edwin Prothro and Louis Melikian administered this
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and other scales to university students in Lebanon and Egypt,114 and in both
studies the Arab students gave more authoritarian responses than had Ameri-
cans. Three aspects of these findings, however, raise doubts about whether
this indicated the full syndrome of authoritarianism. First, Prothro noted that
scores were higher on the items asking directly about authority and obedi-
ence than on the indirect questions designed to tap underlying psychological
orientations.115 Second, F-scale scores did not correlate highly with the
Political and Economic Conservatism scale, as they did in American sam-
ples, suggesting that endorsement of obedience to authority may not shape
political ideologies in the same way. Third, Melikian also administered a
scale measuring “nonauthoritarian” attitudes that had shown strong nega-
tive correlations with the F-scale in American samples, and found much
lower correlations in the Egyptian sample—which suggests that “the Mos-
lem authoritarian . . . has more nonauthoritarian traits than the United
States authoritarian.”116

In the 1960s Cigdem Kagitcibasi carried out a more comprehensive
study of authoritarianism in Turkey.117 She sought to separate features of
authoritarianism likely to reflect social norms (i.e., loyalty to parents and
state, rejection of out-groups) from a “core” personality trait of dogma-
tism and intolerance she believed would be universal. A sample of Turkish
students scored higher on measures of respect for state authority, general
respect for authority, and rejection of foreigners than did a sample of
American students, reflecting Turkish social norms. They also scored higher
on core authoritarianism, which she believes is probably due to “stricter
discipline within the Turkish family.” But the Turkish students actually scored
slightly lower than Americans on a measure of authoritarian family struc-
ture: they were higher on the “control” items in this scale but reported as
much or more “affection” in their families as did the Americans—in accor-
dance with ethnographic accounts that describe Turkish families as both
warm and restrictive. Most important, generally lower intercorrelations
among the scales in the Turkish sample indicate that these features do not
form a personality syndrome there as they do in America, echoing Melikian’s
earlier findings among Egyptian students. Though these were neither large
nor flawless studies, they suggest (1) that Middle Easterners value authority
more highly than do Westerners, but (2) that the authoritarian personality
syndrome may not be widespread—or at least was not in the generation that
came of age in the 1950s and 1960s.

I have located few MENA studies using Baumrind’s typology. El-Feky
surveyed 400 Kuwaiti couples with children, all university or graduate
students, and as he predicted, this affluent and highly educated sample
strongly preferred the “authoritative” style.118 But he suggests that tradi-
tional views influenced their next-strongest support for “authoritarian”
styles. Karakitapoglu-Aygun’s survey of Turkish and American students
found the Turks to perceive greater “authoritative” family control than the
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Americans but equal “authoritarian” control.119 El-Feky believes Baumrind’s
typology applies to high-status MENA parents, but there are many reasons
to suspect that it might not fit less-elite groups. For one thing, the presence
of a distant, fear-inspiring father does not mean that a household, especially
an extended one, lacks warmth. For another, ethnographic reports indicate
that parents typically exert great control in some contexts but leave children
quite free in others, so they may be “restrictive” and “permissive” at the same
time. And perhaps most important, as Chao suggests of China, some aspects
of “strictness” that look authoritarian to Western eyes may convey involve-
ment and concern in MENA families. Karakitapoglu-Aygun concurs with
Chao and suggests that styles of control Americans would perceive as authori-
tarian Turks would perceive as authoritative.120 In light of these consider-
ations, we simply do not know the extent to that the predominant models of
parenting are “authoritarian” or “authoritative.”121

Here the Frankfurt School’s theory proves especially useful. Fromm and
Adorno and colleagues tended to see traditional, preindustrial family rela-
tions as patriarchal and often harsh, but not as authoritarian in the sense they
studied in conjunction with Naziism. They saw authoritarianism as emerg-
ing from a transformation of traditional authority in modernizing conditions.
As industrialization and urbanization undermined the traditional bases of
patriarchal authority (for example, control of the skills, resources, and so-
cial statuses children must acquire to become adults), many parents resorted
to harsher means to enforce obedience for weaker reasons (“Because I’m your
father and I say so!”). And as children moved into an adult world in which the
security afforded by traditional attachments had broken down, and Depres-
sion conditions turned the modern world’s freedoms into empty promises,
many “escaped” into the authoritarian world of the Nazis. Similar dislocations
may have contributed to the rise of Shinto Nationalism in Japan at roughly the
same time, and may be affecting MENA societies in recent decades. Sharabi in
fact argues that it is conditions of “neopatriarchy”—in which true tradition has
been destroyed but modernity not achieved—that transform patriarchal forms
of authority into authoritarian ones.122

All this underscores the importance of distinguishing between tradi-
tional models of patriarchal authority and the modern syndrome of
authoritarianism. Patriarchal authority certainly was prominent in MENA
societies, but, as Kagitcibasi points out, families also tended to provide
warmth and nurturance. Participatory and protodemocratic relations also
were common: the give-and-take discussions Mahfouz portrays Ahmad’s
family as enjoying in his absence may be a prototype, and the lively politi-
cal discussion on “the Arab street” may be another. In addition, many tradi-
tional relationships were based on egalitarian principles, and ethnographers
almost universally testify to the importance of “egalitarianism” as a cardinal
value throughout the region. Islam’s core vision of a “brotherhood” of be-
lievers seeks to forge a wider egalitarian community—which the mosque sym-
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bolizes in traditional communities. Khuri actually argues that it is the absence
of a hierarchical vision of the social order that leads to despotic rule, as indi-
viduals struggle to become “first among equals.” If the young Moroccans I
interviewed all had encountered at least one fearsome authority in their child-
hoods, they also all had developed some important nonpatriarchal relation-
ships. Throughout the course of our conversations, they sketched out a variety
of prototypes for human association, some more “democratic” and some
more “authoritarian”—any of which they could draw upon to imagine po-
litical communities.123 Perhaps most important, nearly all of them voiced
criticisms of their parents and of other authority figures, in contrast to the
idealization and refusal to admit ambivalence about authorities found to be
a component of the authoritarian syndrome.

The egalitarian values of MENA are embedded in many types of social
association, especially at “grassroots” levels, where—at least outside the reach
of sultans and feudal-like lords—leadership tended to be temporary and loy-
alty based on consent. Most local groups relied on a jem‘, or council of el-
ders, consisting of the senior male from each household, to discuss and make
consensus decisions on collective matters. In addition to patriarchal author-
ity, traditional MENA societies also relied on “protodemocratic” or
“protorepublican” forms of political organization. It is at higher levels of
political organization, not at the “grass roots,” that despotic methods have
so often been used to impose a Strong Man’s rule.

Hamid Dabashi argues that three “cultural paradigms” of political-reli-
gious authority crystallized in MENA in the first centuries after the Prophet’s
life, each anchored in a “remembered persona of Mohammed.” These ini-
tially took shape as sects: the Sunni sought to routinize the Prophet’s charis-
matic authority, the Shi’i to reinvigorate it in a succession of charismatic
individuals, and the perpetually revolutionary Khariji to reject both of these
in favor of the anarchic free choice of individuals. These ideologies have not
remained confined to sects, however, but have become woven as internal
debate into the “the character and culture traits present in every Muslim
individual and community.”124 Sects and regimes came and went, but

what remained constant was the simultaneous and unrelenting pres-
ence of all these three complementary/contradictory fixations on the
institutional, individual, and negational conceptions of authority.
As institutional (Sunni) forces of authority sought to stabilize, rou-
tinize, and systematize the social and moral life, the individual (Shi’i)
forces would shift the balance of obedience away from centralized
piety and invest it in one charismatic figure or another. Borrowing
from both, just to deny them both legitimacy, the negational (Khariji)
forces of obedience sought (temporary) relief from any sustained
organization of obedience, whether administered by the state appa-
ratus or claimed by the individual charismatic.125
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An individual Muslim’s outlook on authority, he concludes, depends on
whether circumstances put him in a Sunnite, Shi’ite, or Kharijite “state of
mind.”126 Anchored as is each in a “remembered persona of Mohammed,”
none are democratic. But at the same time none are inherently “authoritar-
ian.” Most important, Dabashi shows that there is not simply a traditional
model of authority but that tradition encompasses multiple and conflicting
models—which might be modernized in a variety of ways, including more
truly authoritarian and more truly democratic ones.

Populist movements throughout MENA have sought to expand the pub-
lic sphere and organize it according to more democratic and republican prin-
ciples, while dictatorships have repeatedly tried to destroy the public sphere
and control the political process by neopatriarchal use of intimidation and
patronage. Khuri points to the warring militias in Beirut, the House of Saud’s
rule in Saudia Arabia, the Ba’th regimes in Syria and Iraq as examples of
groups that have successfully dominated the modern political landscape by
organizing themselves in accordance with traditional principles of enclosure
and endogamy.127 Sharabi emphasizes the role of the mukhabarat (secret
police) in sustaining MENA “neopatriarchies,” and Kanan Makiya (writing
as “Samir al-Khalil”) has described how the Iraqi regime has used mukhabarat
to sow a Hobbesian fear in each person of all others, in the midst of which
the leader figure, magnified by propaganda into the Leader, appears to pro-
vide a measure of security. Makiya emphasizes that the Iraqi Ba’th Party did
not just build on tradition: its “Leader syndrome . . . was a new conception
of authority for modern Iraq uniquely associated with Ba’thi experience.”128

To create this authority, the regime combined terror with a vast system of
patronage financed with oil revenues to eliminate the institutions of civil
society, both traditional and modern:

Their project was to destruct the social reality they inherited into a
new set of equally weighted constituent elements—frightened, root-
less individuals, alienated from their traditional groups (kin, tribe, sect,
class)—and then to reassemble these fragments within a new state-
centralized network of relationships. The undifferentiated Leviathan-
like mass that emerged was in principle either hostile to or sealed off
from any other “partial,” non-Ba’thist sense of belonging.

Dislocated from traditional groupings, he continues, “the ideally formed
Ba’thist individual lacks the civilizing attributes of bourgeois society and
consequently is left suspended in a no-man’s-land, one that is both charac-
teristically modern and terrifyingly primitive.”129 After a time, he writes,
people began “‘choosing’ to surround themselves with pictures of Saddam
Hussein, hoping in this way to ‘ward off evil.’” As they silenced themselves
in front of their children and required others to mouth the regime’s propa-
ganda, its “raw power” was “turned into a new kind of authority, one that
rules inside each soul.”130 The new authoritarianism thus appears not as a
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resurgence of tradition against modernity but works from the outside in, from
modern forms of propaganda, terror, and dependence.

These considerations suggest that the region’s postindependence totali-
tarian regimes have not come to power by the momentum of a traditional
authoritarianism. Many of them have consolidated their rule by wiping away
more egalitarian traditional forms of association. This does not mean that
psychological orientations toward traditional patriarchal authority are irrel-
evant, however. Like Hijazi, Barakat, and Sharabi, Makiya sees the respect
traditionally given to threatening-but-protective authorities as helping to
confer legitimacy on regimes that have forced themselves on populaces. In
addition, political actors deliberately use patriarchal rhetoric and style them-
selves as embodying traditional strengths and virtues. Abdellah Hammoudi
sees the roots of the much less draconian “Moroccan authoritarianism” in
traditional relationships, but he too does not regard these as having their own
modernity-retarding momentum. Rather, he traces their deliberate top-down
rehabilitation in the 1960s and 1970s: after a florescence of democratic aspi-
rations and reforms initiated during the independence movement, he writes,
monarchical patronage and coercion “forced people back into the ‘politics
of the notables,’”131 disseminating the nonideological style of the rural Big
Man throughout new political institutions. Conspicuously displaying piety,
self-mastery, charity, distance from women, respect for elders, and protec-
tion of dependents, “the notable constitutes a cultural reincarnation, which
has penetrated almost all spheres of life.”132 The political sphere thus has been
created as a competition among patron-client networks, managed by patron-
age and occasional violence from the top, operating on an authoritarian model
of dominant-subordinate dyads rather than on the principles of equality,
representation, and consensus that also form part of the fabric of tradition.

The question about whether late childhood socialization is “authoritar-
ian” thus has a three-part answer. The first concerns individual differences.
Not every family follows the patriarchal model, and more than a small mi-
nority of children develop during late childhood in milieus that diverge from
it. Individual children respond differently to it, as Mahfouz shows so well in
the characters of Ahmad’s children—especially Yasin, who so fails to develop
his father’s self-control that his sexual escapades cause scandal after scandal,
and Kamal, who becomes an intellectual and criticizes the whole social or-
der. The Moroccan religious judge whom Eickelman interviewed appears to
have responded to his father’s harsh treatment in a classically authoritarian
manner, refusing to criticize him and viewing his thrice-daily beatings as
having been for his own good. But Nawal El Saadawi rebelled against patri-
archal authority and became one of Egypt’s leading feminists and dissidents.

Second, the authoritarianism evident in the politics of many MENA
nations should not be seen as tradition perpetuating itself by its own psycho-
cultural momentum. In the absence of free speech, we have no idea how much
popular support the autocrats have, or the extent to which Islamist opposition
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may be authoritarian. Only the Iranian regime came to power as the result of
a popular movement, and as I write this it is under attack by large numbers
discontented with its totalitarianism. As Sharabi, Makiya, and Hammoudi
emphasize, a good deal of current authoritarianism appears to stem from the
confluence of individuals defensively fashioning “neopatriarchal” outlooks in
conditions of underdevelopment, and ruling elites “rehabilitating” patriarchal
models in authoritarian manners. These are modern processes, even when rheto-
ric appeals to the strength of tradition.

Third, the emergence of social classes is bringing about well-documented
differences in family size, birth spacing, and child-rearing philosophies. More
educated, better off parents are generally moving away from the patriarchal
model and adopting more Euro-American middle-class styles of parenting.
At the same time, less educated, poorer parents in underdeveloped sectors
now find the traditional bases of their authority eroded, as they cannot teach
their children the skills or provide them with the resources they need to make
decent lives in the modernizing world. As they lose these potent means of
controlling and guiding their children, they may turn to harsher and more
truly authoritarian means—much as the Frankfurt School theorists believed
occurred among the working and “petit bourgeoisie” classes in Germany.

In the United States, countless surveys have found education and socio-
economic status to be the strongest predictors of authoritarian values and eth-
nic prejudice, and working-class families’ greater emphasis on conformity and
use of physical punishment is well documented.133 While the authoritarian syn-
drome certainly can be found among the educated and well off (who provide
some of its most charismatic leaders), it is mainly produced in poorer, lower
status milieus. While patriarchy appears to be softening among MENA’s edu-
cated elites, it may be hardening into authoritarianism in families mired in
underdevelopment. To the extent that this stratum becomes politically active—
with aspirations raised by education and media but frustrated by lack of suc-
cess—it may readily give support to authoritarian ideologies and figures.

In the final analysis, reform-minded scholars are probably correct to see
patriarchal child-rearing as potentially dangerous, as it creates a model of fear-
some and harsh but ultimately protective and empowering strength that can
be fashioned into an authoritarian political style. But they are probably not
correct to see traditional patriarchal authority as leading directly to modern
authoritarianism. So the debate remains, and we do not presently know how
dangerous traditional patriarchy may be, or to what extent underdevelopment
may be creating modern authoritarianism.

Sources �

The primary English-language sources on late childhood continue to be
Hamid Ammar’s Growing Up in an Egyptian Village and Nawal Ammar’s An
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Egyptian Village Growing Up, Prothro’s Child Rearing in Lebanon, Badri’s
Child-Rearing Practices in the Sudan, and Grotberg and Badri’s followup study
(using a similar methodology), Williams’s Youth of El Hacimi Haouch, Brink’s
“Changing Child-Rearing Patterns in an Egyptian Village,” and Friedl’s Chil-
dren of Deh Koh. Cederblad and Rahim’s 1980 followup to her 1965 psychiat-
ric study of Sudanese children provides especially valuable data on the effects
of urbanization.134

Arabic sources include Al-Aharas’s interview study of 400 Syrian par-
ents of 7- to 12-year-olds,135 Askandar’s interview study of 100 lower class and
100 middle-class Egyptian parents,136 and S’adallah’s ethnographic study of
30 rural Egyptian families (comparing nomadic Bedouin, settled Bedouin, and
farmers),137 which provide empirical portraits of general patterns and impor-
tant urban-rural and social status differences. Several studies directed by
Mahmoud Abdelqader138 and teams from Egypt’s National Research Center139

provide additional data on parental attitudes and socialization practices, and
Abdelhamid Jabar’s Al-itijahat al-walidia fi tenshia al-atfal (“Parental So-
cialization Attitudes”) document differences related to parents’ educational
levels. Shakri’s Al-tanshi’a al-ijtima’iyya (Socialization) summarizes many
of the Egyptian studies carried out in the 1950s through 1970s, including
some master’s and doctoral dissertations, many of which provide data on
urban-rural and social class differences. Maissa Al-Mofti conducted ques-
tionnaire studies of sixth-graders in the mid-1980s to complement earlier
parent surveys and to assess rural-urban contrasts140 and the distinctive so-
cialization practices of Nubians in Upper Egypt,141 and Mustafa Haddiya used
questionnaires, interviews, and a TAT-like procedure to study schoolchildren
in rural and urban regions of Morocco.142

These studies are supplemented by a relatively rich literature on children’s
games, including, in addition to chapters in Hamid Ammar’s and Friedl’s
books, Nawal Ammar’s dissertation, Cosroe Chaqueri’s Beginning Politics in
the Reproductive Cycle of Children’s Tales and Games in Iran, Alan Dundes’s
article “The Structure of Turkish Boys’ Verbal Dueling Games,” and a chap-
ter in David Hart’s Aith Waryaghar of the Moroccan Rif. Life-histories (such
as Dale Eickelman’s Knowledge and Power in Morocco and Roy Mottahedeh’s
Mantle of the Prophet) and autobiographical writings (such as Driss Chraibi’s
Simple Past, and Abdelkrim Ghallab’s Le Passe Enterre) also provide impor-
tant accounts. One of the best portraits of traditional family relations comes
from the Egyptian Nobel Prize–winning writer Naguib Mahfouz’s Cairo
Trilogy, especially its first volume, Palace Walk. In addition, a number of social
theorists have written descriptions of development that cover this period,
including Halim Barakat’s book The Arab World, Abdelwaheb Bouhdiba’s
Sexuality in Islam, and Hisham Sharabi’s Neopatriarchy, and discuss the “au-
thoritarian” character of fathering and nurturant style of mothering that
together form the nexus of the traditional cultural model.
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Adolescence

c h a p t e r 7

252

Ethnographic studies show that in traditional milieus, adolescence was brief
for most boys and nonexistent for most girls. Yet for both boys and girls, the
years after puberty entailed important transitions and psychological develop-
ment, especially in acquiring expertise at the honor- and religion-based
practices they typically mastered in late childhood and in honing the “social
selves” they fashioned in terms of these two ethical systems. Because they
married in their early teens, girls probably experienced greater discontinuity,
as menstruation, deflowering at one’s wedding, moving out of one’s parents’
home, and childbirth often came within a couple of years. Boys probably
experienced greater continuity in their familial relationships but disjunction
between deferential subordination to elders, dominance over juniors, and
aggressive competition for status and honor with peers. Like other Eurasian
civilizations, MENA prohibited premarital sex and prescribed arranged
marriages and, like other preindustrial Mediterranean cultures, made the
seclusion and virginity of daughters/sisters into a point of family honor—
turning the suppression of sexual and romantic feelings into a major develop-
mental task during this period. Yet in spite of MENA’s strong “collectivist”
values rooted in emotional interdependencies nurtured from infancy, the
literature suggests that many girls and boys experienced sharp conflicts
between their own “individualistic” desires and the control their elders exerted
in the name of group interests.

The formation of a household-based “group self” probably helped
cement adolescents’ allegiances, especially during this period in which both
boys and girls came to shoulder so much responsibility for their group’s work
and honorable reputation. Religious devotion provided young people with
schemas for accommodating to the fates imposed by nature, by the logic of
honor, and by the authority of patriarchs. And the richly elaborated
symbolism of gender—opposing outside and inside, seed and soil, bone and
flesh, right and left, white and red, and so on—provided identity-anchoring
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links between bodily processes, spiritual qualities, and the rhythms of the
cosmos.

Modernization and underdevelopment have created “adolescence” as a
developmental period, with family-based, apprenticeship-style socialization
increasingly being replaced by formal schooling. As described in the previous
chapter, this appears to be catalyzing a transformation of the honor-modesty
system into a family-fueled achievement motivation that resembles that
described for some Asian cultures. Most traditional symbols of identity are
being replaced by media-influenced youth cultures, introducing a new source
of strife with parents. Marc Schade-Paulsen’s study of Algerian “rai” music
shows how these subcultures can be “transgressive” yet conservative at the
same time. Mixed-sex education in most countries has increased opportunities
for romantic and sexual contacts, but these remain saturated with anxiety
and mistrust. And in many countries, the traditionally direct transition from
child to adult has given way to widespread and realistic fear of being unable
to acquire any adult role.

Researchers offer contrasting accounts of whether adolescents are being
thrown into “crisis” by social dislocations and cultural contradictions or make
generally smooth transitions to adulthood sustained by family ties and religious
values that have remained more resilient in MENA societies than in many
others. These views cannot easily be resolved, though there certainly are indi-
vidual differences: some youths make smooth transitions to adulthood while
others struggle mightily. As Mounia Benani-Chraibi suggests, a good deal of
strife may be kept latent during ordinary or “cool” times by family and commu-
nity control, and emerge into the open in “hot” times of political upheaval.

Introduction �

Many observers of MENA societies see adolescents coming of age in a crossfire
of cultural conflict, their aspirations raised by education and global media
but dashed by economic underdevelopment and political despotism, their
imaginations fired alternately by the calling to usher in the modern and by
the calling to conserve the authenticity of their traditions. Youths put them-
selves on the front lines of nationalist movements in the 1920s through the
1950s, of leftist and prodemocracy protests in the 1960s and 1970s, and of Is-
lamist movements in the 1980s and 1990s. They have done much of the fight-
ing in the civil wars in Lebanon and Algeria, the Iranian revolution, and the
Palestinian Intifaada. High schools and universities have convulsed with
political ferment for decades and are closely watched by authorities. All of
this suggests that MENA adolescents experience high levels of inner turmoil
and constitute an especially volatile political force. Unfortunately, there are
relatively few psychological studies to confirm this assessment (see the sources
discussed at the end of this chapter).
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American ethnographers seem somewhat surprised to have observed less
psychological disturbance and generational conflict than they anticipated.
Davis and Davis write:

[Erik] Erikson’s account of an adolescent identity beleaguered by
contradictory role expectations sounds like it should work well in
the rapidly changing Moroccan setting, but in fact we have not seen
much of the “role confusion” of which Erikson writes. Zawiya youth
seem to us surprisingly good at negotiating the twists and turns of
daily life.1

While some Arab researchers report continuity and relatively little distress,
autobiographies and literary works portray more inner turmoil. Mahfouz’s
depictions of Si Ahmad’s children in his Cairo Trilogy illustrates the variety
of youthful struggles with paternal authority and cultural tradition. Yacine
wants to emulate his father but lacks Ahmad’s self control and discretion and
careens from scandal to scandal. Fahmy sneaks out to join an anti-British
demonstration and is killed by soldiers’ fire. Mahfouz’s own voice perhaps
speaks through Kamal, whose study of philosophy leads him to subvert the
foundations of patriarchy. A number of Arab researchers also perceive tur-
moil and describe a widespread “crisis of youth.”

A pair of contrasting portraits thus emerges. One portrait shows a family-
centered, collectivistic culture in which adolescents mature into adulthood
enmeshed in thick networks of social support and control, and consequently
with relatively little inner turmoil or rebellious testing of convention. The
other portrays a patriarchal society dis-integrated by economic underdevel-
opment and deformed Western ideals of freedom and consumer culture,
which provokes adolescent individualism, rebellion, and inner struggle. Part
1 of this chapter considers adolescence in traditional milieus, with separate
sections on girls’ and boys’ development, and part2 discusses modernizing
milieus. The chapter concludes with an examination of the conflict between
“smooth transition” and “discontinuity and crisis” views of MENA youth.

Theories of Adolescent Development

Western theories generally view adolescence as a period in which teen-agers
separate from their families and move into their own peer, romantic, and work
relationships. They thus emphasize the attainment of personal autonomy and
self-regulation as the primary psychological task of adolescence. According
to the Freudian view, puberty reawakens “latent” Oedipal attachments, which
must be “worked through” in order to separate from one’s parents and de-
velop an autonomous, well-integrated ego. This view has few adherents today,
but many psychodynamic psychologists emphasize the destabilizing effects
of adolescent sexuality and ambivalent feelings about familial dependence and
parental authority. Many also see an intensified narcissism among adoles-
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cents, evident in egocentric outlooks and heightened concern with self-
esteem. The Piagetian view emphasizes the cognitive leap adolescents make
into “formal operational thought” that enables them to reflect on their be-
liefs, actions, pasts, and futures in adult terms, and to reevaluate the norms
and etiquettes they have learned. Piaget also believed this leads to an “ego-
centrism” of outlooks and concerns, which gradually becomes “decentered.”
Both theories thus view adolescence as beginning with a destabilization of
a youth’s orientation to the world and with an intensified preoccupation
with the self.

Over the last two decades, many psychologists have adopted reinforce-
ment and social modeling theories to account for development during the
teen years. They tend not to view adolescence as entailing the kind of devel-
opmental discontinuities that the Freudians and Piagetians believe define it
as a developmental stage. They do see potential conflict between the incen-
tives that shape behavior in different settings, especially home versus school
versus peers. In general, these researchers have focused on factors of particular
importance in American society: (1) parenting styles, (2) achievement moti-
vation, (3) peer popularity versus rejection, and (4) popular media. Clearly,
most of these influences on adolescent development were irrelevant in tradi-
tional MENA milieus, where parents had different aims and where schools,
same-age peer groups, and modern media did not exist.2 These influences are
becoming important on an almost a daily basis, however, as smaller families,
education, and mass media become universal.

All of these theories have been criticized as products of Western societ-
ies that value individual autonomy and as not applicable to “collectivistic”
cultures that emphasize lifelong familial loyalty and interdependence. Indeed,
the ideal of personal autonomy as the “healthy” outcome of adolescence ap-
pears to be woven into most Western theories, and is inappropriate to much
of MENA. But the processes by which biological, emotional, and cognitive
changes destabilize earlier forms of psychological organization, and by which
group loyalties create conflicts between social milieus, probably determine
the course of adolescence in MENA as well as in the West.

In MENA societies, two major developmental tasks of this period appear
to be (1) the extension of interpersonal styles associated with honor-modesty
and Islam beyond the patronymic association and to nonkin patrons and cli-
ents, and (2) incorporation of the young person’s adult strength and sexuality
within these etiquettes and systems of self-care. Together these entail an elabo-
ration and honing of the social personae shaped by honor-modesty and Islam—
when things go according to cultural plan—developing “expertise” at this
middle level of psychological organization. Many Western psychologists also
emphasize the formation of what Erik Erikson termed a “psycho-social iden-
tity” as the central developmental task of late adolescence and early adulthood.
My life-history studies of identity suggest that the consolidation of social per-
sonae indeed defines the nature of the identity-development task and sets it in
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motion during this period. But largely because the consolidation of an iden-
tity is seen to complete the transition into adulthood, and most writings on
identity deal with people in their late teens and twenties, I will devote the
following chapter to writings on this topic. It is important to keep in mind,
however, that identity formation gets well underway during adolescence.

Adolescence in Traditional Milieus �

Researchers typically define the beginning of adolescence as the onset of sexual
maturation (“puberty”), though cultures may or may not recognize this as
beginning a transition, and they may or may not synchronize changes in so-
cial roles with it. Ahmad Ouzi’s linguistic analysis of terms used for youths
of this age led him to conclude that traditional Moroccan (and probably
MENA) society did not recognize “adolescence” as a developmental period.
He believes the rapid transition of children into adult roles did not allow for
the kinds of psychological development held to characterize adolescence in
industrialized societies, and he suggests that a major psychological task con-
sisted of subordinating individualistic strivings to family and community
authority.3

Schlegel and Barry report that about two-thirds of the societies they sur-
veyed hold public initiations into adulthood, about equally for boys and girls.4

In many societies this begins a period of youth—much more often for boys
than for girls—that may last two to four years, until marriage. Several Afri-
can cultures held initiation rites for boys every five to seven years, and those
initiated together formed an “age-set” with various social and ritual respon-
sibilities. Like most complex agricultural societies (China, India, medieval
Europe), MENA societies do not hold initiation rites for adolescents. How-
ever, the onset of sexual maturity signals to both boys and girls that they
should begin fully observing purification practices and keep the entire fast of
Ramadan—which served as an informal and perhaps semipublic rite of pas-
sage. Unlike many initiation rites, these are not forced: most adolescents
perform them as personal accomplishments that demonstrate their acquisi-
tion of social maturity, ‘aqel. In some areas, puberty also brought changes of
dress—such as wearing the burqa mask in parts of Arabia5 and adult makeup
styles in parts of North Africa6—and greater seclusion for women.

Adolescence in the MENA societies ended with marriage, as Schlegel and
Barry say it does in nearly all traditional societies. But since most girls were
married soon after puberty (and many before), the wedding itself can be seen
as an initiation ritual that marks a direct transition from childhood to adult-
hood. Early marriage of girls is not unusual: Schlegel and Barry report they
are married within two years of puberty in 60 percent of the societies they
examined.7 While nearly two-thirds of societies allow premarital sexual in-
tercourse,8 traditional MENA cultures—like most complex agricultural so-
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cieties—did not.9 And while nearly 60 percent of societies allow boys to take
initiative in selecting their spouses, and nearly 50 percent allow girls to do
so, marriages in MENA traditionally were arranged—also as in most com-
plex agricultural societies. Schlegel and Barry found “subordination” of both
boys and girls to their fathers to be much more pronounced in pastoral and
agricultural societies—and MENA historically combined these means of sub-
sistence—than in foraging and horticultural ones.10 In general, then, adoles-
cence in MENA societies followed the broad outlines of a Eurasian pattern
(Europe, India, and China), rooted in family control of land, livestock, and
reproduction, which emphasized patriarchal authority, sexual restraint, and
arranged marriage.

In traditional settings, the psychological themes central to late child-
hood continue to be important: adolescents become fuller participants in
the adult relationships of their patronymic associations, honing the eti-
quettes they mastered in late childhood and performing them to display
their ‘aqel, or “social maturity.” They also more skillfully use the interper-
sonal strategies they have learned to pursue their own interests, negotiat-
ing dyadic interdependencies—entailing authority and deference, assertive
dependence and nurturance, vulnerability and protection—both within and
increasingly beyond the household. Their responsibility for conserving their
family’s honor increases markedly, as the virginity of postpubertal girls
becomes a symbol of family honor, and the vigilance and courage of its teen-
aged boys a source of its strength. Land and livestock also are sources of
power and honor, and in many traditional milieus adolescent boys were
called to fight to defend or extend the household’s holdings. Identification
with the “house” ideally intensifies and provides the “we-self” or “self ob-
ject” that holds their loyalty in the face of diverging interests, and sustains
them through renunciations imposed for its sake. Adolescents remain en-
meshed in the same patterns of patriarchal authority imposed in late child-
hood, though they increasingly are expected to comply less from fear than
from internalized loyalties.

New developmental themes also come to the fore, especially as a conse-
quence of physical and sexual maturity. In traditional milieus, at least, boys’
rough games evolve into the more serious business of performing manhood,
which may embroil them in deadly games of challenge and riposte, dramatic
displays of filial loyalty, or ascetic feats of religious devotion. Ethnographers
consistently report that sexual matters are neither concealed from children
nor branded as sinful, and that by late childhood most are familiar with bawdy
talk and romantic poetry and song. Both boys and girls are generally expected
to develop romantic interests and “crushes” but to refrain from pursuing
them. Girls are seen to have weak control over their sexual desires, so their
fathers and brothers intensify their efforts to seclude them. Boys may be en-
couraged to “hunt” girls and get sexual experience with outsiders, but they
also are warned about the explosive scandals that could result.
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Wikan’s description of the contrast between girls’ and boys’ adolescence
in Oman holds for many traditional milieus, though it perhaps overstates
boys’ freedom:

At the age of twelve to thirteen, both boys and girls are thought
mature and ready to assume full adult responsibilities. Whereas girls
are then married off, boys wait an average of ten more years before
they arrange for their own marriage. . . . Whereas boys in their teens
become masters of their own lives, girls become the subjects of a new
and unknown master, their husband—and often of his mother too.
Boys enter a stage of increasing freedom and experience; girls enter
one of increasing work and confinement, but also of gratifying re-
sponsibilities and chances of self-actualization.11

Girls in Traditional Settings

For girls, the stricter control imposed at puberty often brings an abrupt end
to mixed-sex play, and in some areas fuller veiling and seclusion. In the Omani
village studied by Wikan, for example, girls begin wearing the burqa mask at
puberty and marry soon after.12 Several ethnographers (Wikan, Boddy,
Delaney) have emphasized the way these practices and the symbols associ-
ated with them link female fertility with the powers of nature—conferring
value on adolescent girls and disempowering them at the same time. It is
impossible to estimate how many girls experience puberty as an enriching
fruition of their reproductive powers, but many do not. Soumaya Naamane-
Guesseus writes that even in Casablanca in the 1980s, many girls experienced
their first menstruation in ignorance and distress, and their sexual maturity
as a source of anxiety.13 In 1965 Nawal El Saadawi described her reactions to
her first menstruation:

I stayed in my room for four days in a row, not having the courage
to face my brother, or my father, or even the servant boy. . . . My
mother has undoubtedly betrayed my new secret . . . I closed the door
on myself to explain this strange phenomenon to myself. . . . Was
there no other way for girls to mature, other than this unclean way? . . .
God undoubtedly hates girls, so he tarnished them all with this
shame. . . . I withdraw within myself, hiding my dejected existence.14

Certainly not all girls had such negative reactions, but even though men-
struation signals fecundity its cultural meanings tend to be negative. Men-
strual blood is regarded as polluted and polluting, and while menstruating
women do not have to remove themselves from social interaction (as they
do in some cultures), it is nonetheless a period of uncleanliness, as it was tra-
ditionally throughout the Mediterranean. Restrictions vary from place to
place: Delaney reports that the Turkish women she studied do not make bread



Adolescence 259

when they are menstruating because they view it as a procreative activity
subject to contamination. They also avoid pregnant women, as menstrual
blood’s “noxious odor” could “penetrate bodily boundaries and bring about
a miscarriage or deform the fetus.”15 Abu-Lughod reports that “Bedouin
women exaggerate the uncleanliness of menstruation by abstaining from
bathing or even hair combing while menstruating.”16 And, she notes, its sig-
nificance is elaborated among the Bedouin (as in some other MENA groups)
by the contrasting colors worn by men and women:

The uncleanliness associated with menstruation is not restricted to
the days when a women is actually menstruating; rather it taints all
females from the onset of menarche until menopause, and even af-
ter. Men are symbolically associated with purity, the right (the sa-
cred), and the color white. . . . The quintessential item of Awlad ‘Ali

In traditional settings, adolescent girls provide much of the
work required to run their households, like these girls grinding
grain for couscous.



260 Periods of Psychological Development

men’s clothing is the jard, a white woolen blanket worn over the
robes and knotted at one shoulder like a toga. Women are associ-
ated with uncleanliness, the left, and the colors red and black. . . .
They never wear white.17

Puberty signals the time for arranging a marriage. The cultural model
holds, Wikan writes, “that love is created through consummation of mar-
riage.”18 The preference for “close” marriages combined with mothers’ fre-
quent behind-the-scenes efforts enables many girls to influence their parents’
choices, and often to stay close to their families. “If they are close by,” a
Bedouin woman explained, “daughters can eat with you and come visit you
often. If they give birth, their mothers are near them. If they get sick, they’re
near their mothers.”19 Girls also may welcome arranged marriages with out-
siders, as did the young Iraqi girl described by Elizabeth Fernea, who was
married outside her family, to a teacher, at the age of 15.20 And many restric-
tive families still allow their teen-aged children opportunities to meet and
work out romance-based marriages. Elaine Hazelton summarizes the Jorda-
nian Bedouin Jawazi al Malakim’s account of her traditional marriage in these
terms: “Even though they were of different tribes, they had occasionally seen

Adolescent boys (like this teenaged shepherd) do much of the
farm work and herding for their households, and begin to
share responsibility for defending their family’s resources and
honor.
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each other and talked at a well while performing their duties. They had even
arranged to meet at various times before Hassan finally asked his uncle, who
knew Jawazi’s father, to propose the marriage.”21

Other girls were married to men they knew and despised, however, or
to men they first saw on their wedding night. Some accepted their fates,
but others resisted, a few to the point of running away or committing sui-
cide. Davis reports the following from the life-history of a rural Moroccan
woman:

My father died, God bless his soul, and my mother gave me [to a
man] while I was still small. . . . When he had the wedding, I ran
away. . . . They came and caught me; they brought me back. I ran
away again, and they slapped me into irons, on my legs they put a
chain—on my legs they put iron rings like those for animals. A girl
friend helped me and we took them off one leg and I hung it around
my neck and I had the iron ring in my hand and I ran away from the
village [and eventually got her mother to break off the engage-
ment].22

A few girls took “dishonorable” routes of flight. The following song was re-
corded from a young Moroccan prostitute in the High Atlas mountains in
the 1930s:

Poor naive young man, stop hassling me! . . .
You say you want me to be your wife
After just one night of my love-making.
Well, I know how long your desire would last!
And what can you offer that’s sweeter than freedom? . . .
What can you give me, tell me that, naive young man?
Days without meat, without sugar, and without songs,
The sweat and dirt of hard work,
The dung of the stable, stinking clothes,
And that awful smoke in the dark kitchen,
While you’re off on the mountain, dancing the dance of the rifles?
And you’ll keep after me, all the time
To bear boys, boys, and more boys!
Can’t you see I’m not made for all that? . . .
I’m like a flower with a seductive scent
That only blossoms for a pleasant reason,
To receive, when it chooses, each night and each day,
The freshness of the dawn, the caress of the sun.23

These certainly are exceptions to the rule of parental authority, but stories of
teen-age daughters’ rebellion circulate in every community and testify to the
“individualistic” strivings that readily surface against the grain of family
loyalty.
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Weddings as Girls’ Rites of Passage

In traditional milieus, the marriage ceremony serves as a rite of passage into
adulthood, publicly celebrating a girl’s value, as she is made beautiful with
gowns, jewels, and intricate henna designs. El Khayat-Bennai emphasizes that
a girl’s socialization from the age of four or five aims—from the skills she is
taught to the collecting of her trousseau—at building anticipation of her fairy-
tale-like wedding day. (She also reports the saying that “a woman only goes
out into the world three times: from her mother’s stomach, to her husband,
and to the cemetery.”)24 Girls at an Egyptian Bedouin wedding attended by
Abu-Lughod sang to the bride:

Fair and her bangs hanging down
A girl you’d say was a lowland gazelle
Fair, unblemished with not a mark on her
Like the moon when it first appears
She takes after her maternal and paternal aunts
Gold threaded with pearls
If you want love from a girl of our tribe
Put down nineteen hundred pounds
Her father doesn’t care about money
What he wants [in a man] is importance and honour.25

Even more important, her deflowering proves her virginity and publicly cer-
tifies her honor. Abu-Lughod describes waiting with the guests as this ritual
was carried out:

I jumped as the guns went off and the men rushed away. The women
streamed in to surround Selima, dazed and limp in the arms of a rela-
tive, singing and dancing with relief. The cloth with its red spot of blood,
a faint mark, was waved above our heads. Selima’s maternal aunt ex-
claimed, “Praise God! Blessings on the Prophet! How beautiful!26

The next day, another girl explained: “For us Bedouins . . . this is the most
important moment in a girl’s life. No matter what anyone says afterward,
no one will pay attention as long as there was blood on the cloth.”27 As a
middle-aged Egyptian explained to Nayra Atiya as she recalled her wedding
night: “Blood has to come out. It stands for honor. . . . A girl’s honor is
worth the world. Her happiness is built on it. It’s destroyed without it and
can never be repaired.”28

Marriage ceremonies make use of many of the same symbols as other rites
of transition (birth, circumcision, burial), especially colors associating bio-
logical processes with social values and spiritual qualities. Abu-Lughod re-
ports that the bride is covered with a man’s white jard (signifying purity) to
be brought to the groom’s house for the ceremony ending in her deflower-
ing, but thereafter she dresses as a woman:
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From then on she begins to wear married women’s clothing, which
consists of two critical pieces: the black headcloth that doubles as a
veil and the red woolen belt. These represent Bedouin woman-
hood. . . . The red belt that every married woman wears symbolizes
her fertility and association with the creation of life. . . . The red belt
cannot be worn if the black veil is not also worn. . . . Black is a color
with numerous connotations, most of which are negative. . . . Veils
literally blacken the face; thus, they symbolize shame, particularly
sexual shame.29

We observed similar practices and meanings in Imeghrane. Delaney describes
the rich color symbolism in traditional Turkish society:

The colors of red and white . . . are very important in Turkish cul-
ture and appear to symbolize aspects of procreative sexuality. They
are prominent at sunnet (circumcision) and at marriage, two cer-
emonies whose expressed aim is procreation. A red and white flag is
planted at weddings and at the completion of a new house: both
occasions have to do with the creation of a new procreative unit. Red
stands for kizlik (virginity) as well as menstruation, childbirth, and
the procreative potential that is represented by henna (sacred soil)
in the wedding ceremony. It also symbolizes the blood that nurtures
the child in the womb. . . .

White, the color of milk, is another symbol of nurture and sus-
tenance. . . . White is also the color of semen and thus can represent
the male’s generative or creative power, which is allied with the di-
vine. Finally, white is the color of purity and honor. It is the color of
the cloth people don on the hajj at Mecca and of the shroud in which
the corpse is buried.30

Boddy describes a similar system of color symbolism in the Sudanese village
she studied, with white representing semen, milk, and purity; black repre-
senting decay and disease; and red representing a mixture of meanings that
give it both positive (fecundity) and negative (pollution) associations with
“feminine blood.”31 Women are positively associated with the whiteness of
milk, and as they nurse infants so they care for dairy animals and process dairy
products, providing their families with these strengthening foods, rich in
baraka, divine blessedness. Every adult woman should “own” her own cow
(that also was the ideal among the Imeghrane we studied)—providing a
complementary power to that of men, who slaughter animals and provide
their baraka-rich red meats.

Puberty and early marriage thus typically brought a set of new circum-
stances, largely beyond the girl-woman’s control, and potentially disequili-
brating of her previous personality organization. Within the space of a couple
of years, a girl could find herself with a woman’s body, married and sexually
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active, and living in a new household under her husband’s and mother-in-
law’s authority. And a new source of anxiety comes with these changes, for
the fate of her marriage, her status in the community, and her completion as
a woman depend on conceiving a child within the first couple of years. These
transitions clearly create and amplify individual differences: ethnographies
and autobiographies make it clear they were liberating and fulfilling to some,
imprisoning and traumatic for others—and, as Boddy makes clear, most
women experienced an ambiguous mixture of stress and fulfillment. If all goes
according to the cultural model and the girl passes the tests of virginity and
fertility, the symbols and meanings that organize her wedding and child-bear-
ing can confirm her identity as an honorable adult woman, tempering other
representations of her as a dangerous source of pollution and fitna (“chaos/
disorder”). If the transitions do not go according to plan, the potential for
social conflict and psychological distress appears to be great. The strong as-
sociation Boddy found between marital/reproductive failures and spirit pos-
session suggests that possession often represents an attempt to repair damaged
selves and fashion alternative identities.

Boys in Traditional Settings

Boys in traditional milieus may have some years of “youth” between sexual
maturity and marriage. The cultural model assigns teen-aged boys a heavy
burden of work and keeps them dependent and deferential to elders’ author-
ity. But it also expects them increasingly to take on “policing” responsibili-
ties for the in-group’s boys and women, and in many areas it encourages
raiding or feuding with out-group competitors. These provide arenas in which
they can hone, test, and perform the components of honorable manhood
described in chapter 3, and assimilate the symbolic associations of masculin-
ity: outside rather than inside, right rather than left, seed rather than soil,
bone rather than flesh, pure rather than polluted, white rather than red.32

In pastoralist societies young men herded, raided, clandestinely courted,
and celebrated all of these in poetry and song—cultivating the ‘asabiyya
(toughness/fortitude) Ibn Khaldun portrays as the heart of Bedouin charac-
ter. Meeker has shown how the poetry of the Rwala Bedouin associated man-
hood with weapons and acts of war, and with the “beastly energies” of their
mounts.33 In agricultural villages, boys worked hard under the close supervi-
sion of elder men, and their scope for acts of daring and the “challenge-and-
riposte” contests for honor varied greatly from community to community.
Where sultans and feudal-like lords dominated peasant cultivators, honor
appears to have centered on self-control and filial piety rather than individual
initiative and bravado. In the Nile village Hamid Ammar studied, paternal
and state authority were strong, fighting was rare, and the adolescent boys
struck him as “timid, apprehensive, and withdrawn.”34 By contrast, in the
agricultural Algerian Kayble region studied by Bourdieu and the Moroccan
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Rif studied by Hart, feuding was endemic, and most men had killed by the
time of their marriages.35

Ibn Khaldun regarded urban life as the soft antithesis of tough Bedouin
life, but, especially since city populations were continually replenished by
migrants from the countryside, the ethos of marital masculinity thrived in
them as well. In many cities, the youths of each “quarter” (usually centered
around a prominent patronymic association) formed groups that combined
features of benevolent associations, defenders of the neighborhood’s women,
and street gangs. They sometimes fought with youths from other quarters
and enforced conventional morality in their own quarter with rough justice,
providing adolescent boys with an arena in which to test and demonstrate
their manliness. Sawsan El Messiri describes the futuwat—which “literally
means youth, but implies gallantry and chivalry”36—of Cairo’s popular quar-
ters as an ideal type or identity combining “cleanliness, intelligence and alert-
ness” but above all “physical strength . . . accompanied by bravery.”37 Each
group was led by a sometimes-married man in his twenties, and many futuwat
were teen-aged apprentices in traditional crafts and businesses. “Supporters
come from various categories,” El Messiri writes, and “are referred to as ‘fol-
lowers’ (atba’), ‘boys’ or ‘lads’ (subyan), a clique (shilla), and ‘those who stand
for you’ (mahasib and mashadid).”38 He describes their fighting spirit:

The futuwat within and among different localities are in constant
competition to assert their supremacy, their quarrels taking on the
proportions of feuds. To end a feud between two equally renowned
futuwat is difficult because any appeal for reconciliation would be
answered by the saying, “We are gad’an (tough and brave) and men
do not give up their revenge.” In a quarrel it is expected that a futuwa
will beat and be beaten by others. But to be attacked and run away,
or not hit back, would identify a futuwa as a “woman” (mara’), which
is the most humiliating insult he could receive.39

The futuwat served as protectors of circumcision and wedding processions,
and took these celebrations of male prowess to provoke fights with youths
from other quarters.

In many areas, then, adolescent boys were expected to prove their worth
by doing much of the hard work of herding, farming, and craft production
but also to prove their manliness in combat and to take the lead in protect-
ing and policing the women, juniors, and vulnerable members of their fami-
lies and communities. They continued to be excluded from the inner circles
and prerogatives of adult men, and were kept in dependent, deferential, jun-
ior relationships to their fathers, their patrons, the council of elders, and re-
ligious authorities. Many accounts suggest that they readily chafed at this state
of affairs, and local communities are rife with tales of prodigal sons. The
cultural model’s emphasis on filial piety presumes rebellious inclinations that
must be tamed.
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Traditional communities often gave youths roles in rituals and festivals
that recognize their prowess. In the main Imeghrane village we studied, the
annual festival celebrating the Prophet’s birthday featured teen-aged boys at
three crucial points. Those who had been studying the Quran joined the cho-
rus of reciters who initiated the festival. Then after the imam cut the sacrifi-
cial ram’s throat at the mosque, four strong youths picked it up and ran it to
the irrigation canal before it died, mingling its baraka-rich blood with the
water to help ensure a plentiful supply of water the following year. Later in
the afternoon, villagers gathered at the threshing grounds, large bowls of cous-
cous containing the ram’s meat were laid out in the center, and the senior
men danced and sang around them. An old man with a stick was posted to
guard the cous-cous from older children and younger teens, who darted out
to steal handfuls. The villagers laughed and cheered as the youths nimbly
avoided the old man’s wild swipes and devoured the cous-cous—clearly dra-
matizing the village’s dependence on the vitality and daring of the maturing
generation.

Abdallah Hammoudi has studied an even more dramatic festival cele-
brated in some of Morocco’s High Atlas villages, in which the senior men
leave the village and the unmarried youth take over. In a “time of freedom”
lasting three days, they perform an obscene masquerade that includes a mock
wedding and a procession in which masked characters break into the houses
occupied now only by women.40 Hammoudi interprets this “rite of transgres-
sion” as dramatizing the generational conflict smoldering beneath the sur-
face of deference, a “revenge of the sons” enacted as a kind of caricature of
the patriarchal order—all of which is said to bring good fortune to the vil-
lage. Festivals like this may not be found in much of MENA, but other more
orthodox rites also feature youth as bearers of the community’s future. Young
men swell the ranks of the Ashura procession in Iran that commemorates
the martyrdom of two of the Prophet’s grandsons.

Masters and Disciples

As Ammar and Gilsenan note, many teen-agers and young men become de-
voted to religion. They join religious brotherhoods or pass their free time with
the local sheikh or imam in prayer, chanting, and discussions of the Quran
and hadith. This often serves “as an extended rite of passage for those in tran-
sition to full adult male status,” Gilsenen believes, as they learn more deeply
the Islamic cosmology, gain expertise at the etiquettes of piety, and begin
participating visibly in the community’s religious life.41 Hammoudi makes
even more of the relationship of master to disciple, seeing it as providing an
ideal prototype for the array of dyadic relations in which a young man finds
himself uncomfortably the “junior” partner. He points out that the etiquettes
of deference and submission required of the junior—from hand-kissing to
serving—amount to ritual emasculation and feminization. The religious
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master-disciple prototype both takes this to an extreme and idealizes sub-
mission as the path to empowerment:

Signs of femininity—in the form of submission and service—are dis-
played in the relation of domination between father and son or su-
perior and subordinate. But in no other sphere of life does this
negation of virility become more extreme than in the process of
mystical initiation, where the obligatory passage through a feminine
role on the long path to masterhood, under a guide’s authority,
reaches an unequaled level of expression and stylization.42

In the period of submission, the disciple acquires power from the master, and
in many folk histories of the miraculous enlightenment of saints and holy
men, this entails a transfer of bodily substances from the master to the dis-
ciple. Analyzing the reproductive metaphors used to describe this process,
Hammoudi writes:

The disciple is so to speak impregnated through a teaching process
that resembles procreation. The master transforms into a saint the
young man who rushes to him in a sense-awakening encounter; he
basically feminizes his disciple in order to produce charisma: it is a
metaphor of insemination, gestation, and birth.43

Hammoudi points out that “while the master dominates with all of his au-
thority and appears ruthless, he also often displays tenderness and motherly
attention toward a disciple who is being tested.”44 The disciple’s empower-
ment eventually enables him to rebel against the master and surpass him:
“Submission is replaced by authority and passivity by overflowing virility—
which according to some is a sign of divine force. This again clearly resembles
the reversal required of a son when he separates from his father or when the
father dies.”45 Hammoudi sees this prototype woven throughout the culture,
idealizing submission as the route to empowerment and dominance. “The
schemata of submission, ambivalence, rebellion, and access to masterhood,”
he writes, “are enacted on a daily basis, in the present and historically all at
once.”46 He suggests this forced deference serves as a cultural means of mo-
tivating dominance (again, a strategy not uncommon in Western societies):
juniors become “agreeable and modest in the father’s (or master’s) presence;
virile and domineering in relation to others, in particular women and boys
of the same generation.”47 And he offers the crucial insight that the master-
disciple prototype makes “emasculating” subordination honorable, by en-
dowing it with the promise of empowerment.

This process of playing the deferential junior in some circumstances and
the dominant senior in others appears to be continuous with the games of
dominance-subordination that younger boys play in many traditional mi-
lieus (see chapter 6). In adolescence the play becomes real, as does the em-
powerment, at least in youths’ growing authority over juniors and women,
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and sometimes in raids and feuds. Hammoudi believes that alternating be-
tween deference and dominance creates a “fundamental bipolarity,” leading
“every individual to endorse within himself two selves in permanent ten-
sion.”48 He underscores the pervasiveness with which “the ambivalence of the
chief-subordinate, master-disciple, and father-son relationship operates at
the very heart of social life,” and that therefore “dualism is omnipresent:
everyone is alternately a chief and a subordinate.”49

Individualism and Familial Loyalty

If the traditional cultural pattern prescribed greater continuity for boys than
girls, it appears that boys more readily experienced conflicts between loyalty to
their families and the imperative to establish themselves in their wider com-
munities. Meeker argues that Arab Bedouin societies were among those in which
segmentation, pastoralism, and raiding amplified “individualistic” ambitions
in its young men, and consequently intensified conflict between adolescent sons
and fathers.50 Charles Lindholm also underscores how surprisingly “individu-
alistic” MENA cultures are in the latitude they allow individuals to achieve their
social statuses.51 Even a youth’s disobedient or rebellious acts are sometimes
admired as signs of strength, courage, and promise.

Misfits, rebels, and prodigal sons often could choose to leave. My inter-
viewee Mohammed’s father had fled his family’s poverty to a zawiya (reli-
gious lodge/school), where he became an imam and then made his own life.
When Mohammed’s own delinquency brought him to the brink of failure,
he impulsively enlisted in the army without consulting anyone in his family.
Luqman, the imam of the Lebanese village Antoun studied also made a dra-
matic rebellion as a youth, secretly enrolling in school after his father had told
him to quit and work with his brothers on the farm. Their conflict came to a
head during a harvest season that coincided with Ramadan, when Luqman’s
insistence on fasting and praying cut into his ability to work, and his father
ordered him out of the house. His mother and a brother moved out with him,
and they scraped by for a couple of years. Then the village imam left, and a
devout village elder named Mustafa Basboos filled in:

One Friday morning, against the advice of many of his friends and
to the amazement of the assembled worshipers, he [Luqman] strode
up to the minbar from one side and Mustafa Basboos strode up from
the other and both proceeded to deliver the sermon at the same time.
With his evangelical delivery and surer sense of learning Luqman
apparently drowned out his rival and proceeded to give a sermon
on hypocrisy. After the sermon those who had opposed him recog-
nized his talent and congratulated him. . . . In August 1952 at the age
of twenty-four Luqman was hired as imam of the village. . . . A year
later Luqman married a woman from his own clan.52
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These examples show that in spite of their usually deep and sincere familial
loyalties, it is not uncommon for boys—like girls—to resist parental plans
for their lives. Many ethnographic accounts suggest that individualistic
strivings often come to the fore during adolescence, even in traditional mi-
lieus. The master-disciple schema appears to define a path to virile manhood
that moderates this tension, by representing subordination as a step toward
the acquisition of prowess and toward eventual dominance.

Adolescence in Modernizing Milieus �

The whole range of “modernizing” forces—education, urbanization, indus-
trialization, reduction in family size, and global media saturation—are greatly
extending the years between childhood and adulthood, creating a period of
adolescence that increasingly resembles that studied in Western societies.
Most important, young people whose futures no longer depend on learning
their parents’ skills, on inheriting their parents’ fields and herds, and on ac-
cessing their parents’ patron-clientage networks gain a great deal of power
to define and act in their own interests—especially when they can read and
their parents cannot. In addition, many of the traditional means of accruing
and displaying honor, and many of the rituals and symbols that traditionally
anchored identities, have faded or shifted their meanings.

Traditional patterns continue to be lived by a smaller and smaller frac-
tion of MENA youths, but a good many traditional characteristics can be
discerned beneath the surfaces of modern clothes, music, and street slang.
In the 1970s, Amad and colleagues’ survey of Egyptian students found them
to “vacillate” in acceptance and rejection of their parents’ authority, but large
majorities valued respect for elders, concurred with parental control over their
movements, and endorsed traditional Egyptian values, especially religious
ones.53 More recently, Barbara Mensch and colleagues examined the gender-
role attitudes of 660 unmarried 16- to 19-year-old Egyptians who participated
in a representative national survey, and found that “by and large, young people
appear to conform to traditional notions of what it means to be male and
female.”54 Ninety-two percent of boys and 88 percent of girls agreed with the
statement “A wife needs her husband’s permission for everything,” and 87
percent of boys and 84 percent of girls agreed that the husband alone should
be the family breadwinner. Both boys and girls mentioned being mu’addab
(polite and well-bred) as the most important characteristic they wanted in a
spouse, followed by piety, with “love” ranked fifth. Girls wanted more shared
decision-making than did boys, but at rates that made them just “less con-
servative” than the boys. Further, the expected associations between indica-
tors of “modernity” and “modern” attitudes did not appear: adolescents with
more education, urban residence, and higher socioeconomic status did not
generally have more “modern” attitudes, and on some points they voiced
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marginally more traditional views.55 The researchers express surprise at the
consistency of adolescents’ attitudes.

The survey did not gauge the extent to which adolescents’ traditional
attitudes represent cultural continuity, or the deliberate return to tradition
that many young people are choosing. Yet, as many scholars have pointed
out, the so-called return to tradition is not truly traditional but a modern
fashioning of “traditional” life-styles in a context of proliferating cultural
identities. Observers can find it dizzying to sort out what remains truly tra-
ditional, what has been recently invented as “tradition,” and what is truly
modern. It is clear that MENA youth are not simply “becoming modern” at
different rates but are embroiled in pervasive debates about what modern ways
they should adopt and what traditional ways they should conserve. I discuss
how this debate shapes the formation of identity in the next chapter, but, as
Haddiya’s studies show, even rural adolescents get fully caught up in it.56

It is crucial, however, not to see MENA adolescents simply as en route
to “becoming modern.” For many, the promise of modernity is being over-
whelmed by economic underdevelopment. Especially in nations like Egypt,
Algeria, and Morocco—which have large populations and limited resources—
a large proportion of educated urban youth are not facing the many choices
opened before them by “modernity” but are filled with anxiety about getting
any meaningful place in society. Ouzi’s survey found this over 20 years ago,
and the situation has worsened in a number of countries. In the early 1990s
Mustafa Haddiya found 88 percent of a sample of 800 Moroccan high school
students voicing generalized fears for their futures, 80 percent specifically
citing the prospect of not finding a job.57 Lack of work often means contin-
ued dependence on parents, an inability to marry, and only partial integra-
tion into the community of adults. This point deserves restating: the shift for
many MENA youth has not been from a traditional world in which they
moved directly from childhood to adult roles to a modern world in which
childhood and adulthood are separated by years of “adolescence.” Rather,
many face the ominous threat of having no adult status—of becoming
hiyateen, “those who lean on walls,” as they are called in Cairo.

Education

Education brings profound change, at least for the increasing numbers of
adolescents who stay in school. As Davis and Davis note, “the perception of
today’s parents that children need a rather long period of schooling and the
parents’ willingness to support their children’s continued study have helped
create the potential for an ‘adolescent’ period in Zawiya.”58 Schooling raises
aspirations, and nearly all of those who make it past primary school set their
sights on white-collar or professional jobs. Academic success thus becomes
the primary vehicle for achieving honor within and for one’s family. The
interdependent ties most adolescents have with their “house” appears to fuel
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an achievement motive in ways similar to those described for Asian cultures,59

facilitating the transformation of the honor-modesty code into a group-based
achievement ethic. This represents an important psychological change, as an
achievement ethic requires a different configuration of sentiments, motives,
and social personalities from that required by the traditional honor-modesty
system.

Schooling, especially in rural areas, introduces new sorts of conflicts. In
the rural Lebanese village Williams studied in the 1960s,

schooling for the boy is often a disruptive event. He is sent to school
burdened with his family’s and sometimes his own unrealistic ex-
pectations. Many an illiterate fellah father envisions unlimited pos-
sibilities for his “educated” son. The vision is often shared initially
by the boy himself. It is vague in all respects but one: whatever the
occupational aspiration, be it modest such as “clerk” or “employee”
or more ambitious such as “teacher” or “doctor,” it must not involve
manual labor. A few years later he leaves school, ill-prepared for
anything but manual labor.60

Haddiya came to nearly identical conclusions after studying rural Moroccan
students in the 1980s: they and their parents saw education as the ladder out
of poverty and backwardness, and the students embraced urban aspirations
and values. But as this became the framework for their self-evaluations, it
estranged them from their rural environment, leaving the majority who drop
out or fail especially dissatisfied.61

Davis and Davis estimated that by the mid-1970s parents in the town of
“Zawiya” were sending all of their children to school, but they found that
youths’ “raised aspirations are likely to be met only by a few, however, and
many will be disappointed by their inability to complete school or to obtain
a higher level job than their parents have.”62 They estimate that only 3 per-
cent of the children entering elementary school in the 1980s passed the bac-
calaureate exam that entitles them to study at a university. “Such low success
rates, combined with very poor job prospects even for the lucky few who
continue on to college, have produced increasing frustration and cynicism,”
they report.63

In the mid-1970s Ouzi used sentence completion tests to indirectly as-
sess the “psychological orientations” of 200 high school juniors and seniors
in a variety of Casablanca neighborhoods. His sample thus represents the
5 percent of Moroccan youth who got this far in school and were anticipat-
ing university study—that is, those who were most successfully “becoming
modern.” He found generally positive senses of self-efficacy, positive views
of teachers, strong and supportive peer relations, and broad optimism about
the future. At the same time, however, he found widespread fear, focusing
primarily on the baccalaureate exam—on which their and their families’ fu-
tures depended—and on family economic crises that could force some of
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them out of school. A majority also said they feared their fathers, who con-
tinued to exercise often harsh authority over them, as well as the police and
security forces who kept them under surveillance.

Most MENA cities are now crowded with young men who have left school
and not found steady jobs. They know they have failed to honor their fami-
lies as they once hoped, and their families often feel resentful of the sacrifices
they made for grown children who now “just sit and eat,” as my unemployed
interviewee Hussain said his father puts it to him. Youths often direct their
anger at poor teachers and facilities, at corruption and favoritism in the
schools, and at a lack of parental support.64 While these complaints may ra-
tionalize failure, they also contain a good deal of truth. Ouzi rails at the pri-
mary education system as he saw it in the 1970s, describing students as being
“locked in a prison,” forced into rote memorization of useless information,
and “subjected [an] to unbearable hell-fire” of insults and beatings that de-
moralize many and cause high dropout rates,65 which Haddiya reported in
the 1980s.66 And like their counterparts in poor American communities, many
MENA youth come from families that cannot afford supplies or help them
with their studies and that need them to work when they should be studying.
Few have rooms of their own or quiet places to study, and rural youth often
have to crowd in with relatives or share cramped rented rooms to attend high
schools in towns and cities.67

Girls face three additional difficulties. They usually have more housework
than their brothers, and so have less time to study. Men may harass them as
they walk to and from school, putting their reputations at risk. Their parents
may decide to arrange a marriage and take them out of school at any time,
especially if they fear for their reputations. A now-married woman told Davis
and Davis how these problems can come to a head: she complained to her
older brother about a student who kept harassing her on the street. Her
brother fought him and drove him off, but when she finished the school year
her parents forbade her to continue.68 Several studies have found girl students
to score higher on measures of anxiety than boys, which Abdelkhalek and Nil
attribute to parental confinement and surveillance that “shackles” adolescent
girls.69 Education also brings girls new opportunities, and many have fought
to seize them. El Saadawi describes the victory she won over her mother when
she went out without permission and had her hair cut short. Her mother beat
her, but she held her ground defiantly: “I pitied her when I saw her face sink
in defeat and weakness. I felt a strong desire to hug her, kiss her, and cry
between her arms . . . to say to her: ‘Reason does not lie in my always obey-
ing you.’ . . . I looked in the mirror and smiled over my short hair and the
flash of victory in my eyes.’”70 These battles have been common (some of my
interviewees told similar stories), and adolescents’ victories not unusual.

Most of the Moroccans I interviewed gave angry accounts of the hard-
ships and injustices they experienced as they struggled to succeed in school
and keep their dreams alive, and these usually overshadowed all other aspects
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of their adolescence. None said they had been troubled by matters of popu-
larity, athletic ability, or personal appearance, as Americans so often do when
they recall their teen-age years. The Moroccans feared being forced into early
marriages, being cheated by students with better connections, being trapped
in unemployment or “useless” farm labor, and failing to make good on their
parents’ sacrifices. As Hussein saw it, “they send you to school and put a
satchel of worries on your back.” At the same time, for many of those who
succeed, education provides upward mobility and a “modern,” if not quite
“Western-style,” adolescence.

Sexuality

MENA societies continue to be among the world’s most restrictive in oppos-
ing premarital sex. Yet, as Bouhdiba emphasizes, Islam embraces, celebrates,
and sanctifies erotic pleasure, with the Quran, hadith, and theological litera-
ture all showing a “fundamental hedonism.”71 Islam envisions a “profound
complementarity of the masculine and the feminine,” he explains, which are
united in procreative sexuality legitimated by marriage—sexuality then be-
coming “an act of piety” and “a prefiguration of heavenly delights.”72 Islam
does regard sexuality as a dangerous force that needs careful regulation, for
when it flows outside the bounds of marriage and reproduction, it “violates
the order of the world [and] is a grave ‘disorder,’ a source of evil and anar-
chy.”73 Islam therefore

remains violently hostile to all other ways of realizing sexual desire.
As a result, the divine curse embraces both the boyish woman and
the effeminate man, male and female homophilia, auto-eroticism,
zoophilia, and so on. Indeed all these “deviations” involve the same
refusal to accept the sexed body and to assume the female and male
condition. Sexual deviation is a revolt against God.74

At the same time, MENA urban cultures have long embraced a hedo-
nism that overflowed these boundaries, and developed a literary form that
celebrated forbidden pleasures: mujun, “the art of referring to the most in-
decent things, speaking about them in such a lighthearted way that one ap-
proaches them with a sort of loose humor.”75 Mujun was practiced by men
at both taverns and private parties, sometimes culminating in sex with danc-
ing girls and serving boys. Forms of mujun could be found throughout
MENA, Bouhdiba writes, and in all levels of society: “A desperate love of plea-
sure that spread beyond the courts and wealthier classes of the city, mujun
was an ars vitae, a permanent carpe diem.”76 Indulgence in illicit pleasures by
those who enforced the laws was duly noted, and Bouhdiba quotes the clas-
sical writer Yaqut’s description of the weekly orgies hosted by a government
minister, and his comment that “next day . . . they returned to their usual
puritanism.”77 Mahfouz makes this duality a central theme of his Cairo
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Trilogy, as the patriarch Ahmad enforces puritanical discipline in his home,
indulges his large appetites for wine, women, and song on his houseboat, and
prays at the mosque, all with equal intensity. And in many areas, explicitly
erotic singing and dancing—often by entertainers who also work as prosti-
tutes—remain integral to circumcisions, weddings, and some pilgrimages.

Thus if Islam forbids many forms of sexuality, the forbidden is never
far away, and adolescents in many areas traditionally had exposure to lit-
erary mujun and illicit sex. Bouhdiba’s point is that MENA cultures do not
just restrict sexuality but provoke and restrict it at the same time, creating
a situation for young people that confers an aura of great promise and
equally great anxiety. Restrictions are brought most strictly to bear on girls,
who may still have their “blood of honor” displayed on their wedding nights.
Boys, on the other hand, may be expected to “hunt” girls, and to get some
sexual experience before they marry. The promise of the Quranic vision of
sexual complementarity is thus undermined by the patriarchal social or-
der, Bouhdiba writes, which suppresses women’s sexuality and develops
men’s in misogynistic forms:

Puberty is the moment when sexuality comes to the forefront, when
one takes one’s leave of the female world, where having become a
man, one is expected to behave as a man. . . . The gap between the
sexes in Arabo-Muslim society is now consummated. . . . Woman
herself, like her world, is derealized. At puberty the child becomes
aware of this too. From that moment on, he is trained to direct all
his energies towards the cult of a life shared with other males and
towards the systematic depreciation of femininity.78

Returning to a Moroccan community in which they had worked for many
years, Davis and Davis were able to investigate teen-age sexuality in some
depth. They report that masturbation is disapproved of because “there is a
general sense among Muslims that sexual experience without a partner is
shameful.”79 There appears to be no widespread belief that “semen loss” is
debilitating and leads to illnesses, as is found throughout India and South-
east Asia, but Ben Jelloun reports that many men associate masturbation with
impotence.80 Like menstruation, ejaculation causes major pollution that must
be purified with a more extensive washing ritual than that performed prior
to daily prayer, and, as Wikan suggests, men may prefer to avoid this (espe-
cially when they must take the time and expense to go to a public bath).
Nocturnal emissions are widely attributed to the mischief of the devil, and
many men may perceive masturbation as succumbing to Satan’s temptations.
Davis and Davis found that adolescents discussed it “only very covertly and
with great shame,” and they believe it is not widely practiced.81 Fewer than
5 percent of the adolescent boys interviewed by Pascon and Bentahar in the
1960s volunteered that they masturbate.82
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Homosexual play appears to be somewhat more common, at least among
boys, and tends not to be strongly condemned as long as it does not continue
into adulthood. Davis and Davis write:

Homoeroticism is tolerated and fairly common in late childhood and
early adolescence. . . . The homoerotic contact that seems to occur
fairly commonly among teenage males is usually casual, sporadic,
and of short duration. Local adults tend to regard such activity as
childish play, and the boys involved do not consider themselves
homosexual.83

Pascon and Bentahar report that about 20 percent of the Moroccan boys they
interviewed in the 1970s volunteered they had had sex with other boys,84 and
Davis and Davis estimate that “more than half of local boys have had at least
some experience of group masturbation or exhibition.85 Not even rough esti-
mates are available for girls, and no girls told Davis and Davis they had had sex
with other girls, even though many spoke candidly about heterosexual play.

Attitudes toward homosexuality are complex and varied. Like much of
the European Mediterranean, MENA cultures traditionally strongly con-
demned men who did not marry and beget children but also contained tra-
ditions that celebrated romantic and sexual love of boys by men. They also
tended to sharply distinguish between the “passive” role in male-male sex,
which is abominable because “feminine” and subordinate, and the “active”
role, which was more acceptable because dominant and “masculine.”86 In
Oman (and perhaps other areas), there is a recognized semipublic role, called
xanith, for transsexual or transvestite men who dress in women’s clothing
and effect feminine postures and gaits, socialize with women, and serve as
“passive” partners or prostitutes for other men. Wikan describes the xanith
as a “third gender” and reports that there were about 60 men in the small
town she studied (2 percent or more of adult men) who had been xaniths at
some point during their lives. Some enacted it until they married, and if they
successfully had intercourse on their wedding night, became full-fledged men,
avoiding the women whose companions they been as xaniths. Some moved
in and out of the role, and some began to play it after they married and fa-
thered children—including a son of a prominent political leader. Villagers
gave a “deceptively simple” explanation for how some boys come to be zaniths:

Men say that when young boys at puberty start being curious and
exploring sexual matters, they may “come to do that thing” together,
and then the boy “who lies underneath” may discover that he likes
it. If so, he “comes to want it,” and as the Soharis say, “An egg that
is once broken can never be put back together.”87

Many observers report that boys are more or less expected to get some
sexual experience, and many do with prostitutes. “Though anti-Islamic par



276 Periods of Psychological Development

excellence,” Bouhdiba writes, “prostitution was nevertheless profoundly
rooted in Arabo-Muslim mores.”88 In MENA towns, “the red-light district
is part of the familiar landscape.” Often situated between old and new neigh-
borhoods, such districts become shortcuts for shoppers and school children,
so “one sees there every day children between twelve and eighteen, often
clutching their school satchels.”89 Viewed as an “outlaw” and often depre-
cated by the men who visit her, the prostitute nonetheless is “more or less
institutionalized, very often legitimated, sometimes legalized,” serving as a
“safety valve” for desire that flows outside the bounds of marriage. Most
important, “Prostitution is a de facto institution by which boys are initiated
into sexual life. Indeed, the clientele is largely made up of adolescents. . . .
The sexual life of the young Arabo-Muslim is very often, if not almost en-
tirely, taken over by organized prostitution, whether public or not.”90

More than a third of the village youth interviewed by Pascon and
Bentahar said they had visited prostitutes.91 Only about 5 percent had had
sex with women other than prostitutes. As Davis and Davis report, a boy’s
first encounter might come at a family or community celebration (a naming
ceremony, circumcision, wedding, etc.) for which musicians and dancers—
sometimes also prostitutes—are hired to entertain and typically dance with
explicitly sexual movements and lyrics. They describe a naming ceremony
they attended:

The most obviously enthusiastic spectators throughout the evening
were late adolescent males, who often clapped in time to the drum
and chanted familiar refrains. . . . Three times the dancers worked
the crowd for money, with the older dancer approaching one per-
son after another and dancing directly in front of him. This places
her midriff directly in front of the seated male’s face, and given the
nature of her movements has the unmistakable implication that she’s
taunting him with her sex. . . . We learned the next morning that
most of our neighbors had stayed until dawn and that the party
warmed up in the wee hours, with one of the male musicians don-
ning a female dancer’s robe. . . . At celebrations where dancers are
present, it is common for arrangements to be made for all interested
males to pay for brief access to them in a nearby room at the con-
clusion of the party.92

Even small towns and rural villages often have women, usually poor and
divorced or widowed, who have sex for money. Wikan describes a married
woman in Oman who worked as a prostitute, keeping her husband in the dark
about it. Her neighbors condemned her behavior but accepted her: “She is
always friendly and hospitable, does not gossip, is kind and helpful,” explained
one woman: “only in this one respect is she not good.”93 My interviewee
Hussein described his awkward first visit to a prostitute. He was 16, and a
cousin near his age convinced him to go:
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He and I agreed to have the experience from her. I led the way, and
I was frightened. I talked to her, I told her there were two of us, and
she said, come in, come in. I was frightened someone might see me,
someone who knew me . . . and that some trouble would start and
people would gather and see me, or the police would come knock
and take me away.

He felt guilty afterward, and recalls apologizing to her: “I felt like she didn’t
want me, and I said, ‘You did that just to satisfy me . . . I’m sorry, I’ve wronged
you. I’m sorry, I’m very sorry.’” Now in his twenties, still single and living at
home, he visits a prostitute every three or four months—with less fear and
guilt but also with little joy.94

Romance

Most observers report that both boys and girls are expected to have crushes.
Williams writes that the Lebanese villagers she studied recognize a period of
za’lan, being “love-sick” or “love-crazed”:

The symptoms are clear and unmistakable: elaborate attention to
appearance and clothes, disinterest in work and school; giggly,
whispered conversations among small clusters of girls; speculative,
laughing gossip in large gatherings of teen-agers; among the boys,
less talk perhaps, but much hanging about the water tower and the
village common where, late in the afternoon, the girls come and go.
Any oddity of behavior at that age is, indulgently and not without
humor, ascribed to being za’lan or za’lani.95

Outside of the more conservative MENA countries, teen-agers attend-
ing school explore the uncertain terrain of romantic relationships with their
classmates—more actively in cities than in towns, and in towns than in vil-
lages. The small-town teen-agers Davis and Davis studied could avoid watch-
ful eyes much more easily than could their parents, and engaged in more
clandestine flirting, if not public dating. In many areas, high school students
develop romances by exchanging love letters and sometimes meeting briefly
on the way home from school or in shopping districts. Some of these ro-
mances lead to marriages, as more and more parents allow their children
initiative in finding spouses. A few lead to ruined reputations, pregnancies,
and violence. As Davis and Davis note, most are carried on in an atmosphere
of anxiety and suspicion:

Girls fear that boys are apt to entice them into sexual activity and
then leave them. . . . Most girls over sixteen can give specific ex-
amples of this occurring locally. Girls also fear physical punishment
or possibly rape as a consequence of their heterosexual activity, if
discovered. Several older adolescents said that a couple found in an
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isolated setting by a group of young men might be physically or sexu-
ally abused.96

Ouzi reports that over 70 percent of the high school students he stud-
ied showed “orientations to the other sex” that were negative and troubled.97

While they overwhelmingly endorsed “the family” as the basic unit of soci-
ety, a majority also viewed married life as limiting and full of discord. Im-
ages of women were highly stereotypic, centering on a lack of self-control
and untrustworthiness, and a good number of the sentence completion and
TAT responses he elicited echoed the traditional view that “any meeting of
a man and a woman is accompanied by a third, the Devil.” Economic de-
velopment and the “opening to the West” do not seem to have changed
traditional views, Ouzi writes, so that romance remains a matter of anxiety
and confusion, and boys and girls “view each other with feelings of fear,
ignorance, and embarrassment.”98

According to Davis and Davis, boys are expected to aggressively “hunt”
girls but at the same time to regard those who respond to them as dishonor-
able and not worthy of marriage. This situation resembles the American
“double standard,” they note, “in which the girl suspected of sexual activity
was stigmatized while the boy was excused or envied.”99 As in much of MENA
(as traditionally in the European Mediterranean), girls who leave their houses
are subject to frequent flirtation or harassment:

The physically mature and attractive girls of Zawiya are approached
regularly in a sexually suggestive manner by males of adolescent age
and beyond. To be known to have walked in the fields beyond view
of houses, or to have been seen in conversation with a boy in Kabar,
or to have visited his house when his parents were not there is taken
as evidence of loss of sexual purity.100

A 16-year-old Iranian girl told Friedl: “We girls have to be very careful on the
way to school. . . . The school principal tells us to keep the veil and the
headscarf tightly wrapped. . . . for our own protection. And who wants to cope
with a dirty-eyed suitor when you are in tenth grade?”101 My interviewee
Khadija, who dresses in Western styles, grew outraged as she described the
daily harassment she experiences:

It’s the most repugnant thing I have to deal with. . . . When I go by
a cafe and it’s full of the servants of God, I need cotton balls for my
ears! Everyone has something to say, and they’ll even trip my feet.
You have to change your route, because you’re going to hear some
ugly words: bint zenqa [streetwalker], or something like that cuts/
wounds you, which touches your feelings. So, do you go fight with
him? Do you go insult him? What are you going to do with him? You
have nothing you can do with him.
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My interviews generally support Ouzi’s and the Davises’ observations that
many adolescents explore romantic relationships, but these tend to be fraught
with suspicion and anxiety.

The lengthening of adolescence and the mixing of boy and girl students,
combined with the dissemination of Western models of romance in movies,
TV, popular music, and magazines, has significantly changed the context
within which adolescents must deal with sexuality and romance. The tradi-
tional means of controlling these—segregation of the sexes, nearly constant
surveillance by seniors, and early marriage—have greatly weakened in most
milieus. Media images appear to be especially powerful because many of them
resonate with the poetic celebrations of romantic love and hedonism that have
been woven into the heritage for centuries. Adolescents thus face the chal-
lenge of managing sexuality and romantic attachments in the face of greatly
intensified temptation, at a time when ethnographies and opinion surveys
show that the overwhelming majority want to become modern and stay loyal
to familial and religious principles. Many researchers conclude this produces
widespread distress—evident not so much in open conflicts with parents as
in the fear and anxiety surrounding relationships between boys and girls.102

Rai Music and North African Youth Culture

Marc Schade-Poulsen’s study of rai music in Algeria provides a psychologi-
cally insightful account of the youth culture that flourished there alongside
the rise of Islamism in the 1980s and 1990s. Rai developed in the late 1970s in
the “cabarets” of Oran, where young musicians used accordions, electrified
instruments, and eventually drum machines and synthesizers to modernize
traditional musical styles.103 On top of dance rhythms, a rai singer voices a
simple but moving “key phrase,” referred to as the song’s nakwa, or “iden-
tity card,” by the musicians. Other lines—known as zirri’as, or “grains to be
dispersed”—fill in a story-like context or evoke vaguely related memories or
sentiments.104 The lyrics express emotions ranging from love and lost love
to lust, anger, and even piety:

 “I didn’t think we’d break apart.”
“In spite of all, I still want you.”
“I love kisses in the neck that go down to the breasts.”
“The hand drum, and hashish, and we’ll have a good time.”
“There is no God but God, and there is destiny.”105

In the 1980s rai became the most popular music in Algeria, and spread
throughout North Africa and the Arab-speaking world. A variant of rai de-
signed by Western producers to suit European dance styles became a popu-
lar genre of “world music.” Schade-Poulsen reports that rai had a distinctly
generational character from the start and was created largely by and for the
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first postindependence generation: the singers used the titles chab or chaba—
“youth” (male or female)—in contrast to the titles of sheikh or sheikha used
for popular singers, which conveys a sense of being an older master. In the
“cabarets,” men and women in stylish European clothes drank and danced
together. A witty master of ceremonies presided over the performance, and
patrons gave him money to dedicate requests to friends. Requests sometimes
came so quickly that most rai songs were never finished but were broken off
so a new one could begin.

Some of the women were prostitutes (qahbas) but many were “free
women” (maryulas) who might be a man’s mistress or lover. A man who
frequented le milieu (“the scene”) explained: “When you see a beautiful
woman and you know she can be laid, she is maryula. But a qahba is one who
walks, who makes her living like that.” An M.C. added that the free woman
“smokes, drinks, dances, gads about but for pleasure not money. She is
zahwaniya”(an expression having the sense of being merry, joyous, fond of
good living, a lighthearted person).106 Two popular rai singers formed their
stage names from this term: Cheb Zahouani (a man) and Chaba Zahouania
(a woman). The cabaret scene resembled the kind of entertainment that long
had been available to men at brothels, and the M.C.-dedication format had
long been practiced at traditional weddings. But the clubs provided an at-
mosphere more like that of Western discos: “Here, men took ‘free women’
out, talked with them, had fun with them. Here, couples publicly fondled each
other, kissing and displaying public behavior that was very rarely witnessed
outside such places.”107 And the musicians sang mainly of love and lust: “For
those who knew rai well, images of the beach, the forest, the loose belt, and
the railway were concrete images of immodest relations with women or of
immodest behavior associated with consuming alcohol.”108 As the genre grew,
performers and fans began to distinguish between “dirty” and “clean” rai:
the latter speaking to the unfulfilled, unrequited, and blocked loves that teens
and young adults repeatedly suffered.109 And rai quickly moved beyond the
cabarets. The spread of cassette recorders in the 1980s took rai into young
people’s homes, where teens could listen when out of earshot of their par-
ents. Some hosted dancing parties in the late afternoon, at which girls would
arrive in conservative dress, change and put on makeup for the party, and
then change back before going home for dinner. Cassettes also filled the streets
with rai as the soundtrack of urban life.

Western media portrayed rai fans as rebels and revolutionaries. A French
magazine article was titled “Rai—Algeria Wants to Make Love, the Arab Blues
Against Fundamentalism.”110 But Schade-Poulson found musicians and fans
had surprisingly conventional values:

A man should be strong, in good shape physically, and open and gen-
erous toward others rather than keeping to himself or excluding
others from his life. Mention of the expression mrubla [disorderlies]
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made people laugh with pleasure, for it implied gangs of youths, stay-
ing awake at night, chasing women, fighting other groups, and drink-
ing out of the same small glass in good company. . . . [And] having
a relationship with a “free girl” required a man to be able to defend
his position with money and his prowess in the physical fights that
broke out in the cabarets.111

They contrasted themselves to sons of the elites, whom they termed tshi-tshis:

This expression was synonymous with rich, spoiled youngsters who
were snobbish, drove their fathers’ cars, went abroad on holidays,
and imitated Western lifestyles. According to the stereotype, they
avoided military service, were physically weak, and obtained women
only because of the money and cars they possessed. Once they got
hold of a woman, they let her go around as she pleased. All in all,
they had become effeminate through their imitation of the West and
their possession of Western consumer goods.112

These values fall quite in line with the honor-modesty ethic and resemble the
futuwwa figure that El Messiri says manifests the values of the Cairo “son of
the homeland.” The fans opposed neither traditional family values nor reli-
gion, Schade-Poulson reports, but followed the cultural model in separating
their pursuits of pleasure in spaces away from their families and during the
period of youth.

He also notes that while the Western media portrayed rai as articulating
demands for freedom, the songs about love mainly voice regret over the dam-
age that illicit liaisons wreak on “the peacefulness of the home” and especially
on a man’s relationship with his mother.113 Many portray women as treach-
erous in quite traditional terms—as unloyal, caring only for money and
material goods, and prone to use sorcery to manipulate men. In rai lyrics and
his interviews, Schade-Poulsen found these stereotypes combined with both
a “nostalgia” for virtuous women of the past and an idealization of European
women and their freedoms. Some songs directly praise European women,
even using “brunette” and “blond” to make the contrast.114 The rai musicians
and their fans thus operated with three images of women:

The first image was the maryula—the “masculine” woman, close
to men, a woman of pleasure and lust who might lead a man into
contact with unregulated and impure parts of himself and of soci-
ety. The second was the woman with hijab [veil], who would not
be interested in the world outside the home, who would obey her
family and husband, and who would not seek the freedom of the
world of consumption. The third was the European or Western
woman, the only one capable of loving, that is, a woman being “like
a man” ought to be: intelligent, trustworthy, and not interested in
material affairs.115
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This mixture testifies to two important aspects of adolescence. First, as
the Davises and Schade-Poulsen emphasize, most young men and women
now want to develop romantic relationships and choose their own spouses
but face daunting difficulties, especially in the atmosphere of fear and mis-
trust. Second, the racial legacy of colonial domination—the allure of blond,
white European women—has been reinforced by media and marketing im-
ages, and continues to affect at least some men’s romantic dreams (several of
the men I interviewed frankly said they yearned for European women). Rai
music speaks to these matters, voicing the ambivalent reactions of young men
(and occasionally women) to the neither-traditional-nor-modern world in
which they come of age. While the music urges “Dance! Drink! Love!” the lyr-
ics often lament the costs of delinquent pleasures. “Rai revealed how major
contradictions existed between young people’s aspirations to enjoy leisure and
to establish themselves as individuals within a couple,” Schade-Poulsen writes,
“while at the same time having to manage codes of respect.”116

Rai and Islamism

Islamists murdered several popular chebs in the 1990s, and forced most of the
“cabarets” to close. But Schade-Poulsen sees less distance between them than
did European journalists. “During my fieldwork,” he writes, “no one con-
tested the basic values structuring the moral organization of Algerian soci-
ety.” Rai gave voice to “transgressive” sentiments but phrased these in an
indirect style that “implied that even here a certain moral code was being
upheld.” Born of the postindependence generation’s new freedoms, rai sang
simultaneously of their appeal and dangers. In this it converged with the Is-
lamists’ critique of social decay and “deregulated” gender relations. As anti-
thetical as are rai and Islamist ways of life, a short step of repentance brings
a hedonist back onto the straight path. This pattern characterized the life-
histories of some of Schade-Poulsen’s informants—and several of the young
men I interviewed. And as he notes, this follows a quite traditional model of
male development:

the consumption of alcohol was an initiation rite for youngsters, to-
gether with smoking and going to the brothel. To drink was a sign
of virility and a proof of reaching adulthood. Drinking, however, was
not done in the family, for this would be to mix the profane (the
street) with the sacred (the home). Only after this youthful stage
would drinkers become practicing believers, most often after mar-
rying. . . . Youth was made for the pleasurable, old age for serious
things.117

Other teens choose to stay firmly “on the straight path,” and for them
rai music confirmed the dangers of illicit sexuality and Western morals. Ali
Lila describes how Egyptian youth have come to feel that the West-centered



Adolescence 283

promises of both socialism (Nasser) and capitalism (Sadat) have failed, and
turned to religion in order to “modernize within tradition.”118 While only a
minority of adolescents became Islamist activists, the 1980s and 1990s saw a
great increase in the number who followed Islamist teachings and sought to
reregulate contact between men and women. They oppose popular music and
dancing, adopt religious rather than Western clothing, and avoid physical and
eye contact between men and women. In many high schools and universities
from Morocco to Turkey, a majority of girls now cover themselves in
headscarves and sometimes full veils, and a large but difficult-to-estimate
percentage of boys are choosing to live by religious precepts.

Islamist teachings provide many adolescents with a powerful analysis of
their economic and sexual anxieties and bring an inner awakening and a sense
of self-control and virtue. As Richard Mitchell emphasizes in his history of
Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood, Islamism not only opposes despots and defends
traditions but preaches a deeply personal form of renewal:

The essential step in the renaissance, and more important than “prac-
tical reform,” is a vast “spiritual awakening” among individuals. . . .
The reason for “the weakness of nations and humiliations of peoples”
is that hearts and souls become weak and emptied of “noble virtues
and the qualities of true manhood.” The nation that is overwhelmed
by “material things” and “earthliness,” and that has forgotten “hard-
ship and struggle on behalf of truth,” has lost its self-respect and
hope.119

For many young men and women, “regaining spiritual balance” means gain-
ing mastery (‘aqel) over desires (nafs) in the face of temptations perceived to
issue from the West. According to many Islamists, the struggle against inner
desire constitutes the “greater jihad” (the j*h*d root meaning “great effort”),
and the “lesser jihad” consists of struggle against tyrants and foreign attacks.
This inner dimension, so often not seen by Western observers, is a psycho-
logically crucial feature of Islamism, as it provides a coherent system of be-
liefs and practices for managing the emotions that beckon youths to betray
their heritage, their families, and their goals.

Debate: Storm and Stress versus Smooth
Transition to Adulthood �

As in most complex societies based on peasant agriculture, MENA adoles-
cents traditionally were given little latitude for romantic or sexual liaisons,
or for pursuing personal ambitions rather than the roles assigned by family
patriarchs. But observers repeatedly report that adolescents did not adapt
readily to paternal authority, and several ethnographers suggest that MENA
and Mediterranean social structures may provoke greater adolescent strife
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than in Hindu Indian or in some African cultures. Studies of MENA adoles-
cents yield two contrasting portraits: one depicting them as making relatively
smooth transitions into adulthood, guided through conflicting values and
anxieties by their strong familial attachments; the other depicting them as in
grave crisis, with clashing values and uncertain futures causing serious per-
sonal disturbances. We can render this conflict of interpretations a little less
extreme by noting that ethnographies of villages and small towns appear to
be more likely to report smooth transitions, while studies of urban-based
youth cultures appear to be more likely to show strife and turmoil. In addi-
tion, Western researchers, perhaps mindful of the high levels of delinquency
and distress in their own countries, appear to see more continuity, while Arab
researchers, who have lived amid the dramatic changes underway in their
societies, more readily perceive crisis. There probably is truth to both por-
traits. Ouzi, for example, concludes that the urban high school students he
studied were troubled in several spheres of their lives but generally showed
strong self-esteem and social integration—though he suggests that their peers
who had left school would show more troubled profiles.120 Still, the diver-
gence of views remains.

Ahirshaw criticizes psychological studies for attributing the “crisis of
youth” to individual problems (divorce, harsh parenting styles, sexual con-
flicts, school failure, etc.) and argues that these should be seen in the context
of the larger social and cultural conditions that intensify them. In particular,
he points to the role of population growth and economic underdevelopment
in darkening youths’ futures and intensifying their fears; to the gap between
generations in control of economic and political institutions; and to the still-
traditional nature of most families, which provide positive networks of sup-
port but also inculcate “mythical” orientations to self and others, and lose
the ability to teach the skills and attitudes required by larger society. Con-
flicts are further intensified, he believes, by the pervasive cultural dualities
within which Arab youth are forming personal values and identities, specifi-
cally the contrast of tradition and modernity, associated, respectively, with
Arab and colonial societies and embodied in the dual use of Arabic and En-
glish or French in schools, in workplaces, and on the streets.121 Nearly all
of the Arab researchers who write of crisis (and this includes Lila on Egyp-
tian youth,122 Shebshun on Tunisian youth,123 and Ahirshaw,124 Ouzi,125 and
Rabia’126 on Moroccan youth) focus on this conflict of traditional and West-
ern values, on the conflict of familial values with those learned in school
and peer groups, on the anxiety surrounding romantic relationships, and
on despair at getting jobs and places in the world as adults.

Ammar, Williams, the Davises, Joseph, and Kagitcibasi are probably
correct to emphasize the resilience of MENA family networks and their abil-
ity to protect youths from “modernizing” changes that have wrought disor-
ganization in other culture areas. I believe many youths successfully transform
the values of honor-modesty into a family-driven, “Muslim ethic” achieve-
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ment orientation that effectively surmounts many of the conflicts they face
and enables them to “modernize within tradition.”127 But an achievement
ethic requires opportunity in order to be sustained, and economic underde-
velopment combined with politicized cultural dualities may amplify tensions
to individual and collective flash points—and religion then readily provides
a critique of corrupt secular powers (see chapter 3). Bennani-Chraibi’s ob-
servation—that in politically “cool” times adolescents appear beset by rela-
tively minor conflicts but that during politically “hot” times they appear torn
by inner and interpersonal strife—helps reconcile the “smooth transition”
and “crisis” views.128 The demographer Ali Kouaouci suggests that the chaos
that followed the outbreak of the Algerian civil war of the 1990s—which
claimed an estimated 100,000 lives—was fueled in large measure by the rage
of a swelling population of educated youth, stuck at home with little hope of
jobs or marriages.129 Erik Erikson, having witnessed Europe’s counter-cul-
tural youth movement in the 1920s, the rise of Nazism in the 1930s, the com-
placency of the 1950s, and the student movements of the 1960s, continually
reminded psychologists that history can turn apparent stability into strife and
creative conflicts into destructive ones with astonishing speed.

Sources �

Many studies describe the social conditions of youth, and the dilemmas faced
by the first postindependence generations, but there are relatively few psy-
chological studies.130 Neither Sharabi131 nor Barakat132 nor Bouhdiba133 write
explicitly about “youth,” nor do Mernissi134 or Ahmed135 in their books on
women. Elizabeth Fernea’s recent collection Children in the Muslim Middle
East contains three brief chapters on adolescents, but none deal with psycho-
logical development.136 Hamid Ammar’s Growing Up in an Egyptian Village
includes a brief but useful chapter on “Adolescence, Sex, and Marriage,” and
Friedl’s Children of Deh Koh ends with a series of informative anecdotes about
teen-aged boys and girls. Meeker’s Pastoral Son and the Spirit of Patriarchy
suggests a series of broad links between pastoralism, father-son conflict, and
religious belief among the cultures of East Africa and MENA. A handful of
field studies give more extended treatment of teen-age boys and their attain-
ment of manhood. Gilsenan’s Lords of the Lebanese Marches contains obser-
vations about young unmarried men in a near-feudal village setting. Sawsan
El Messiri’s Ibn Al-Balad includes an important analysis of the youth of tra-
ditional Cairo neighborhoods—especially of the futuwa, or “tough guys,” who
help protect and maintain order in them. Abdullah Hammoudi’s book The
Victim and Its Masks shows the father-son tensions played out in a “trans-
gressive” festival in rural Morocco, and his Master and Disciple develops a
provocative analysis of the master-disciple relationship as a script for con-
structing adult masculinity.
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Several ethnographies of women include descriptions of girls’ teen-age
years. Unni Wikan’s Behind the Veil in Arabia provides a psychologically in-
sightful account of girls’ transitions into adulthood in a traditional Omani
village, and Carol Delaney’s The Seed and the Soil describes puberty, seclu-
sion, and marriage practices in a rural Turkish village. Janice Boddy’s Wombs
and Alien Spirits gives a detailed account of girls’ circumcision, marriage, and
childbirth in a Sudanese village, and of the fertility-related symbols and mean-
ings that appear to define their identities. Lila Abu-Lughod’s Veiled Sentiments
deals mainly with the adult women of an Egyptian Bedouin group, but her
analyses of honor-modesty and gender symbolism pertain equally to adoles-
cents. The sociologist Soumaya Naamane-Guessous’s study of female sexu-
ality in Casablanca included interviews with 65 adolescent girls, and forms
the basis of her 1988 Au-dela de Toute Pudeur, which describes the cultural
practices and meanings associated with puberty, seclusion, and marriage. The
psychiatrist Ghita El Khayat-Bennai’s book Le Monde Arabe au Feminin and
the anthropologist Camille Lacoste-Dujardin’s book Des Meres Contre Les
Femmes provides psychodynamic analyses of women’s development within
patriarchal families. There are two American ethnographies: Judith Williams’s
1968 Youth of Haouch el Harimi, A Lebanese Village and Susan Davis’s and
Douglas Davis’s 1989 Adolescence in a Moroccan Town. The Davises, who
carried out observations and interviews in the medium-size town they call
“Zawiya,” provide the most extensive account of adolescence currently avail-
able. In addition, Alice Schlegel and Herbert Barry’s Adolescence: An Anthro-
pological Inquiry surveys data from 175 societies and helps put traditional
MENA patterns in a global context.

Some Arab researchers find youth managing the transition to adulthood
with relatively little distress. Hamid Ammar saw adolescents in the Nile vil-
lage he studied in the 1950s as making relatively smooth transitions into
marriage and adulthood. “Unlike many Western societies,” he writes, “youth
in Silwa do not express in their attitudes that sense of being torn between
youthful autonomy and parental insistence on dependence.”137 Mensch and
colleagues’ recent survey of gender attitudes among Egyptian adolescents
similarly found more evidence of consistency than change.138 Other studies,
however, by both Western and Arab researchers, portray youth as caught up
in conflict and crisis. Paul Pascon and Mekki Bentahar conducted an atti-
tude survey of rural Moroccan youth in the 1960s and saw them caught in a
“crisis” brought on by social change: education had modernized their aspi-
rations, but economic underdevelopment greatly limited their opportunities
and left them subject to traditional patriarchal authority.139 A decade later,
Ahmad Ouzi used sentence completion and TAT tests to study Moroccan high
school students, and his Saykulujiyyat al-murahiq (Psychology of Adoles-
cence) describes them as possessing positive senses of self and peer relations
but as experiencing high levels of distress in other areas. El Mostafa Haddiya’s
interview studies of Moroccan adolescents focused on conflicts between



Adolescence 287

school and family values and on youths’ struggle for positive identities in the
face of uncertain futures.140 Marc Schade-Poulsen’s study of Algeria’s rai
music subculture portrays its youths as ambivalently struggling with moder-
nity and tradition.141 Ali Lila’s Al-shabab al-‘arabi (Arab Youth: Reflections
on the Phenomenon of Religious Renewal and Violence) describes Egyptian
youths’ rejection of the West, “return to religion” and pursuit of “modern-
ization within tradition.”142 Mounia Bennani-Chraibi’s study of urban Mo-
roccan youth, Soumis et Rebelles also depicts turmoil, especially evident in
ambivalent identities that alternately idolize and demonize the West.143

Ahirshaw’s 1994 Al-montor sikologiyya li-azmat al-shabab fi al-watan al-‘arabi
(Psychological Theories of the Crisis of Arab Youth) reviews three decades
of Arab studies and finds most researchers concluding there is a widespread
“crisis of youth.”
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Early Adulthood and Identity

c h a p t e r 8

288

Ethnographies of traditional MENA milieus suggest that a relatively clear-cut
framework for identity was provided by two key contrasts—of gender (male
versus female) and religion (Muslim versus non-Muslim)—that were woven
through language, the etiquettes of daily life, ritual celebrations, and the
cosmology of invisible beings. Age also appears to have provided salient
contrasts, and in many areas, so did the contrasts between nomadic, village,
and urban styles of life described by Ibn Khaldun. But if these core contrasts
assigned what G. H. Mead termed a “Me” self in late childhood and early
adolescence, identities based on them remained to be achieved. By late
adolescence and early adulthood, the “I” increasingly responded, both by
investing selected features of these contrasts with individuating personal
meanings, and by improvising upon them in innovative ways. Distinctive acts
of honor, modesty, and fertility (or of dishonor, immodesty, and troubled
fertility), as well as poetic self-presentations and personalized forms of piety,
confirm and individualize identities in early adulthood—and continue to do
so throughout adulthood. Even in the most traditional communities, multiple
cultural discourses (of honor-and-modesty, of piety, of sentimental poetry)
appear to have facilitated the fashioning of multiple identities.

In modernizing and underdeveloping milieus, many of the traditional
symbols organizing space, dress, and interaction have been lost, replaced by
markers of achievement and social class. Colonization and postindependence
Westernization have introduced a new duality that appears to have become
the central axis of identity: tradition, which can appear either “backward” or
“authentic,” versus Western-style modernity, which can appear either as
“progress” or “degeneration.” Many studies show that people tend to develop
dual identities, based on discourses of authentic tradition and of progressive
modernity, and that the contradictions between these are readily experienced
as troubling and sometimes “schizophrenic.” Several researchers argue that
the chaotic clash of competing values undermines identity formation and
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causes chronic psychological distress for many. A few suggest that the cultural
dualities are not be inherently injurious, and in conditions of economic and
societal development can become sources of creativity and renewal. The
chapter concludes by focusing on these differing views.

My own study of identity development suggests that young adults in
MENA societies may not have more difficulty forming identities that synthe-
size or balance these dualities than do Americans in reconciling the dualities
in which they live. In MENA societies, however, economic and political
underdevelopment renders many unable to anchor their identities in life
structures that affirm and sustain them. The chronic struggle for identity that
ensues—and may continue through the twenties and thirties—differs from
the acute “crisis” often associated with first formulating one, in ways that
Western theories do not understand well. Several studies suggest that young
adults often combine the emerging family-based achievement orientation with
religious piety to form a synthesis that resembles Weber’s description of the
“Protestant ethic.” This orientation to “modernize within tradition” may
partly underlie youths’ return to religion in many MENA societies.

Introduction �

There is a large literature on identity in MENA societies (see the discussion
of sources at the end of this chapter). Once again, little of it is by psycholo-
gists, but political scientists and anthropologists have provided rich obser-
vations about the psychological aspects of identity development. These
writings suggest that the internalization of cultural constructions of social
personae in accordance with the imperatives of honor-modesty and Islam
does not assign identities, but challenges individuals to fashion them in terms
set by these two value systems. The development of the third level of person-
ality organization—for which I use Erikson’s term identity—begins with the
individual taking up the challenge to prove that he or she can live up to the
culturally assigned ideals, or to revise or reject those ideals.

Writings on identity in MENA tend to emphasize its multiplicity—both
of the identities available in the culture1 and of the self-representations fash-
ioned by single individuals. In addition, most observers emphasize the ex-
tent to which identity has become a contentious, politicized matter,
animating cultural strife on the one hand and personal ambivalence on the
other. Throughout this century, colonization, independence movements,
and Western cultural domination have transformed both the social and the
psychological character of identity. In a series of provocative works written
during Algeria’s war of liberation, the psychiatrist Franz Fanon explored the
sense of inferiority inflicted on indigenous peoples by European coloniza-
tion.2 Fanon believed that the colonized strive to repair their dignity either
by abandoning their “backward” traditions and showing they can become as
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“civilized” as the colonizers, or by revitalizing and defending their own “au-
thentic” traditions against the colonizers’ alien culture.3 These two responses
have defined the cultural dialogue about identity in MENA societies, and in
the postindependence decades they have been set into play against each other.
In the mid-1990s Akbar Ahmed wrote:

A few decades ago, Nasser talked of three concentric circles that
provide the Egyptian identity: Arabian, African, and Islamic. Today
the West has penetrated and scrambled the circles. Egyptians may
say they hate the West because of its imperialism, in particular Brit-
ain and France, but they are also fascinated by it. Education at the
American University in Cairo is seen as a right step in the marriage
market. Young men wear jeans and American consumerism is the
rage among the middle class. Nasser’s circles today would be replaced
by two opposed positions: Islam and the West.4

My own “study of lives” research on identity in Morocco further demonstrates
the multiplicity of self-representations and the importance of “traditional”/
Muslim versus “modern”/Western dualities.5 This research also suggests that
many individuals experience important disjunctions between more truly tra-
ditional features of their personalities and the modernist identities they seek
to fashion.

Studies of identity thus make it clear that young adults in MENA soci-
eties do not simply assimilate culturally constituted selves but actively se-
lect elements from their hybrid cultural heritage and combine them in
innovative ways. Many individuals adopt both modernist and traditional-
ist identities and shift between them in smoother or more conflictual ways,
sometimes ignoring their contradictions or thriving on their ambiguity. But
it is important not to minimize the contradictions: Western and Islamic
models diverge radically on how the body, psyche, soul, and social relations
should be experienced and managed. Many writers emphasize the difficulty
of reconciling these models, describing the duality as “schizophrenic”6 or
as tying life into a “knot.” The chapter will focus on the character of these
“knots.”

After briefly reviewing Western theories of identity, part 1 of this chap-
ter examines accounts of male and female identity in traditional milieus.
Part 2 considers contemporary contexts in which traditional and tradition-
alist identities (those seeking to embrace “authentic” traditions) vie with
“modern” and “Western” ones, and discusses some of the developmental
discontinuities experienced by those who grow up in more traditional con-
ditions but come of age in modernizing or underdeveloping ones. It con-
cludes by taking up the crucial question posed by Abdelkrim Ghareeb,7

about whether identity formation in a “composite” society provides rich
opportunities for creativity or causes fragmentation and incoherence.
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Western Theories of Identity

G. H. Mead’s “Social Self”

Two of the pioneers of American psychology—William James and George
Herbert Mead—theorized that self-conceptions arise from belonging to
groups and emphasized that because individuals play many roles or belong
to several groups, they develop multiple self-conceptions. Mead went on
to argue that because roles and groups are ultimately integrated in an en-
compassing social structure, individuals gradually develop overarching self-
conceptions that integrate the specific group-based roles they play. As
described in chapter 3, he likened this to the learning of a sports game with
positions and roles, suggesting that self-conceptions arise from viewing one-
self from the perspective of the whole—by taking the point of view of the
“Generalized Other.” In this manner the self comes to be organized as a so-
cial structure. But Mead did not believe that all of an individual is encom-
passed by the self seen in the mirror of the Generalized Other, and so he
distinguished between a socially constructed “Me” pole of the self and a sub-
jective “I” pole that can react to the various “Me” construals.

I have suggested that the “Me” self (which I have termed “social persona”
or “social self”) more or less consolidates by early adolescence, as the matur-
ing child comes to automatically see himself or herself in the light of cultural
values and etiquettes, and experiences a set of sentiments and motives that
have been shaped by these. As described in chapter 3, MENA cultures en-
compass two overlapping but also conflicting systems of values: the honor-
modesty system and Islam. Yet the “Me” selves formed by these systems do
not provide ready-made identities; rather they challenge individuals to fash-
ion identities in their terms. That is, the Generalized Other becomes a kind
of internalized grand inquisitor, demanding “You must become this . . . “ or
“Prove that you are this . . .” To view identity development in Mead’s terms:
during adolescence the games of childhood turn real, and in later adolescence
and early adulthood the “I” must respond to the challenge(s) by fashioning
what Erik Erikson terms a “psycho-social identity.” In more traditional mi-
lieus, this often meant (for men) demonstrating honor-building prowess
tempered by piety, and (for women) demonstrating fertility safeguarded by
honorable modesty. In contemporary milieus, it has come to mean weaving
together stands of modernity and tradition, individual achievement and fam-
ily loyalty, Western and Muslim ways of life.

Erikson’s Theory of Identity

What Erikson’s theory adds to Mead’s account is the observation that the
“task” of forming an identity is typically triggered by the biological and cog-
nitive changes associated with puberty, which often are timed with changes
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in social roles. These combine to disequilibrate the personality organization
developed in late childhood. The task of identity formation requires build-
ing both self-conceptions and a worldview that integrates the near-adult’s new
body, new feelings, new ways of thinking, and new social roles—in a mean-
ingful way. The new organization comes to be anchored in a system of be-
liefs, values, and practices: a worldview fashioned both as a map of reality and
a model for constructing reality.8 The “newness” of this organization derives
from its anchoring in an ideological/ethical system, which individuals typi-
cally develop in late adolescence and early adulthood. For some individuals
this leads to a sharp break with their past. For others it entails a deepening or
broadening of their values and commitments: proving that one can become
the “Me” demanded by the Generalized Other(s).

Built of cultural symbols and metaphors fused with personal feelings and
images, identity as a belief system defines a cosmology that shows the tem-
poral, spatial, and causal organization of one’s world.9 The sociologist S. N.
Eisenstadt has studied generational relations and youth cultures cross-cul-
turally and believes that an individual’s transformation in adolescence pro-
vokes a need to find meaning in larger patterns of change, in “cosmic and
societal time”: “The attempt to find some meaning in personal temporal
transition may often lead to identification with the rhythms of nature or
history, with the cycles of the seasons, with the unfolding of some cosmic
plan (whether cyclical, seasonal, or apocalyptic), or with the destiny and
development of society.”10 Thus the child in late adolescence turns into a
philosopher and myth-maker—or at least into someone in need of a philo-
sophical-mythical system to live by, something to “stand for,” a way to make
one’s life matter in the larger scheme of things. By linking one’s place in
the world with what one aspires to make of one’s self, identity ideally brings
the elements of life into coherence.11

Above all, an identity coalesces as a moral system and a political ideol-
ogy—and Erikson insists that these are intimately related. Identity embraces
some of one’s feelings, motives, and self-images as worthy and empowering,
and typically associates these with one’s culture or in-group. At the same time
it condemns other feelings, motives, and self-images as unworthy and dan-
gerous, and associates these with groups held to be inferior.12 Identity thus
integrates by creating a broadened sense of “We,” but almost invariably in
contrast to an immoral or abject “They,” who stereotypically come to repre-
sent the undesirable qualities or potentials of one’s own personality. Erikson
repeatedly underscores the group-based character of identity, and the cru-
cial role played by culture and history in providing young adults with the
structure of in-group versus out-group comparisons most rely on to orga-
nize their personalities. He sees the promise of youth as residing in its po-
tential to struggle for more encompassing “wholistic” identities and cultures,
and the danger of youth as lying in its liability to formulate “totalistic” iden-
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tities that rigidly reaffirm prevailing prejudices or support totalitarian move-
ments in the persecution of deviants and out-groups.

Narrative Theories of Identity

Recent narrative theories hold that people organize identities as life-stories
or as “discourses” that position them in history and in relationships with real
and fictional Others. In general accordance with Erikson’s view, evidence is
accumulating that people begin to synthesize readily tellable life-stories—and
a set of early memories that loosely anchor them in a childhood origin—in
adolescence.13 Theorists diverge, however, about the nature of narrative self-
representation. Jerome Bruner believes that it is a life-story with good plot
structure that brings coherence to personality, and that people construct these
mainly by adopting plot-lines and metaphors provided by their culture.14 Dan
McAdams also emphasizes the integrative importance of story-structure, but
he sees these as encompassing a variety of scripts, imagos, and motivational
themes that may configure several identities as elements of an overarching
life-story.15 In contrast to plot-structure theories, Hubert Hermans and Harry
Kempen draw on the work of the literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin to argue
that identity is organized as the inner (and sometimes public) dialogue people
stage among contrasting self-representations, or between the self and others
who represent contrasting sides of their character—usually without recog-
nizing that the Other they debate represents aspects of “Me.”16 My own theory
of identity holds that identity tends to be anchored in an often small set of
culturally prominent symbols, metaphors, and motifs, from which people
may “generate” a variety of stories and dialogues.17

All three of these views capture important features of identity as imag-
ined and rehearsed inwardly and as performed in daily life: key symbols,
self-metaphors, and motifs, life-story structure, and dialogue among “sides”
of one’s character. All emphasize the crucial role of culture in providing
and sometimes imposing the elements with which individuals compose
identities, and they recognize that people typically fashion several contrast-
ing identities, which may be brought into greater or lesser coherence within
a life-story.

Daniel Levinson’s Theory of “Life Structures”

Daniel Levinson and his colleagues have built on Erikson’s theory and added
several notions important for cross-cultural research.18 Based on life-history
studies of 40 American men, they identify four key “tasks” of later adoles-
cence and early adulthood: forming (1) a “dream” for one’s life, (2) mentor
relationships, (3) an occupation, and (4) love relationships, marriage, and
family. The “dream” forms the core of identity:
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It has the quality of a vision, an imagined possibility that generates
excitement and vitality. At the start it is poorly articulated and only
tenuously connected to reality, although it may contain concrete
images such as winning the Nobel Prize or making the all-star team.
It may take a dramatic form as in the myth of the hero: the great artist,
business tycoon, athletic or intellectual superstar performing mag-
nificent feats and receiving special honors. It may take mundane
forms that are yet inspiring and sustaining: the excellent craftsman,
the husband-father in a certain kind of family, the highly respected
member of one’s community.19

The other three elements anchor a life structure, consisting of the vocation,
relationships, and the life-style a person works out to pursue his or her
“dream.” Levinson emphasizes the difference between the psychological work
that goes into forming a “dream” and the more practical efforts it takes to
assemble a life structure: that is, deciding that one wants to become a doctor
forms a ‘dream’; getting into and through medical school anchors it in a life
structure. Developing an identity can become a crisis not only because of the
psychological confusions Erikson studied but because a young person may
not be able to assemble a life structure that can sustain his or her “dream.”
This occurred to most of the blue-collar workers in Levinson’s study: they
succeed in developing “fantasies about exciting kinds of work and accom-
plishment,” he writes, “but the incipient Dream cannot be articulated or
explored. It is gradually covered over by the more immediate problems of
survival.”20 In MENA societies—as in “majority” cultures around the globe—
modernization has unleashed new “dreams,” but conditions of underdevel-
opment dash many of them. Western psychology may well understand the
normal and usually healthy “identity crisis” of youth but not the crisis of
identity brought about by the inability to pursue “dreams” in conditions of
underdevelopment.

Part 1: Identity in Traditional Milieus

Selves and Antiselves

As I discussed in chapter 7, many features of traditional MENA cultures pro-
vide continuous and often smooth transitions through a brief or nonexis-
tent adolescence. At the same time, an array of forces can subject youths to
significant strife and stress. Divisions of households, deaths, and disasters can
fracture relationships they desperately want to sustain, and the decisions of
patriarchs can force upon them relationships they dread, dash dreams that
arise from a florescence of talent, or thwart romances nurtured from afar.
Injuries and illnesses often frustrate the simple yearning to fulfill one’s des-
tiny as a fertile woman or an honorable man. Many scholars note that the
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culture’s “sociocentric” emphasis on familial loyalty coexists with powerful
individualistic imperatives, and these readily come into conflict in late ado-
lescence and early adulthood. The majority of young men and women resolve
these in favor of family loyalties, making the key psychological “task” one of
renouncing individualistic strivings—rather than that of separating from
familial interdependencies and achieving autonomy, as Western theories
assume.

In traditional milieus, then, adolescents become full participants in the
honor-modesty system and Islam. They began developing expertise at these
discourses, which appear to anchor their identities in the richly elaborated
symbolic and ritual forms linking male and female bodily processes with ethi-
cal ideals, social roles, and grand patterns of nature and history. These sym-
bolic and ritual forms provide an array of contrasts by which selves can be
defined in contrast to antiselves that embody despised and feared qualities.
For men, the honor system traditionally set out not only prototypes of gentle-
manly men but also an idealized complement, the modest and fecund woman,
and a number of abject opposites, especially the weak, cowardly, or unbalanced
man and the dishonorable and/or barren woman. The image of woman as
polluting, lacking reason (‘aqel), subject to desire (nafs) and therefore a source
of chaos and discord (fitna) provides men with a ready vehicle for projec-
tively denying their own negative qualities as they define their identities in
terms of purity, reason, and self-control.

Women can define themselves as honorably modest in worthy contrast
to abject images of dishonorable women, and as honorable complements to
honorable men. It is not clear how women in traditional milieus “use” im-
ages of men to define themselves as women, but the many ethnographies that
capture and translate women’s voices make it clear that they have no diffi-
culty disdaining men as flawed, inferior creatures and celebrating the virtues
of women. But they also appear to internalize the stereotypes of themselves
as weak, impure, and troublesome. Boddy reports that Hofriyati women fre-
quently said of themselves “Nihna bahaim,” or “We are cattle” (which we
often heard from Imeghrani women), which grows from a deep self-defining
association of woman with nature—as near-sacred source of fecundity and
nurturance but also as bestial. Boddy emphasizes the meaningful ambigu-
ity of this metaphor: that women use it both in resentment that “they live
like their goats, pent up in tiny crowded rooms and hoshes in the dust of
the desert, tethered to men by the nuptial rope, forced to subsist on the
poorest of foods” but also to describe their value: “They are the inner core
of village life: fertile, enclosed, domesticated. . . . Hofriyati women bestow
the effects of generative and socially reproductive power onto men.”21 And,
as mentioned in the last chapter, the symbols of gender differentiation—
white versus red, meat versus milk, exposure versus concealment, right
versus left, interior versus exterior spaces within the house, village, or neigh-
borhood—appear to provide the materials from which women (and men)
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traditionally fashioned identities.22 These assign more positive qualities to
men, but women can reconfigure them to articulate contradictory identities:
as superior, precious, and sacred on the one hand and as inferior, worthless,
and profane on the other.

It is motherhood, of course, that affirms this rich reproductive symbol-
ism. If marriage traditionally served as a rite of passage for women around
the time of puberty, it did not yet confer an identity but challenged them to
prove their fertility by bearing children—especially boys who survived. Moth-
erhood then secured a woman’s marriage, established her status in her new
family, and affirmed her identity. “The birth of the first boy is much more
important than marriage,” writes Lacoste-Dujardin, as it marks the great turn-
ing point in a woman’s life: “conferring the only status possible for a woman,
the only permitted identity.”23 As El Khayat-Bennai points out, a mother usu-
ally takes a “teknonym,” so that if she has given birth to “Mohammed” she
comes to be known as “um-Mohammed” or “Mother of Mohammed”24—
this, along with clothing, color, and spatial symbolism, anchors her identity.
As Marcia Inhorn and others report, women who fail to conceive or whose
infants die find their marriages, statuses, and identities in desperate jeop-
ardy, and some percentage live broken lives with no respected social role
and with “spoiled” identities. But she also found that a surprising number
of infertile poor couples in Egypt resisted family pressures to divorce and
chose to “nurture conjugal relationships characterized by love, involvement,
and commitment.”25

As described in chapter 3, Islam provides another set of ideal and antiself
images. The Prophet perfectly combines honor and piety and provides the
model all should seek to emulate. Earlier prophets, later religious leaders, and
a great variety of saints provide additional models, each embodying a few ad-
mired powers or virtues. A set of prominent antiself images take shape in the
jahiliyya, or “time of ignorance,” before the revelation of the Quran to the
Prophet. This is widely viewed as a time when all the impulses antithetical to
civilization were given free rein: violence, idolatry, infanticide, tyranny, intoxi-
cation, illicit fornication, and so on. The same impulses also are associated with
non-Muslims who live outside the house of Islam, such as supposedly primi-
tive Africans, cow-worshiping Hindus, and pork-eating, whiskey-drinking,
body-exposing Europeans. The beliefs and practices of Islam thus construct a
sense of self-mastery and control (‘aqel) over desires (nefs) that are perceived
to be indulged by non-Muslims. These contrasts also get drawn within the
Muslim world as well: other families, villages, tribes, and nations can be ac-
cused of being “not real Muslims” or “children of sin.” Religious reformers have
long made use of this rhetoric, as Islamist activists effectively do today, casting
the present era as having devolved into a new jahiliya of ignorance and unbe-
lief, its rulers acting as “pharaohs,” the archetype of pagan tyranny.26

The jinn spirits also provide an important repertoire of traditional antiself
images, as their habits and tastes are exactly the opposite of civilized humans.
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Their characters range from mischievous to malevolent, they serve as agents
of sorcery, and they indulge desires for the forbidden, drinking the blood
of butchered animals and seducing humans in their sleep. The purity, self-
control, and licit behavior of a believer, then, appears in contrast to the world
of jinns, where representations of impure, chaotic, illicit impulses can be pro-
jectively set into play. And, as Crapanzano and Boddy point out, in spirit
possession, the structure terrifyingly reverses as an antiself enters and takes
control.

Gender Ideology in Afghanistan

In the mid-1970s, Audrey Shalinsky explored gender ideology in Afghanistan,
and she makes two important observations about how men and women flex-
ibly use it to organize identities.27 First, she found that the ideology has two
aspects, between which Afghans switch: one based in stereotypes about the
essential “nature” of men and women, and one based on evaluations of spe-
cific men’s and women’s actions. Second, she found that the stereotypes are
often linked with ethnic and human-jinn contrasts: the most negative, ab-
ject, and fearful representations tend to be located in other ethnic groups, and
in the image of the almasti, a “witch-like” jinn figure. According to the view
of the psyche taught by local religious authorities, desire (nafs) must be con-
trolled by reason (‘aqel), or chaos and disorder (fitna) will result. This pro-
vides the basis for everyday judgments of morality and character. But the
ideology also associates men with reason and women with desire and disor-
der: “Men may consistently increase their ‘aqel through their lifetime by the
study of the Qur’an, while women who have more ‘aqel in childhood lose it
after marriage as their sexual desires awaken.”28 (Daisy Dwyer reports this
belief from southern Morocco.)29 Yet among themselves, women often re-
verse these images, emphasizing their self-control and indicting men for being
ruled by their desires.

When they speak of men and women “in the abstract,” Shalinsky ob-
serves, Afghans make rich use of the stereotypes; but when they speak of “spe-
cific cases,” they tend to use the ideology in a gender-neutral way. In addition,
men “do not necessarily think that their own women are as uncontrolled as
the abstract statements indicate. It is the women from other ethnic groups
who are the temptresses.”30 Women similarly fear the “wild and evil” men
from neighboring ethnic groups. In classic stereotypic form, “negative sexu-
ality, nafs, is attributed to the opposite sex or to those outside the ethnic
group.”31 Negative sexuality is most vividly represented in the figure of the
almasti, a wild, evil, non-Muslim, female, jinn-like being that she says re-
sembles the North African Aisha Qandisha jinniya (believed there to have
come across the desert from Sudan). Men thus associate unconstrained de-
sire with women, women associate it with men, and both attribute it to out-
groups and non-Muslim spirit beings.
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Shalinsky’s account of the way people shift between using their theory
of the psyche in a flexible, nonstereotypic way when they deal with individual
cases and in stereotypic ways when they deal with others as groups fits well
with the “social identity theory” developed by Henri Tajfel.32 In a now clas-
sic series of laboratory and cross-cultural studies, Tajfel and his colleagues
have shown that when relationships are construed as person to person, in-
dividuals represent them in terms of individual characteristics. But as soon
as relationships are construed as group to group, people shift to stereotypic
representations: first depersonalizing others by ignoring their individuat-
ing qualities and then repersonalizing them in a prejudicial way by attrib-
uting purported group qualities to them. Shalinsky shows that men and
women use the shared view of the human psyche to monitor their inner lives
and evaluate the character of others. But identity tends to be anchored in the
matrix of group stereotypes, built of gender, ethnicity, and religious opposi-
tions, that define a moral, orderly, pure self ruled by reason (‘aqel), in con-
trast to stereotypic images of immoral, impure Others who, ruled by desire
(nafs), spread chaos.

Poetic Constructions of Identity

Ethnographies repeatedly suggest that traditional identities do not consist only
of these social oppositions but also of more individual qualities. Individuals
develop reputations for personal traits, talents, and peculiarities and often
get nicknames based on these that stick throughout their lives. They also may
perform what Meeker terms “glorious acts” that win them honor,33 or they
may fail to meet a challenge and dishonor themselves. Young adults also tra-
ditionally began participating in the poetic life of their community, and vari-
ous forms of oral poetry and song provided them opportunities to assert their
individual qualities. Bedouin societies are renowned for their improvisational
poetry, song, and epic, and the oral arts permeate all aspects of life—as they
do nearly as much for villagers and city-dwellers. Not only do one’s actions
count toward a reputation but so does one’s poetic skill at dramatizing them.

Steven Caton studied how the poetry contests at weddings in Yemen
(termed balah) enable men to construct individualized selves. After a drum
signal, a group of men form a circle with their arms linked around each other’s
waists. One begins a tune, and the others may join in:

The circle of men acts as a chorus in the performance. One half of
the chorus chants a standard refrain line, the other half picks up part
of the poetic turn delivered by a poet in the center of the circle, and
together they alternate in the chanting of refrain and verse until a
new poet or the same one enters the circle to take another perfor-
mance turn. . . . Ideally, everyone should try to compose at least one
verse as a “gift” to the groom.34
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The verses are highly formulaic but also allow latitude for individual expres-
sion, and poets soon begin a “challenge and retort” period in which they tease
and provoke each other:

Herein, it is said by tribesmen, comes the real test of the oral poet:
that is, has he not only mastered the traditional rhetorical devices
but does he also possess the wit, imagination and stamina to com-
pose verse lines in an improvisational manner? . . . Only the best and
bravest poets dare to enter the circle when it is clear to everyone that
a contest of challenge and retort has begun. . . . Built into the com-
position of the poem is an exchange of challenges between equals
which is exactly parallel to the exchange of glorious deeds between
honorable men. What is created in this performance is not only a
poem, it is also social honor . . . an honorable self.35

Caton draws on G. H. Mead’s distinction between the socially constructed
“Me” and individual “I” to describe how this form of Arab poetry provides
conventions (organizing the “Me” pole) within which improvisational free-
dom encourages individualistic assertions (of the “I” pole):

This “I” emerges in the course of a balah performance when an oppo-
nent challenges the honorable self of an individual in a nonformulaic,
particularly witty or otherwise spontaneous fashion, and the “I” of
that individual’s self must devise an apt reply. . . . The construction
of the honor-bound self depends largely on the poetic “I” rather than
the poetic “me” responsible for the formulaic, predictable parts.36

John Anderson explored constructions of self—he prefers the term per-
sona—in jinn beliefs, love poems, proverbs, and Quranic verses that enliven
everyday speech among the Pakhtun in Afghanistan.37 These operate with the
same theory of ‘aqel (reason, social maturity) and nafsh (desire), described
by Shalinsky. In what Anderson terms the “discourse of affliction,” jinns are
blamed for breakdowns in social life: illnesses, accidents, strife, outbursts of
temper, sexual deviance, and so on. The jinns represent “disorderliness in the
form of random vitality,” he writes, so “the actions of jinn on humans are
opposed to states of grace articulated by ‘aqel,” and the disruptions they cause
stand out as “counterpoints to the ideology of honor, which stresses orderly
presence and composed personae.”38 In the “discourse of love,” a genre of
rhymed couplets known as landay give voice to “an erotic sentimentality of
bursting passions . . . they are the preferred voice for speaking of vitality,
passion, exuberance and other qualities made problematic by ‘aqel.”39 Prov-
erbs bring a kind of streetwise cynicism into everyday conversation: some-
times they express the urgings of love, as do landay couplets, but more often
“they are used to emphasize regardfulness and sanction respect for values.”40

Quotations from the Quran and hadith (teachings of the Prophet) state the
core moral imperative for reason to rule desire. Each of these discourses
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entails a “dialectic of ‘aqel and nafsh” that recruits the vital but disorderly
forces of desire to different purposes—constructing different personae in the
process. Anderson does not view any of these as expressing an “inner self” as
against an “outer experience,” or a personal “I” against a social “Me,” as does
Caton. Rather, he sees each as fashioning a persona: “Multiple discourses mark
the multiplicity of personae” that one can enact in different social settings.41

Abu-Lughod emphasizes a different function of the ghinnawa genre of
poetry she studied among Bedouin women in Egypt: that it gives voice to
sentiments of weakness and vulnerability that are silenced by the core val-
ues of honor and modesty (see chapter 3). Sung at weddings and spontane-
ously in the company of some family and friends, these have both formulaic
structures and freedom for improvisation, allowing women, juniors, and
sometimes adult men to voice personal and subversive feelings. They form
a “discourse of defiance” that is not condemned or even grudgingly toler-
ated but “culturally elaborated and sanctioned.”42

People are thrilled by poetry. They are drawn to ghinnawas, and at
the same time they consider them risque, against religion, and
slightly improper—as befits something antistructural. . . . People
admire poetry in the same way they secretly admire youths’ or
women’s refusals to submit to tyranny or to accept domination by
the system or its representatives.43

Especially for women and juniors who cannot fully participate in men’s game
of honor, Abu-Lughod sees the ghinnawa as providing a vehicle for individual
creativity.

Islam similarly provides a wealth of concepts, symbols, and paths of piety
with which individuals can tailor belief and practice to their idiosyncratic
qualities. As described in chapter 3, the contrast between more orthodox and
mystical forms of Islam stretches back to the Prophet and across the breadth
of the Muslim world. Individuals differ in the importance they give prayer,
fasting, the jinns, and purification, and in which suras from the Quran and
which incidents in the life of the Prophet they find moving and meaning-
ful. Many young men traditionally have joined Sufi orders or religious
brotherhoods, and in the personal relationships they form with a teacher
and the order’s patron saint, they find their own path toward hasana, self-
improvement and virtue. Many women (and some men) have dreams in
which a saint appears, and they subsequently become “tied” to the saint—
following his (or occasionally her) teachings, praying to him as an interces-
sor, and making pilgrimages to his tomb. All of these provide material for
individualizing traditional identities. Thus the cultural systems that seem to
stamp individuals with preformed identities—especially gender and reli-
gion—either incorporate or exist alongside other discourses that facilitate the
expression and recognition of idiosyncratic, personal qualities.
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Traditional MENA societies appear to have shared the anchoring of iden-
tity in elaborately symbolized gender, religion, and age contrasts with most
other preindustrial cultures, though MENA’s specific constructions were
distinctive. Nearly all ethnographers concur that African family systems and
gender constructions differ from those typical of MENA (and of Eurasian
“classic patriarchy” in general). Given that sub-Saharan Africa was home
to a great many “little tradition” cultures with their own languages and
cosmologies, it appears probable that the “ethnic” group was a more sa-
lient ingredient of identity there than in most of MENA. And many sub-Sa-
haran African societies had age-grade systems, which probably highlighted
age in defining identities. In Hindu India, the caste system and its related
marriage and pollution-purification practices undoubtedly played a central
role in identity. The gender and age contrasts of preindustrial Mediterranean
Europe appear to have been quite similar to those found in MENA: MENA
differed from bordering culture areas most distinctively in its Muslim cos-
mology and practices. Until their Islamization, African cultures tended to be
“animist,” with invisible realms populated by ghosts and witches rather than
jinns and the Evil Eye. The Hindu cosmology provided a dramatically differ-
ent scheme of time and space, and thousands of divinities to which an indi-
vidual might be “devoted.”

Part 2: Identity in “Modernizing” Milieus �

Multiple Self-Representations

As Halim Barakat points out, MENA cultures have never been repositories
of traditions resisting innovation but always were animated by struggles be-
tween the old and the new.44 In this century, colonialism, nationalism, and
globalization have redrawn the lines of this struggle, pitting Islam against the
West. Aziz Krichen is correct to see that there are now two ways to do every-
thing, from dressing, eating, and speaking to managing one’s sexuality and
interpreting one’s dreams.45 This has become the matrix of conflicting val-
ues, styles, and symbols within which young people fashion identities. The
traditional repertoire (male versus female, right versus left, white versus red,
Muslim versus nonbeliever, human versus jinn, and so on) has not been dis-
placed but incorporated within the new, while some elements have faded in
salience and others assumed new prominence, and all have been redefined
in relation to the “modern” and the Western.

Not only do individuals take up different positions within this matrix—
some more “modern,” others more “traditional,” some staking out middle
grounds—but many develop contrasting or contradictory identities among
which they shift. There is nothing specifically modern or Middle Eastern about



302 Periods of Psychological Development

shifting among multiple self-representations, as identity everywhere coalesces
as a kind of dialogue among contrasting and often opposed voices.46 Typi-
cally an individual presents some of the voices as alternative representations
of his or her “true self,” and other voices as radically Other “antiselves.” What
is distinctive about MENA cultures is (1) the content of self and antiself
representations, and (2) the kinds of dialogue, cacophony, or synthesis among
voices that individuals work out. Interestingly, the fundamental polarity de-
scribed by Ibn Khaldun in the fourteenth century—between strong, virile,
ascetic Bedouins and senescent, corrupt, indulgent urbanites, or (to view it
from the city-dwellers’ point of view) between civilized, sophisticated, cul-
tured urbanites and ignorant, brutish, bestial Bedouins—continues to appear
in many forms. Not only may rural peoples and urbanites still hold these ste-
reotypes of each other but the commoners and Westernized elites may con-
trast themselves in similar terms.

Social Identity in Cairo

Sawsan El Messiri’s study of social identities in Egypt examined the ideal-
ized character of Cairo’s popular or working classes—ibn al-balad, or “son
of the homeland”—and how this character is defined in contrast to the
upper-class effendi, who adopted the “foreign” ways of their Turkish rul-
ers, and to the fellahin, the rural peasants whom the effendi see as backward,
naive, and crude. The image of the ibn al-balad took shape in response to
the centuries-long domination by foreign rulers (Turks, French, and Brit-
ish), as “it was in the face of these alien Cairo-based elements that the in-
digenous inhabitant sought to preserve and assert his particular identity.”47

This image coalesced from a cast of folk characters, “rebel heroes resisting
the exploiting foreign elite, protecting the weak and poor, and dispensing
justice amongst their people.”48 The ibn al-balad is the “real,” authentic
Egyptian, who speaks the Egyptian dialect of Arabic (rather than classical
Arabic or Arabic mixed with foreign phrases), wears a djellaba robe and
teqiya headcap (rather than a Western suit) in a clean, stylish, and elegant
fashion (in contrast to the peasants’ dirty garb). He works as a small mer-
chant or craftsman (rather than as a bureaucrat or farmer), has a shrewd
and clever intellect (rather than the elites’ educations or the peasants’
simple-mindedness). He shows manly strength and courage (unlike the
“cowardly,” “weak,” “effeminate” elite and the passive peasants), and he
practices religion (as opposed to the elite, who have abandoned it, and the
peasants, who do not understand what they practice).

The ibn al-balad are the futuwa (tough youths—chapter 7) grown into
adults, and El Messiri writes that the most prominent traits forming their
character are gallantry, cleverness, and masculinity: “Many interviews de-
scribed the ibn al-balad as ‘the person who is manly.’”49
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He is particular about his behavior and his appearance. He never
shaves his moustache, nor plucks his eyebrows. He will not walk in
the street arm in arm with a friend nor talk in a soft manner or
tone. . . . This strong awareness of his manliness is expressed in his
relation to others, especially his wife. Most of the interviewees
thought of the ibn al-balad as the person who has complete author-
ity in his home and who keeps his home and his wife completely
under control.50

As one bint al-balad (“daughter of the homeland”) commented on an elite
man whose wife carried on an affair, “as long as the husband is soft, the woman
will do what she wants. Unless he is like a ‘lion,’ the woman will neither fear
nor respect him.”51 Yet women also embrace lion-like qualities, and the bint
al-balad also sees herself as “courageous and outspoken in words and ac-
tions”—like the woman El Messiri interviewed who recounted attacking and
beating a man who harassed her on the street, forcing him to move out of
the neighborhood in shame. By contrast, the bint al-balad regards the peas-
ant woman “as awkward, inept, stupid and narrow-minded” and views “her
aristocratic counterpart as one who wears an elegant exterior to cloak an
immoral self ‘of which only God is aware.’”52 The ibn al-balad, El Messiri
explains, regard themselves as repositories of authentic Egyptian values and
the foreignized elite as “the source of corruption and immorality in Egyp-
tian society.”53

El Messiri ends by noting that this identity has been undergoing change,
especially in the post–World War II decades. As important segments of the
popular classes have obtained educations and office jobs, they have sought
to “negate” their ibn al-balad identities and “relate themselves to a completely
Western frame of reference.” They increasingly have seen themselves as a
vanguard of modernization, and “Western education, fashions and life styles
became means and symbols of status and progress.” The ibn al-balad have
increased in number but declined in status. Independence and nationalism
led paradoxically to “a reinforcement of the Western elitist tendencies rather
than those emanating from the masses,” he writes, ending the book in the
mid-1970s with the prescient observation that “when and how the traditional
past will meet with the modern present to produce an authentic identity is
the dilemma of the awlad al-balad [children of the homeland], and perhaps
this is also the main crisis of Egyptians in the twentieth century.”54

Acculturation in Algeria

A little-known study of psychological “acculturation” in 1950s Algeria ends
with some provocative observations about the duality of identity created by
French colonization and popular resistance. Horace Miner and George
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DeVos’s Oasis and Casbah embodies much that was wrong with the “basic
personality” approach, but the researchers creatively rethought their data
when it failed to confirm their main hypotheses. They initially asked a Ror-
schach expert unfamiliar with North Africa to formulate a series of predic-
tions about personality differences between men living in a southern oasis
community and their neighbors who had moved to urban Algiers. They hired
French-speaking Algerian assistants to administer Rorschach tests and con-
duct brief life-history interviews with 20 men in the oasis and 26 in Algiers.
They then had the Rorschach protocols blind-scored and coded for the rel-
evant traits, and statistically tested the hypotheses.

Though Miner did fieldwork in the sites, neither spoke Arabic, and by
current standards they had little familiarity with MENA cultures. Perhaps as
a consequence, the book is rife with what today appear to be “Orientalist”
statements (the Algerians exhibit “a tendency . . . toward illogical, rather than
systematic thought”55). But when statistical tests confirmed only a chance
percentage of the predictions, Miner and DeVos concluded that a range of
religious and social attitudes can change (for the city-dwellers did espouse
generally more “modern” views in a number of areas) without concomitant
changes in deeper layers of personality. They then conducted post hoc analyses
of their data to identify Algerian versus American and rural versus urban
differences, and wrote a series of case histories to illustrate the diversity of
personal adaptations.

First of all, they report finding more signs of psychological distress and
constriction among Algerians than among “normal” Americans. This may
well reflect only the Eurocentric norms of Rorschach interpretation and the
greater anxiety experienced by the Algerians in the testing situation. But
populations that experience malnutrition, a 20 percent childhood mortality
rate, a high prevalence of chronic and debilitating diseases, and a century of
colonial despoliation and military oppression may indeed be expected to
experience higher levels of psychological distress and constriction. Miner and
DeVos also found greater use of externalizing and projective defenses among
Algerians, which may again reflect Eurocentric norms but also might be pre-
dicted where parents teach children to fear invisible beings and where there
is greater physical suffering, emotional loss, and political oppression.

Second, contrary to the Rorschach expert’s prediction, Miner and DeVos
found an association between disbelief in supernatural forces (jinn spirits,
ogres, and the like) and higher levels of psychological distress—mostly among
residents of Algiers: “The attenuation of traditional beliefs among the urban-
ized Arabs is related to increasing intrapsychic tensions. . . . The minority
position of the more acculturated urban Arab is reflected in his perception
of the social environment as hostile and threatening.”56 While this correla-
tion could be an artifact of other associations, Miner and DeVos also might
be correct to argue that disbelief increases distress: “The decline of supernatu-
ral beliefs decreases the protection from stress that they provide in the oasis.”57
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As Franz Fanon argued, belief in supernatural beings integrates individuals
into traditional communities, and because these beliefs come with protec-
tive rituals, they may provide an important source of psychological security.
Many of the adolescents studied by Davis and Davis58 and most of the young
Moroccans I interviewed were troubled by uncanny experiences—night-
mares, “hysterical” paralyses, illicit sexual thoughts, accidents and injuries,
impotence, and so on—that in traditional milieus would have been explained
as caused by Satan, the Evil Eye, sorcery, or jinns. Their educations had led
them to reject supernatural explanations, but they searched in vain for mod-
ern, scientific interpretations. They appeared to be caught in an important
developmental disjunction: their early training in attributing anxiety to ex-
ternal forces led them to have uncanny experiences for which they had no
“modern” explanation or means of self-protection. Since religious practice
provides protection (see chapter 3), the need to interpret and manage un-
canny experiences may be an important motive drawing young people back
to Islam—a motive unrecognized by most observers of the “Islamic revival.”

Third, as brief and clinical as are the case histories, Miner and DeVos
suggest that the researchers were intrigued by the Algerian men’s attempts
to work out niches in the colonial world, several of them struggling to define
themselves in terms of symbols of Frenchness and Algerianness. They describe
“Ali” as traditional in most features of his personality and beliefs, but after
he had worked for four months in France, they said,

we see him as a teen-aged, oasis youth who intensely desires to iden-
tify with the French way of life. He uses a mixture of European and
Arab dress and is vain about his wristwatch, a certain mark of
French contact. He wears a fez like an Arab urbanite and swears
that he will never wear the more rural turban. . . . Beneath the
clothes and speech, however, we find a core of cultural belief that
is characteristically like that of the unacculturated oasis Arabs.59

“Ahmed” spent only a few years in the local French school but more skill-
fully blends French and Arab elements. He is an innovator in the oasis com-
munity: they note that he shifts between emphasizing one style or the other
according to circumstances. “Benazouz” was a young nationalist; they sus-
pect that he perished in the subsequent war of independence. They describe
him as having an “ambivalent” social identity, as “looking both ways in his
acculturation.” By this they mean that while he was highly Westernized in
many respects, he vehemently defended Arab culture and orthodox Islam,
“looking down on groups he consider[ed] primitive or simple”—which in-
cluded “backward” Arabs, the “Negro” heads he perceived in one of the Ror-
schach ink blots, and American Indians.

The case studies show that Miner and DeVos were most struck by the
struggle for identity they saw being waged in terms of French versus Arab
cultural concepts, styles, and symbols. The portraits outline the binary (self
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versus antiself) and shifting nature of self-representation: Ali strives to be
solidly “French, not-Arab”; Ahmed mixes cultural genres and shifts flexibly
between “French, not-Arab,” and “Arab, not-French”; and Benazouz vehe-
mently asserts himself to be “Arab/Muslim” and “not French” in some con-
texts and “not-primitive” in others. The portraits provide precious few details
but enough to see that prominent self symbols (clothes, manners of speech,
stereotypic group representations, and so on) sometimes mean French ver-
sus Arab, sometimes Muslim versus heathen, sometimes urban modernity
versus rural backwardness.

The Politics of Clothing in Turkey

Historical events in Turkey and Iran show how contentious the wearing of
clothes symbolizing “tradition” and “modernity” can become. In the 1920s
Mustafa Kamal (“Ataturk”), set out to modernize the country along Euro-
pean lines. Writing in the 1950s, Daniel Lerner praised Ataturk’s attack on
“the ‘oriental mentality’ that interdicted republican development”:

Ataturk aimed at nothing less than reshaping a traditionalized soci-
ety by transforming the daily deeds and desires of the people—first
the new elite, then the ancient mass. From the very start, Ataturk
preoccupied himself with details of deportment that seemed pica-
yune to his more rigidly ideological contemporaries. . . . His model
was the “modern Western style” and his method was the produc-
tion of “new Turks.”60

In addition to adopting a new legal code modeled on the Swiss, creating a
compulsory public education system, building a network of roads, provid-
ing villages with radios, and closing down religious shrines and brotherhoods,
Ataturk set out to modernize the fine details of dress. In 1925 the “Hat Law”
prohibited men from wearing the traditional Fez and designated European-
style hats as the official headwear. Ataturk explained in a 1927 speech:

Gentlemen, it was necessary to abolish the fez, which sat on the heads
of our nation as an emblem of ignorance, negligence, fanaticism, and
hatred of progress and civilization, to accept in its place the hat, the
headgear used by the whole civilized world, and in this way to dem-
onstrate that the Turkish nation, in its mentality as in other respects,
in no way diverges from civilized life.61

The law also allowed women not to veil, and Western-style dress soon be-
came the norm for urban men and women.

Turks transformed the minutest details of their comportment, the soci-
ologist Nilufer Gole writes, “as if European eyes are watching over their daily
lives.”62 She cites the writings of Ahmet Tanpinar as capturing the psycho-
logical duality introduced by Westernism—at times intensifying into a “psy-
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chosis” affecting the “inner self.” “We have moved toward the West with a
will reinforced by the requirements of history,” Tanpinar wrote, “yet at the
same time, we own a past such that it is impossible to close our ears once it
starts to talk to us with all its quality.” The duality of inner voices ties life
into a “knot,” so that the Turk lives “in the middle of two different but over-
lapping worlds, unaware of each other.”63 In popular speech the duality came
to be known by borrowed French terms: alafranka (European) ways versus
alaturka (Turkish) ways.64

The Kemalists maintained one-party rule until the 1950s, when, as the
historian Hugh Poulton describes, “the continuing Islamic sensibilities of
the large majority of the population began to make themselves evident.”65 In
the 1970s, cultural and political strife grew intense, with leftists, rightists, and
religious activists attacking the Western-oriented government and conflict
intensifying between the Kurdish minority and Turkish majority and between
the Alevi (Shi’i) minority and Sunni majority. Nearly all features of dress
became political symbols, and “by the end of the decade,” Emelie Olson writes,
“even the curve or droop of a man’s mustache was carefully calibrated for its
political significance.”66 As street violence, terror attacks, and assassinations
escalated toward civil war, the military seized power in 1980 and used force
to impose order. To defuse the explosive identity politics, it issued a “Dress
and Appearance Regulation” for all public employees that prohibited men
from wearing mustaches, beards, or long hair and women from wearing short
skirts, low-cut dresses, or headscarves.

But as part of the regime’s effort to counter the leftists, it also reintro-
duced religious instruction in the public schools—and this, combined with
the success of the revolution in Iran, strengthened the Islamists. In 1984,
newspapers carried stories about the valedictorian of the University of An-
kara medical school, who was not allowed to give a graduation address be-
cause she insisted on wearing a headscarf, and then about an engineering
professor who was threatened with dismissal because she wore a headscarf
while teaching. These set off what came to be known as the “headscarf” dis-
pute, in which large numbers of women students protested and demonstrated
to win the right to veil. Westernized students and professional women op-
posed them, and the entire nation debated the matter. As Gole points out,
paradoxes abound: that women’s bodies have reemerged as the foci of mo-
rality and politics shows the strength of tradition beneath decades of state-
imposed modernism; but that the Islamist women are taking fully modern
roles in the public political process shows that modernism has triumphed.
The self-conscious veiling of students and professional women differs in both
style and meaning from that practiced as custom by village and poor urban
women. Though defending the “authenticity” of tradition, the professionals
condemn truly traditional veiling styles as not reflecting true Islam, and their
veiling appears as a fully modern statement of fashion-based identity and
political commitment.
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The headscarf dispute signaled another round in the politicization of
dress—which affects men’s clothing and hairstyles as well—and the latest
“reemergence” of Islam as a cultural and political movement. In 1994 the
Islamic Welfare party won many local elections, including the mayorships
of Istanbul and Ankara, and in 1995 got over 20 percent of the vote in parlia-
mentary elections. The struggle between Western-style modernity and Turk-
ish backwardness has refused to go away and has grown into a conflict between
Western and Muslim visions of modernity.

In the 1950s Lerner believed that his survey data showed that between the
“moderns” and the “traditionals” were a large group of “transitionals,” who

exhibit ambivalent feelings about the choices between old and new.
It is this conflict of values—continued loyalty to the old, growing
desire for the new—that differentiates the decisions and shapes the
behavior of the Transitionals. The conflict exhibits various forms.
Sometimes ambivalence takes the form of uncertainty and indeci-
sion. . . . Ambivalence also takes the form of self-contradictory pref-
erences. . . . Among younger Transitionals, ambivalence often shows
itself in incompleteness and inconsistency of attitudinal structures.67

Poulton believes that much of the populace supports the “Turkish-Islamic
synthesis” promoted as a middle course by governments in the 1980s, and
that most are willing to ignore the contradictions between the Kemalists’
Turkish nationalism and Islamism in order to embrace features of both.68 But
a great many remain ambivalent. “There is a readily observable struggle in
process for ‘the soul’ of Turkey,” he writes toward the end of the 1990s, “be-
tween the previous Kemalist elites, who for decades have been used to pater-
nally defining the essence of ‘Turkishness,’ even down to what constitutes
‘real Turkish music,’ and the new Islamic challengers.”69 This struggle forms
the primary axis of identity, along which Turks can move in either direction:
overcoming backward alaturk traditions and becoming modern in accordance
with the Kemalist program of alafrank Westernization, or resisting the cor-
rupt influences of the West and becoming authentic by revitalizing Islam.

“Euromania” in Iran

In 1925, the year of the “Hat Law” in Turkey, the commander of Persia’s
Cossack Brigade, Reza Pahlavi, became shah of shahs—king of kings—and
began a similar program of modernization in the nation he insisted be called
Iran. He first built a modern army, and used it to settle the nomads, crush
resistance, and mobilize the population for government projects. Taking
many of Ataturk’s reforms as examples, he put in place new Western-style
legal, financial, and education systems and began building an infrastructure
of roads, communications lines, and factories. In 1929 his government or-
dered men to dress in Western clothes and in 1936 became the first to outlaw
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veiling. His soldiers and police enforced these rules, sometimes tearing veils
off women in the streets. There was one religious protest, in which a large
crowd came to one of Iran’s holiest shrines to hear preachers criticize the
shah’s policies: “When they did not disperse, Reza Shah’s troops mounted
machine guns on the roofs overlooking the courtyard and opened fire. Over
one hundred people were killed. Three soldiers who had refused to fire were
shot. No further hostile religious demonstrations of any significance took
place in Reza Shah’s reign.”70

The shah and his followers also developed what Roy Mottahedeh calls a
“cult” of Iran’s pre-Islamic past to legitimate the ruler’s kingship and to pro-
vide a nationalist, nonreligious identity onto which Western ways might be
grafted. Mostafa Vaziri has traced how they were inspired by German theo-
ries of nation-building and followed the racist theories of nineteenth-century
Western “Orientalist” scholars who argued that an Iranian nation had been
founded in the sixth century B.C. by light-skinned Aryans who were superior
to the darker Semitic Arabs to the West and Dravidian Indians to the East.
The shah’s regime celebrated the heroes of the national epic, The Book of Kings:
the new public school texts gave pride of place to the kingdom founded by
Cyrus in the sixth century B.C.; and Arabic words were purged from the lan-
guage in favor of “pure” Farsi. Vaziri writes:

The constitution of a national memory of the glorious past was a
central element of Pahlavi policies designed to give a distinct sense
of identity to the people of Iran. Pre-Islamic Zoroastrian emblems
appeared on government agencies and buildings and special atten-
tion was paid to Zoroastrian festivals—all in order to revive the past
and to connect with it.71

Mottahedeh describes how the naming of children inscribed the hopes of
modernization in new identities:

From the 1930s on, middle- and upper-class Iranians, duly impressed
by the role of Iran in ancient history, gave their sons such names as
Cyrus and Cambyses, names that would have been outlandish and
virtually meaningless to Muslim Iranians before the translation of
modern European books in the nineteenth century. In fact, by the
next generation, when the Cyruses of the 1930s had grown up and
had named many of their children after ancient Iranians, the newly
engrafted historicist cult seemed to have taken.72

After the World War II, Mohammed Reza Shah continued his father’s pro-
grams of modernization, Westernization, and propagation of a pre-Islamic
ideology. In 1971 he celebrated the twenty-five-hundredth anniversary of Ira-
nian kingship, and “at the ceremony that was meant to be the symbolic heart
of the celebration, the shah stood before the tomb of Cyrus and said, ‘Sleep
easily, Cyrus, for we are awake.’”73 Then:
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In the boldest gesture of all, the government changed the calendar
from the Islamic era to an era based on the supposed date of the
foundation of Iranian kingship by Cyrus. In 1976 Iranians found
themselves no longer in 1355 of the Islamic era but in 2535 of “the era
of the King of Kings.” It was an act of defiance to religion that only
a time like the French Revolution could produce in the West.74

In spite of the state’s massive propaganda, Mottahedeh writes that “the
third generation of Cyruses does not seem to have been significantly larger
than the second. . . . Something had gone sour.”75 The most influential diag-
nosis came from Al e Ahmad, an educator from a rural village who eventu-
ally studied in Moscow and at Harvard, who came to feel alienated in Teheran
and spent most of the 1950s studying and writing about village life. He saw
an authenticity in the villages that had been lost in the modern cities, and in
1962 wrote a book entitled Gharbzadegi—literally “West-stricken-ness”—to
describe the “illness” that afflicted Iran: “I say that gharbzadegi is like chol-
era [or] frostbite. But no. It’s at least as bad as sawflies in the wheat fields.
Have you ever seen how they infest wheat? From within.”76 Mottahedeh
explains:

To be “stricken” in Persian means not only to be afflicted with a
disease or to be stung by an insect but it also means to be infatu-
ated and bedazzled; “West-stricken-ness,” therefore, has sometimes
been translated as “Westoxication.” But a less outlandish word,
“Euromania,” captures enough of the sense of the Persian to be a
passable stand-in for the nearly untranslatable Persian original.77

Al e Ahmad wrote that Satan’s modern incarnation is the machine, manu-
factured in the West, which enslaves those who consume its products. Even
more powerful forms of enslavement come from the superficial cravings
Westernization implants in Iranian minds, and from the way Iranians come
to see and know themselves through the gaze of Europeans. The Euromaniac
“has no personality—he is an object with no authentic origin.”78 And in spite
of Al e Ahmad’s dislike for the rigidity of the religious elite, he believed that
traditional Islam remained the reservoir of Iranian authenticity.

Especially with modernization so brutally enforced by Reza Shah’s army
and Mohammed Shah’s secret police (SAVAK), Al e Ahmad’s Westoxication
struck responsive chords. In the following two decades—leading to the 1979
revolution—it provided much of the language adopted by nearly all opposi-
tion groups, from leftists to Islamists. His heritage quickly “split into a hun-
dred parts espoused by a hundred groups,” Mottahedeh writes, “all of which
were against Euromania but otherwise agreed on very little.”79 Many mod-
ernized urbanites continued to support the shah’s Westernization programs,
even if they opposed his dictatorship, and this then formed the highly charged
matrix of identity for the prerevolutionary generation. An Iranian could opt
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for Western-style modernization in opposition to “backward” and “super-
stitious” traditions or “fanatical” religious movements. Or he or she could
choose “authentic” tradition over the soulless materialism of Euromania.
Vaziri describes this as a form of “cultural schizophrenia” in which many
Iranians “endorsed both Aryanism and Shi’ism as their source of identity.”80

Shayegan similarly describes the “cultural schizophrenia” of

the individual clamped in the jaws of this split and wrestling with a
contradictory double fascination: the enchanted vision of a world
still infused with the aura of collective memory, and the equally
compelling allure of the new and unknown . . . racked between new
ideas that evaporate for lack of a context and ancient ideas arthritic
with the failure to adapt.81

Mottahedeh writes as a historian, not a psychologist, but he points out
that while some Iranians played out the role of pious believer and others the
role of modernizer, a great many found ways to combine and move between
the two poles. He repeatedly comments on the Iranian “love of ambiguity”
that enabled the majority of Iranians to “shift roles from devotee to cynic,”
from Cyrus (the pre-Islamic king) to Hosein (the Shi’i martyr), from the
modern to the traditional—a “freedom” he believes the revolution brought
to an end. The polarization prior to it forced choices and hardened identi-
ties, and the revolutionary government quickly set about reversing the half-
century of state-directed Westernization. A great many Westernized Iranians
left the country, and the revolutionary government enforced the purity of
Islamic tradition on those who remained. “The inner spaces created by am-
biguity no longer exist,” Mottahedeh writes, “and the attraction of ambigu-
ity is forever dead.”82

Religious Revival in Egypt

In the decades since El Messiri wrote about the gathering crisis of the awlad
al-balad, Egyptian society became more Westernized but also emerged as a
center of Islam’s resurgence. Egypt has developed MENA’s largest media
industry, and its movies and TV shows—the vast majority depicting West-
ernized styles of life—are avidly watched throughout the region. At the same
time, Egypt saw the emergence of the first and still-prototypic Islamist po-
litical movement, whose activists assassinated Anwar Sadat in 1981 and
staged spectacular attacks on tourists and government officials in the 1990s.
“Egypt has since the end of the eighteenth century born the brunt of the
intercultural confrontation between the technological-scientific West and
the preindustrial Middle East,” Bassam Tibi writes, and “Cairo still remains
by and large the center of religio-ideological reaction against European in-
cursion into the region.”83 This reaction is most readily seen in the history of
the Muslim Brotherhood and other activist groups, but it also has been
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occurring among the great number of Egyptians who have turned to piety as
part of a less visible but more steady grassroots movement. Still following Is-
lamist doctrines but rejecting armed attacks, Geneive Abdo describes this
“popular Islam” as aiming “to transform the social structure of Egyptian
society from the bottom up, creating an Islamic order.”84

From the 1880s through the 1930s, a line of theologians at Egypt’s al Azhar
University—especially Jamal al-Afghani, Muhammad ‘Abduh, and Mohammad
Rida—argued for resisting Western domination by revitalizing Islam. Even
many secular nationalists came to appreciate the power of invoking Islam to
mobilize popular support. But religious renewal went much further than
recruitment to anticolonialism, and nationalist movements in most MENA
societies also entailed efforts to purify Islam of the unorthodox practices that
were seen to have made it vulnerable to Western powers. “Purified,” “real”
Islam—a modern creation—became the tradition that modernizing peoples
rallied to defend.85

Hasan Banna was a devout young teacher from a rural village who came
to Cairo to study and participated in the 1919 uprising against British rule.
Ten years later, in his post in a village near the Suez Canal, he founded the
Muslim Brotherhood (ikhwan muslimun) when a handful of laborers work-
ing at a British camp came to him and took an oath to be “troops for the
message of Islam.” They began recruiting and soon expanded to Cairo, where
by the late 1940s they had a half million members and branches in other coun-
tries.86 The ikhwan were suppressed in 1949, and Banna was assassinated. It
reemerged and was suppressed again by Nasser in the 1960s, and its leader,
Siyyid Qutb, was hanged. It was again allowed to organize a few years later
by Sadat, in the hope that it might offset a growing leftist movement.

Gilles Kepel describes how Islamism found roots in the 1970s among the
youth of a new generation suffering from “profound malaise.” The 1967 and
1973 wars with Israel had rendered the ideologies of Westernization, Arab
nationalism, and Soviet communism all hollow and served as a catalyst for
the religious revival. According to Fadwa El Guindi, “in the aftermath of the
1967 Arab-Israeli War a climate of intense and visible religiousness developed
in Egypt that continues up to the present among the urban population in
general. . . . Women resumed veiling after the 1973 Ramadan War.”87 Eco-
nomic growth failed to keep pace with population growth. Kepel writes:

It was in this period that the first generation coming out of the de-
mographic explosion and the rural exodus became adults—the first
generation never to have known direct colonial domination and to
be massively literate (at least the males). Arriving on the labor mar-
ket, they faced the bitter experience of general underemployment . . .
which was all the more painful owing to its contrast with the hopes
placed in education as a means to upward mobility, hopes fostered
by the rhetoric of the post-independence regimes.88
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The ikhwan offered this postindependence generation a new rhetoric and grew
in the 1970s by propagating Siyyid Qutb’s view that Egypt (and other Mus-
lim societies) had fallen into a new state of jahiliya—the term used for the
pre-Islamic era of “ignorance”—ruled by a corrupt “pharaoh” against whom
a new jihad (holy war) must be waged.

The Brotherhood thus appears to have captured the historical ibn al-balad
resentment of the foreignized elite and refashioned it in sharply religious
terms. The Islamist critique begins, writes Richard Mitchell, in “the cultural,
religious, societal, or personal question of inferiority and humiliation—an
angry response to the conspicuous contempt of the foreign ‘economic over-
lord’ for the Egyptian.”89 This critique indicts the West for its cultural “ma-
terialism” and its international “greed and tyranny,” counterposing to it the
moral and spiritual superiority of indigenous religion and culture—at least
in the era of the Prophet and his successors. It indicts as apostates the Egyp-
tian elites who adopt Western ways.

Many observers have seen Islamism as a “nativist movement” resembling
revivals of tradition in the face of Western domination90 that have been stud-
ied in many non-Western societies, including Japan,91 India,92 New Guinea,93

and among Native Americans.94 While many of the leaders have been pro-
fessionals, technicians, and students, the movement has found great popular
support among the recently urbanized, whether they be students, day labor-
ers, or unemployed residents of the sprawling shantytowns. The multitudes
who find themselves trapped in underdevelopment while others enjoy the
fruits of modernization especially perceive Islam to be “the heart of a heart-
less world,” Gilsenan writes, providing a dignified identity and the promise
of a better eternal life.95 Studies of students who join and support Islamist
groups find that many come from rural villages or families that recently
moved into cities, and have high aspirations for school and career achieve-
ment, often in scientific and technical fields. For both men and women, less
educated mothers appeared to have been sources of traditional and religious
values. Leila Ahmad writes:

Joining Islamic groups or, as is the case for most women, informally
affiliating with the trend, then, evidently carries the comfort of bring-
ing the values of home and childhood to the city and its foreign and
morally overwhelming ways. This psychological and social dimen-
sion appears to be among the most important elements underlying
the trend. Inner ease and resolution, often described as a feeling of
peace, of centeredness, brought about by the formal or public align-
ing of oneself with Islam, are prominent features of women’s and
men’s accounts.96

Young women who veil also say it protects them from the nearly constant
harassment unveiled women receive in public and enables them to engage
men as equals in classroom and campus conversation. Like many observers,
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Ahmed points out that women are “returning” to the veil to claim their right
to traditionally male public spaces, schools, and jobs:

Islamic dress can be seen as the uniform, not of reaction, but of tran-
sition; it can be seen, not as a return to traditional dress, but as the
adoption of Western dress—with modifications to make it accept-
able to the wearer’s notions of propriety. Far from indicating that
the wearers remain fixed in the world of tradition and the past, then,
Islamic dress is the uniform of arrival, signaling entrance into, and
determination to move forward in, modernity.97

Ali Lila shows how an earlier generation of Egyptian youth led the adop-
tion of Western ways in rejection of seemingly backward traditions, while the
current one is leading the religious revival. But he too sees continuity in their
striving for modernization: against the apparent failure of Nasser’s socialism
and Sadat’s and Mubarek’s capitalism—both Western imports—the religious
revival is being animated by the decisions of many youth to “progress from
within our tradition.”98

Professionals and Saints in Pakistan

Katherine Ewing has been one of the few anthropologists to investigate the
cultural shaping of self by studying individual life-histories, and to show
the importance of multiple, often contradictory self-representations. In
“The Illusion of Wholeness,” she analyzes interviews she conducted with
Shamim, a Pakistani woman studying for her doctorate and struggling both
to chart her own life and remain a dutiful daughter. These show her “rap-
idly shifting self-representations,” mainly between “two self-images that are
based on inconsistent premises. At some moments she presents an image
of herself as a good, obedient daughter who will, hopefully, become a good
wife. At other times her self-representation is that of a ‘politician’ who can
employ various strategies to meet her personal needs and wishes.”99 The
first is rooted in the sociocentric concept of personhood familiar through-
out South Asia, Ewing writes, “in which persons are regarded, not as indi-
viduals with personal needs, but rather as units of the social order.” This
self is articulated in terms of Muslim principles of filial piety and control
of nafs (desire) by ‘aqel (reason/social maturity).100 The second draws on a
cultural model of everyday political maneuvering, according to which “each
person operates to maximize his or her advantage (or that of his or her fam-
ily) vis-à-vis others in order to realize personal or familial wishes and
goals.”101 These juxtaposed “good Muslim” and “clever politician” models
(which roughly parallel the contrast I have described as between “piety” and
“honor”) cause conflict and guilt for many Pakistanis, Ewing observes, and
lead Shamim and others to see the same qualities and acts from contrast-
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ing perspectives: “the good Muslim may explain manifestations of ‘politi-
cal’ action as the excessive indulgence of a person’s nafs. Alternatively, from
the political standpoint a person’s actions, though proper behavior for a
good Muslim, might be branded as ‘boorish’ or stupid or, more benignly,
labeled ‘simple.’”102 Ewing notes that when Shamim changes self-images,
she also changes her images of her parents and the personal memories that
go with them, so that each of the two self-representations constitutes a
complete “frame of reference.” Because she (and others) generally are un-
aware of their shifts, each frame of reference creates a feeling—or illusion—
that the self is whole:

People construct a series of self-representations that are based on
selected cultural concepts of person and selected “chains” of personal
memories. Each self-concept is experienced as whole and continu-
ous, with its own history and memories that emerge in a specific
context, to be replaced by another self-representation when the con-
text changes.103

In a subsequent article, “The Dream of Spiritual Initiation,” Ewing shows
how educated Pakistanis may develop contrasting “modern” and “traditional”
self-representations, and how dreams about Sufi pirs (masters) may bring
about a reorganization of the prominence given to each. In postcolonial Pa-
kistan, she writes,

many people are forced into situations in which they must organize
strands of their lives that are highly inconsistent with one another.
Many Pakistanis have found that self representations developed in
a traditional Muslim family are difficult to reconcile with those
formed in British-dominated educational, governmental, and busi-
ness settings.104

She presents the life-histories of two Western-educated Pakistani professional
men for whom the duality had become conflict, though she points out that
many individuals shift so smoothly between even “radically inconsistent” self-
representations that they do not notice themselves doing so. These men, how-
ever, struggled consciously with the conflict, and ultimately resolved it in favor
of traditional religion by means of a centuries-old cultural schema in which
they dreamed of a Sufi master and then became his disciple. Where they previ-
ously gave priority to their Westernized professional self-representations, the
dreams served as catalysts for reversing the emphasis and bringing their reli-
gious selves into the foreground. Together these papers show not only how
contrasting cultural models may be internalized as contrasting identities but
also how traditional contrasts (“good Muslim” versus “clever politician”) may
be transformed by colonial and postcolonial influences into modern ones
(“Westernized modernity” versus “traditional religiosity”).
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Identity in Morocco

Mounia Bennani-Chraibi had begun a study of youth and media in Morocco
when youth-led riots broke out at the end of 1990, attacking “the material
symbols of ‘modernity’.” The next year a series of antigovernment, anti-
Western demonstrations were staged in response to the Gulf War that also
were dominated by teen-agers and young adults. She quickly broadened the
scope of her inquiry, interviewing participants in the demonstrations and
some of those arrested, and three years later published her observations on
this generation’s struggle with modernity and tradition, as Soumis et Rebelles.
Traditional family and kin-groups are decreasing in size and importance, she
believes, bringing about a “birth of the individual.” Individuals, however, are
growing into an overpopulated world of economic underdevelopment and
political oppression, where only a few can achieve the careers and living stan-
dards that are the promise of modernization. These conditions embroil youth
in two related struggles: one in the social realm for the educations and steady
jobs that would enable them to help support their parental families, marry,
and begin families of their own—in Levinson’s terms, for a life- structure; the
other in the realm of ideas, values, and meanings—in Erikson’s terms, for
identity. The realm of values has quite literally become a marketplace:

In the marketplaces of the great cities, Oum Kaltoum, Michael Jack-
son, and reciters of the Quran battle for the field of sound; Islamic
literature published in Cairo or Casablanca sits side by side with
Playboy and Femme Actuelle. . . . During the month of Ramadan,
feverish nights of pleasure and encounters follow austere days of
fasting. In summer, young people on their way back from the beach
stop to pray in one of the mosques they pass on their way.105

Bennani-Chraibi found young people “fascinated” with the West, as “at the
same time a model and a counter-model,” alternating between “attraction
and repulsion,” “idealizing” and “demonizing” the West. They often described
Europeans as possessing the virtues Moroccans lack:

The West offers the image of a universe where the blossoming/de-
veloping individual is also an accomplished citizen. . . . The myth
of development prevails with all of its apparatus: science, technol-
ogy, media, the moon, rocket ships, oceanographic research. . . .
These descriptions are almost always accompanied with “not like
among us,” “not like here,” “not like us.”106

Yet nearly all of those she interviewed also rejected European ways as deca-
dent and dissolute—affirming the superiority of Morocco’s familial and spiri-
tual values.

As they “compartmentalize” these contrary attitudes, many appear to
allot “transgressive” behaviors and religious devotion their separate times and
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spaces. A few had become more permanently “marginalized” in their delin-
quencies, and some turned to Islamism to live piously all day, every day. The
vast majority approved of the mixing of males and females in schools, work
settings, and public and wanted to choose their own spouses. But like Davis
and Davis, Ouzi, and Schade-Poulsen, she found that male-female relation-
ships were characterized by anxiety and mistrust. Boys have to establish them-
selves financially before they can marry, while most girls still rely on marriage
to provide them a place in society. For most boys, “feminine sexuality and
nonvirginity constitute a blot and a taboo, whereas sexual experience acquired
by a man is a natural and indispensable thing.”107 The majority of girls con-
cur and oppose premarital sexuality, and “virginity is the weapon of a young
woman in the war of the sexes.”108 Yet many young women in their later teens
and early twenties also have relationships with boys that involve some sexual
play, though usually not intercourse. She quotes a 25-year-old Casablanca
secretary who argued that sex is “natural,” an important part of a girl’s matu-
ration, and that girls have the same right to pleasure as boys. When the in-
terviewer asked, “And virginity?” she vehemently responded, “Ah, virginity
before everything,” and launched into a speech on the importance of main-
taining virginity until marriage, couched in terms of religious values and fam-
ily obligations absent from her earlier defense of pleasure. She even justified
the killing of a daughter who loses her virginity before marriage. Bennani-
Chraibi writes: “The young girl is subject to two types of value systems: one
dominated by individualism and hedonism, the other fundamentally social
in that the person is legitimately subjected to the law of the collective. These
two systems are not opposed in their eyes.”109 She thus found idealization and
demonization of the West side by side, and many of those who condemned
religious regimes (Iran, Saudi Arabia) and movements (Algeria) as “not true
Islam” also idealized the state of justice that “true Islam” would bring. The
demonstrations and riots united socialist, democrat, Islamist, and apolitical
youth in an inchoate spirit of rebellion fueled by their forced submission and
seclusion. In the end, she sees Moroccan youth as caught up in tumultuous
struggle with dual identities, carried on in usually “cold” times beneath sur-
faces of calm.

This is precisely what I found in the life-history interviews I conducted
with 18- to 28-year-old “young adults” in rural southern Morocco.110 Their
life-narratives resemble those of Americans I have interviewed111 in the ways
they shift between contrasting identities, and in their use of cultural symbols
and metaphors to define who they are and what they stand for. But where
the American narratives draw heavily on images of self and Other related to
social class, race, and subcultural “life-style,” the Moroccan narratives de-
fine contrasting identities primarily in terms of “modern” Westernized and
“traditional” Moroccan/Muslim images. All appeared to be familiar with the
yearning that Orhan Pamuk’s journalist imagines Master Bedii’s mannequins
feel—to escape from the dusky basement of tradition and come to new life
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by copying the (Western) Other—but at the same time with the feeling of
estrangement Al e Ahmad described as “Euromania,” which evokes yearn-
ings to embrace one’s authentic traditions.

Individuals varied greatly in the personal meanings and the symbols they
associated with “modernity” and “tradition,” and in the dialogues they set in
motion between them. A few firmly defined themselves at one pole, in con-
trast to antiself representations that delineated the contrasting pole—as did
my interviewee Mohammed, who hoped one day to head a religious school
and defined his “pure,” “well-ordered” self in contrast to the “dirty,” “wild”
delinquent he had been in high school. Several wove both poles into remark-
ably smooth complementarities—especially a pious high school French
teacher, who was both the most “modern” and most “traditional” of all those
I interviewed. Many ambivalently embraced both poles, as did Hussein, who
cycled between describing himself as fleeing the disempowering world of
“backward” patriarchal tradition for empowering modern “urbanity” and
fleeing the disempowering modern world of anomic, stressful bureaucracy
for the health-bestowing simplicity of family ties and tradition. The greatest
conflict was experienced by a secretary who described herself as split into
“European” and “Muslim” personalities, unable to be either without the other
forcibly intruding.

It is difficult to ascertain whether young MENA adults typically experi-
ence greater conflict between identities than do “average” Westerners whose
struggles gave rise to the notion of “identity crisis.” But identity conflicts are
probably intensified by conditions of underdevelopment. Bennani-Chraibi
does not attribute the tumult she observed to the mere coexistence of West-
ern and traditional/Muslim models of self, but rather to the slow pace of
economic and political development that leaves so many young people un-
able to anchor their lives in either traditional or modern social institutions.
The difficulties they face in fashioning “life structures” that embody their
“dreams”—to use Levinson’s terms—certainly can turn the transitional task
of identity formation into chronic tumult.

Developmental Discontinuities and a “Muslimist Ethic”?

The life-narratives I elicited further suggest that the “task” of identity devel-
opment is often shaped by several important developmental themes that take
distinctive forms in MENA societies. Three in particular appear to be related
to developmental discontinuities that have arisen from rapid social change,
and especially from the intermixing of “modernization” and “underdevel-
opment.” First, many members of this generation appear to experience an
important developmental discontinuity concerning belief in “supernatural”
forces and the use of protective rituals to defend against them. In traditional
milieus, this complex provided a system of psychological self-care in which
some feelings of anxiety, vulnerability, and weakness are externalized and
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attributed to jinns, the Evil Eye, Satan, sorcery, and so on, and managed by
protective and purificatory practices. Having spent their childhoods in tra-
ditional milieus, most of the young adults I interviewed appeared to have
internalized the core of this complex—externalization—and to quite auto-
matically experience some forms of distress as issuing from invisible forces.
But their modern educations have led them to reject belief in invisible be-
ings and to eschew the minirituals traditionally used to keep them under
control. Many thus have disturbing dreams, physical symptoms, deviant
thoughts, and uncanny experiences that are traditionally attributed to spirit
beings but, in the absence of the “pop psych” theories Westerners use to ex-
plain these away, find themselves with no interpretation or recourse. As Fanon
wrote, belief in the spirit beings provides an important security system, and
Miner and DeVos may be correct to infer that disbelief leads to higher levels
of manifest anxiety, at least in the short-run, until individuals or the culture
develop new systems of self-care. Several of those I interviewed had become
more religious in their late teens and early twenties in part to help manage
disturbing experiences of this sort, and I suspect this may be an important
but generally unrecognized motive for the “return” of many young people
to devout religiosity.

Second, another important discontinuity appears with regard to the role
of the honor-modesty system and religious piety in the world of achievement
and “modern” life-styles. The life-narratives show young Moroccans auto-
matically configuring their relationships and comportment in terms of the
imperatives of honor and modesty but rarely employing the explicit rheto-
rics associated with them. While they continued to practice many traditional
etiquettes of deference, their lives in “modern” apartment blocks, “modern”
towns, “modern” schools and offices, and “modern” clothes no longer em-
bodied the rich color, grooming, and spatial symbolism that traditionally
organized daily life in accordance with the generational and gendered honor-
modesty system. No longer engaged in agriculture, pastoralism, raiding, or
traditional crafts, most town- and city-dwelling young people are now re-
moved an important degree from the traditional anchorage points of that
system, and they now watch TV, play sports, and listen to music cassettes
rather than participate in the raids and poetic performances that stake per-
sonal claims to honor.

With the exception of areas caught up in military struggles, the main
“glorious deed” a young person can perform to honor his or her family is to
pass the college entrance exam. Honor and modesty remain central to the
(level 2) sentiments, motives, and social selves of youths, but (level 3) identi-
ties are now being defined in terms of educational and economic achievement
and modern/Western versus traditional/Muslim ways of life. In response, the
honor-modesty system is being transformed into a family-based achievement
ethic—in a manner resembling that studied in Japan and other Asian cul-
tures. The overarching developmental “task” faced by MENA adolescents and
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young adults can be described as fashioning an honorable and proprietous
life in terms of school and career achievement.

Third, the life-narratives indicate that Islam also is being transformed,
as young people are weaving it into their drive for achievement. For my in-
terviewee Rachida, it is piety that brings natija—a word that refers to the
“yield” of crops and to one’s “outcome” or “grade” at school—while impi-
ety leads to “failure.” Hussein formulated an identity during his second (and
last) year in college, when he decided to become a defense attorney and fight
to “restore the rights” of the oppressed and unjustly accused and thereby
himself maintain “an innocent relationship with God.” Most of those I in-
terviewed112 articulated their striving for achievement as a kind of divine “call-
ing” that requires self-mastery and “this-worldly asceticism.” These are Max
Weber’s terms for the Protestant ethic, and the life-narratives support the
suggestion of several scholars that education and economic opportunity are
catalyzing the development of an analogous “Muslimist ethic” that synthe-
sizes honor, piety, achievement, and redemption.113 This ethic differs mark-
edly from versions of Enlightenment liberalism that we commonly identify
with Western modernity, especially by virtue of the central place accorded to
faith and of the primacy given to religious and familial authority over indi-
vidual freedom. Religious piety appears not just as a spiritual complement
to a secular modernity but as a primary vehicle for “becoming modern.”

The interviews I conducted contain very little of the explicit “rhetoric of
self-cultivation” so characteristic of American life-narratives, and they are not
modern in that particular twentieth-century, Western, middle-class sense of
self-consciously seeking “self-actualization.” Nor do they evince the individu-
alist modernism of Bentham and J. S. Mill, as the Moroccans I interviewed
rarely took their eyes off familial obligations, and only a few of the narratives
make much of rational self-interests or free pursuits of happiness. Rather,
they more closely echo the early Protestant notion that one’s earthly ambi-
tions should be pursued as a synthetic Good Work, witnessed by God and
rewarded in the afterlife.

Robert Bellah has shown how the dissemination of the samurai class’s
bushido code and the emergence of new religious movements throughout the
Tokugawa period facilitated Japan’s modernization, as did the Protestant ethic
in Europe.114 He traces how the broad diffusion of the bushido ethic and con-
sequent synthesis of “Shinto nationalism” promoted a melding of modern-
ist social ambitions and religious values, symbolized by the mission and power
of a state headed by a divine emperor who would foster development at home
and expel the “barbarians” from abroad. John Waterbury has shown how the
Berbers of the Moroccan Sous region developed a Protestant ethic–like vari-
ant of Islam as they became famously successful self-sacrificing entrepreneurs
and merchants.115 Ernest Gellner has described this sort of “Weberian ethic”
in his discussion of “Algerian Puritanism,”116 and Ellis Goldberg has drawn
attention to the ways Islamic activists resemble Protestant reformers.117
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These parallels can be overstated, but they have an important implica-
tion: the cultural synthesis of modernism and religion has a personal side,
which appears in the form of a modernist family-based achievement orien-
tation, and a political side, which appears as a kind of “natural” support for
a number of key Islamist themes. Political Islam may be the media-visible
tip of an iceberg, the submerged six-sevenths consisting of the large num-
bers of MENA youths who fashion “Muslim ethicist” identities as they struggle
against unfavorable odds to succeed in the educational system and open doors
into the economy’s modern sector. It is in this discourse that many seek to
resolve the conflict of “individualistic” achievement motives and “collectiv-
ist” responsibilities to kin, and to synthesize potentially conflicting indigenous
and Western ways. For the practitioner of the “Muslim ethic,” individual
achievement can “honor” one’s family, maintain an “innocent relationship
with God,” and help build the nation and the House of Islam. And it takes
but a short step to turn this personal synthesis into religiously inspired ac-
tivism, especially for those whose “dreams” appear to be dashed or to turn
hollow in the hallways of modern bureaucracies. The tension that MENA
youth so acutely experience is not that between “traditional” religion and
“modern” secular individualism, as it is so often misportrayed by Western
media. Rather, it is between the dream of modernity and the reality of
underdevelopment.

Debate: Creative Synthesis or Fragmentation? �

Journalists reporting on MENA societies have fostered a debate about whether
young adults there are eager to embrace Western-style modernity or remain
so weighed down by the momentum of tradition that they cling to the obso-
lete values of the honor code and conservative Islam. By contrast, ethnogra-
phers have generally recognized (1) that the “traditions” many young people
embrace as their authentic culture are not truly traditional but fully modern
reformulations of traditional values and motifs, and (2) that perhaps the great
majority of young people develop an ambivalent duality of modern/Western
and traditional/Muslim identities. In this case, the scholars simply have it
right, and the journalists misunderstand. Life-narratives especially show
that identities often take shape as dialogues between these two self-
construals. Some individuals appear to work out creative syntheses or easy
complementarities; others appear to struggle in destructive turmoil.

Here a crucial divergence of views appears. On one side are researchers
(including Ewing, the Davises, Kagitcibasi, and myself) who tend to view
cultural duality as presenting challenges that most MENA youth can creatively
manage. With them are those (including Hamid Ammar and Mustafa Hijazi)
who view the originally destructive imposition of Western culture as ulti-
mately enabling MENA youth to free themselves from “frozen,” “calcified”
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traditions and to revitalize their heritages. The Lebanese novelist Amin
Maalouf recently blamed the desire for a single fixed identity, in response to
the loss of self threatened by Western-style modernization, for intolerance
and violence and urged Arabs to seek identities that encompass multiple af-
filiations, cultures, and languages.118 This camp tends to blame the “crisis”
of youth on economic and political underdevelopment rather than cultural
duality. On the other side are researchers (including Lila, Shayagen, Ouzi,
and Haddiya) who see the cultural dualities as dooming youth to fragmented
identities and never-ending struggles for identity.

Abdelkrim Ghareeb recently captured this divergence by considering the
identity dilemma of youth from the perspective of four theorists.119 The
Moroccan nationalist leader Allal Al-Fassi described youth as torn between
their indigenous culture and the European implant, such that “the individual
in Moroccan society finds himself lost and alternating in his choices and
decisions.”120 He hoped education would enable youth to adapt and adopt
Arab-Muslim high culture, but he suspected that the apparent weakness of
their own heritage would motivate them to imitatively opt for the European
model. The sociologist Paul Pascon similarly pointed out that 50 years of
colonialism had turned Morocco into a “composite” society: a mixture
of Moroccan and French cultures and of indigenous and Western orders of
knowledge, manifest in the shifting, “composite” behavior of individuals.
Pascon acknowledged that this causes strife, but where al-Fassi saw only dis-
cord, Pascon saw composite culture as animating creativity and development.
For his third perspective, Ghareeb takes a Freudian point of view to describe
youth as alternating between two egos—a “Moroccan-culture ego” anchored
in identification with the father and a “Western-culture ego” based on rejec-
tion of the father and identification with Western figures—setting up dis-
turbingly contradictory relations with the id. Finally he outlines a Piagetian
analysis that shows youth not passing through a brief disequilibrium at the
onset of formal operational thinking but trapped in an interminable disequi-
librium caused by being embedded in the contradictory orders of indigenous
and Western knowledge. He draws these analyses together to raise the ques-
tion of whether postcolonial composite culture dooms individuals to inner
strife and disequilibrium or whether this may be a “transitional” period
(though now decades long) in which youths suffer and sacrifice as they work
creatively to invent new forms of cultural coherence.

It may help to view this debate about “composite” selves in the light of
contemporary models of self in cross-cultural psychology. Harry Triandis led
many researchers beyond the simple contrast of “individualistic” versus “col-
lectivistic” cultures and selves by suggesting that people have “private,” “pub-
lic,” and “collective” selves, with differences in social ecology determining
which come to the fore.121 A consensus now appears to be emerging that
people in all cultures develop multiple self-conceptions that are called into
play in different contexts.122 Studies by Hazel Markus and her colleagues have
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emphasized a “repertoire of schemata” view of self, some investigating rela-
tionships among “possible selves.”123 These views converge with recent theo-
ries of acculturation, which no longer treat this process as a unidimensional
one, in which individuals gradually lose their immigrant identities as they de-
velop a majority culture identity, but propose “alternation”124 models to ac-
count for multiple “bicultural”125 and “hybrid”126 identities.

These views also converge with theories of ethnic identity that follow the
writings of W.E.B. DuBois and Malcolm X to recognize that minorities often
develop dual identities—internalizing both their in-group’s standards and the
majority group’s stereotypes of them. These models propose that individuals
go through dramatic shifts in reference groups and identities, ideally progress-
ing toward a bicultural maturity.127 Several recent studies find that bicultural
individuals can master and shift identities between “cultural frames” with rela-
tive ease.128 In this framework, the identity-development task of MENA youth
in the Western-dominated world may resemble that of immigrants or ethnic
minorities who seek to embrace both cultural frameworks, along developmental
paths made torturous by unending battle with majority stereotypes and a po-
tentially corrosive sense of backwardness.129

Erikson saw the “crisis” of identity as tapping the creative potential of
youth to reinvigorate their cultures with new syntheses of values. But he also
emphasized that they often experience the identity-formation “task” as de-
manding they become a single, authentic character, which can lead to dan-
gerous “totalistic” resolutions in which incompatible features of personality
are projected onto deviants or out-groups, who then become targets of per-
secution. He insisted that history plays the decisive role for each generation,
noting that political polarization easily intensifies the pressure on young
people to “stand for” one thing in a pure and totalistic manner. The “intense
struggle of becoming” Barakat describes appears to turn up or down these
pressures in one country after another, depending on whether cultural-
political strife is, as Bennani-Chraibi phrases it, latent and “cool” or mani-
fest and “hot.”

Sources �

The anthropologist Katherine Ewing has used life-history interviews to study
identity in Pakistan, and her article “The Illusion of Wholeness” presents an
important model of how multiple self-representations may be organized.
Audrey Shalinsky’s “Reason, Desire, and Sexuality” (in Afghanistan), John
Anderson’s “Sentimental Ambivalence and the Exegesis of ‘Self’ in Afghani-
stan,” and Steven Caton’s “The Poetic Construction of Self” (in Yemen) all
indicate that multiplicity characterizes both more traditional and more mod-
ern milieus, as does Janice Boddy’s research on spirit possession in Sudan130

and Lila Abu-Lughod’s on Bedouin ethics and poetry.131
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The sociologist Sawsan El Messiri’s Ibn al-Balad provides an excellent
introduction to the cultural landscape of identity, as it traces how the ordi-
nary “authentic” people of Cairo delineated an identity in contrast to unso-
phisticated village-dwellers on one side and foreignized elites on the other.
In spite of its deep flaws, Horace Miner and George DeVos’s study of urban
“acculturation” in Algeria in the early 1950s—Oasis and Casbah—ends with
some important observations about the effects of French colonization and
resistance on young men’s identities. Studies of unveiling and reveiling in
Turkey by Emelie Olson,132 Nilufer Gole,133 and Hugh Poulton134 show how
details of fashion and grooming became politicized markers of identity, and
have remained so throughout the century. The historians Roy Mottahedeh’s
Mantle of the Prophet and Mostafa Vaziri’s Iran as Imagined Nation recount
the modernization forced on Iranians by Reza Shah and his son Mohammed
Shah, and the critique of “Westoxication” or “Euromania” that inspired re-
sistance and eventually revolution. Ali Mirsepassi’s Intellectual Discourse and
the Politics of Modernization and Daryush Shayegan’s Cultural Schizophrenia
further explore the dualities created in Iran’s encounter with Western pow-
ers and values. Bassam Tibi’s Islam and the Cultural Accommodation of So-
cial Change, Richard Mitchell’s The Society of the Muslim Brothers, Henry
Munson’s Islam and Revolution in the Middle East, Gilles Kepel’s Muslim
Extremism in Egypt, and Michael Gilsenan’s Recognizing Islam provide de-
scriptions of the development of Islamism in Egypt, and explore the charac-
ter of the Muslim identity it opposes to Westernization. Ali Lila’s Al-shabab
al-‘arabi (Arab Youth) traces the social history of Egyptian youth and its key
role in recent decades’ “religious revival.” Katherine Ewing’s study of the
transformative effects of “spiritual initiation” dreams in Pakistan shows how
Western and traditional self-representations may coexist and come into con-
flict even for men with advanced educations and professional careers.135

Mounia Bennani-Chraibi’s Soumis et Rebelles describes a similar ambivalence
and duality of self-representations among young Moroccans. My own “study
of lives” research on identity in Morocco further demonstrates the multiplicity
of self-representations and the importance of “traditional”/Muslim versus
“modern”/Western dualities.136 In Ai namoudhaj li-al-tawafiq lada al-shabab
al-maghrebi (What Model for Moroccan Youth?) Abdelkrim Ghareeb poses
the crucial question of whether these cultural contradictions condemn youth
to fragmented and unstable identities or potentially provoke creative syntheses
that could move MENA cultures beyond neocolonial dualities.
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Western theories of adult development appear to have limited applicability to
MENA societies. While little research has been conducted specifically on
development, four key issues emerge from studies of adults. First, MENA
psychologists have adapted Western measures of several important personality
traits (specifically intraversion-extraversion, neuroticism, and the “Big Five”
traits), and also found evidence that anxiety levels are higher in MENA than
in Western and some other developing societies.

Second, while little studied, the individualism versus collectivism of
MENA societies emerges as an important topic of discussion, especially since
they are assumed to be “collectivist.” Cross-cultural psychologists have come to
regard this as perhaps the central dimension on which the world’s cultures
vary, with Westerners being more “egocentric” and non-Westerners more
“sociocentric” in their social relationships and selves. Several Asian and
Indian psychologists have criticized the validity of this continuum and
collected data showing that Japanese, Koreans, and Indians possess both types
of self-representations and can call either into play according to circumstance.
Kagitcibasi and Joseph similarly argue that MENA societies cannot be termed
“collectivist” but that they foster forms of “connectivity” or “interrelatedness”
in some spheres of life and individualism in others.

Third, studies of MENA women show that they often acquire a good deal
of power and prestige in mid life and later. These accounts parallel David
Guttman’s theory that many cultures script a kind of gender reversal in
midlife, in which men reintegrate “feminine” characteristics they suppressed
in order to play strongly masculine roles in their teens and twenties, while
women similarly reintegrate “masculine” qualities they suppressed during the
same period to emphasize feminine-nurturant characters. While “gender
reversal” is not an appropriate term, MENA cultures do appear to foster a
shift in gender roles that can enlarge men’s and women’s interaction styles
and self-conceptions.
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The fourth topic—crucial to development throughout the life-span—
consists of Arab scholars’ analyses of the psychological effects of economic
underdevelopment and political subjugation prevailing in many MENA
societies. These writings began with Hamid Ammar’s essays on traditional
and modern personality styles in Egypt, and multiplied as part of the wide-
spread “self-critique” set off by the 1967 “Six-Day” war. Several of these
scholars—including Mustafa Hijazi, Ali Zayour, and Hisham Sharabi—
emphasize the role that oppressive rule has played over centuries in shaping
culture, family organization, and psychological functioning. These writers
believe that the humiliation, insecurity, and fear that some regimes deliber-
ately create undermine both societal and psychological development by
causing people to (1) retreat to the protection of traditional-appearing social
groups, (2) adopt magical and superstitious methods of protecting themselves
and influencing their conditions, (3) turn to violence in cathartic attempts to
overcome humiliation, and (4) identify with the aggressor, internalizing the
Leader’s, the Party’s or the secret police’s surveillance and adopting authori-
tarian styles in their familial and occupational relationships. Western
psychology knows little about these processes, and I end by suggesting that the
theory of societal development proposed by Amartya Sen (and adopted by the
authors of the 2002 UN Arab Human Development Report), combined with
the philosopher Axel Honeth’s theory of societal effects on personal trust,
identity, and self-regard, could provide a framework for investigating what
Hijazi terms the “psychology of subjugation.”

Introduction �

A good deal of research has been conducted in MENA societies on the psy-
chological characteristics of adults, but very little on development during
adulthood (see the discussion of sources at the end of this chapter). Adult
development was long a neglected topic in Western psychology, and it is easy
to appreciate the priority MENA researchers have given to childhood and
adolescence, especially in light of the youthfulness of their populations and
the hopes placed on rising generations. Most of the psychological research
on adults has entailed adapting Western measures of personality traits (such
as introversion and extraversion, anxiety, and depression) and exploring their
associations with schooling, clinical symptoms, family and peer relations, and
so on. This is important work, which lays a groundwork for cross-cultural
comparisons. But the studies that speak most directly to the shaping of psy-
chological characteristics distinctive of MENA societies are the ethnographies
that describe how the honor-modesty system and Islam are internalized un-
til they have a “second nature,” “grammar of everyday life”–like influence
on thinking and emotion. I discussed how these two value systems appear to
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shape sentiments, motives, and social personae—McAdams’s level 2 of per-
sonality organization—in chapter 3.

This chapter begins with a brief review of Western theories of adult
development—especially those of Carl Jung, Erik Erikson, Daniel Levinson,
and Dan McAdams—and considers their limited applicability to MENA so-
cieties. It then examines four issues that bear on psychological development
in adulthood: (1) the status in MENA societies of personality traits studied
by Western psychologists; (2) the “sociocentrism” versus “egocentrism” of
MENA culture and self; (3) culturally patterned shifts in gender orienta-
tions in mid- and later life; and (4) the psychological effects of economic
and political underdevelopment. This fourth section—summarizing Arab
scholars’ writings on the “psychology of underdevelopment”—is the heart
of the chapter, and in some respects of the book, since my own research
convinces me that prevailing conditions of societal underdevelopment pro-
foundly influence psychological development throughout the life-span. I will
end by focusing on the key question of causality raised by these writings: is
it mainly “culture” (for example, values, beliefs, and norms) that shapes
psychological development, or rather the power of nature and the author-
ity of rulers, to which many features of “culture” should be seen as attempts
at psychological adaptation?

Western Theories of Adult Development �

The most influential Western theories of development in adulthood have their
roots in the notion that each person emerges from childhood with a set of
core life themes that define the directions of future development, if the indi-
vidual chooses to answer their beckoning, and if the environment allows their
pursuit. This vision of an “organic unfolding” of personality first appeared
in the tragedies of the German Romantic writer Goethe, and especially in his
bildungsroman (“novel of development”) Wilhelm Meister’s Years of Appren-
ticeship. Goethe saw the unfolding as an inherently tragic process, in which
every life project is doomed to collapse because it overreaches toward its
unfulfillable ideal or because it withers with the birth of a new project.
Marshall Berman I believe correctly sees this vision—that each individual
should gain the freedom to recognize and pursue his or her inner direction—
as the psychological essence of modernity.1 The preeminent theorists of adult
development—especially Carl Jung, Erik Erikson, and Daniel Levinson—have
seen this process as the primary motor of adult development. Their models
conceptualize adulthood as consisting of a series of stages, each defined by
specific developmental processes or tasks. While all have tried to incorpo-
rate historical and cross-cultural perspectives, the content and timing of the
stages they propose remains closely linked to the life patterns of modern,
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Western, often middle-class milieus. It is not clear which features of these
theories fit MENA life patterns.

Carl Jung

Jung pioneered theorizing about development during adulthood. One of his
key disputes with Freud centered on his view that psychological turmoil
stemmed less from fixation on childhood repressions than from conflicts over
trajectories of adult development. In Jung’s view, the unconscious contains
a kind of developmental blueprint that maps out paths toward self-realiza-
tion. It is as if events in adulthood “switch on” unconscious symbols and
images,2 which then serve as signs drawing an individual toward the direc-
tions his or her development should take. People project these archetypes into
the world and then find themselves drawn toward them in fascination, but
without recognizing that they originate from their own psyches. Jung believed
archetypes also appear in symptoms, dreams, free associations, and artistic
creations, which he viewed not only as expressing residues of childhood “fixa-
tions” (as did Freud) but as speaking of the future an individual should pur-
sue. He believed that socialization leads to the development of a persona, a
kind of mask of conventionality molded from the stamp of culture. In the
process, it forces important features of the self—usually those incongruent
with the persona—to be denied, split off, or repressed. These return in the
form of archetypes, and much of adult development consists of reintegrat-
ing them and achieving more and more inclusive forms of wholeness.

Jung gave particular importance to three sorts of archetypes he thought
to be universal: the shadow, the anima/animus, and the self. He believed that
the shadow embodies “darker” aspects of repressed sexuality and aggression,
excluded from the persona. People typically feel ambivalently repulsed by their
shadow figure and attracted to it. Jung clearly had the Christian devil in mind,
as well as similar figures from other cultures and from his patients’ halluci-
nations, dreams, and fantasies. Some people try to protect themselves from
the shadow with rigid defenses that block development: others may try to
destroy it (one might see “the Jew” as the Nazis’ collective shadow figure);
and a few try to become their shadow figure, either literally or vicariously.
Growth proceeds by engaging the shadow in a kind of dialogue, demystifying
it, and gradually reintegrating one’s own antisocial sexuality and aggression—
not as the wild, terrifying forces they initially appear to be but as human
impulses that can be controlled.

The anima emerges in the form of a woman for a man, representing an
amalgam of maternal images and his own feminine qualities that have been
repressed in the process of forming a masculine persona. The animus takes a
similar male form for women. Jung believed that men and women often fall
in love with people who initially appear to match these archetypal figures,
and then find themselves disappointed when the real people don’t live up to
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the character they have imagined by projection. Some people may go from
partner to partner in an endless and unsatisfying search for their fantasy
turned real, while others may be frightened away from those who resemble
their archetype and seek partners who appear to embody opposite qualities.
Again, healthy development—and “true” love—proceeds via relationships
with archetype-resembling figures that allow one to discover the “real” per-
son beneath the projections and reintegrate one’s own repressed femininity
or masculinity.

Self symbols emerge later in life, often in the form of sages and wise per-
sons, and in yin-yang or mandala-like symbols representing wholeness and
a unity of opposites. Engagement with these figures can develop the spiritual
dimensions of the self, and lead toward a full self-realization. Jung termed
this whole process individuation, and he believed it begins in early adulthood
after the consolidation of a persona solidifies the repressions and renuncia-
tions required by cultural convention. Jung did not see individuation as re-
quiring separation and an individualist system of values, and he believed that
the religious systems of some traditional cultures support it better than do
modern Western ones.

Erik Erikson

Erikson’s signal contribution to psychology was to revise Freud’s stage theory
of child development and extend it throughout the life-span. As described in
chapter 8, the formation of identity becomes the crucial psychological “task”
at the entrance to adulthood, and Erikson believes this leads to the task of
developing a set of intimate relationships rather than suffering isolation.3 This
underlies the capacity to sustain a career of productive work and mutually
fulfilling intimacy, which leads to the support and nurturing of a new fam-
ily. His theory that “generativity” emerges as the main psychological task of
midlife may have greater relevance for MENA societies. Jung believed that
people begin to turn inward in their forties or fifties, disengaging to some
extent from their social responsibilities to follow more personal or spiritual
interests. Erikson views withdrawal more negatively, believing that the de-
velopmental challenge consists of finding new forms of “generative” engage-
ment. Generativity entails a commitment to “establishing and guiding the
next generation,”4 which encompasses not only one’s own children but all
those who come after one. It may express itself through face-to-face mentoring
of juniors or through work that is done for the sake of the future. Erikson
believes generativity enriches and enlivens the individual at a time when he
or she otherwise may become “stagnant” and “isolated.”

Research by McAdams and others has found evidence that concerns with
generatively are present throughout adulthood but peak in the thirties and
forties, and that individuals with stronger generative concerns and commit-
ments tend to have higher psychological well-being.5 Stewart and Vandewater
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propose a model in which the “desire for generativity” declines from early
adulthood to later adulthood, while “generativity accomplishment” increases,
such that the “felt capacity for generativity” peaks in midlife.6 While women
generally have greater generative concerns and commitments than men, sev-
eral studies suggest that generativity is not closely associated with parenthood
but rather with a broadening of care beyond one’s own children.7 Other stud-
ies indicate that, as Erikson and McAdams theorize, generativity develops not
simply as an individual trait but in response to social roles and cultural models
that both expect it and provide opportunities for enacting it. If the develop-
ment of generativity is a universal midlife “task,” then cultures should vary
in the nature and timing of their expectations for it. At the present time,
however, there is little cross-cultural research on generativity.

Erikson also theorizes that aging brings another developmental stage, in
which the “task” is to achieve a sense of ego integrity that goes with “the accep-
tance of one’s one and only life cycle as something that had to be and that, by
necessity, permitted of no substitutions”8 and not fall into the despair of fear-
ing death or regretting one’s life. Like Jung, Erikson associates ego integrity with
the development of “wisdom”—with forms of knowledge and styles of rela-
tionship that differ from the practical life-skills relied on through the more
productive decades of adulthood. And this may encompass the sense of “whole-
ness” of self that Jung believed the later-life process of “individuation” seeks.
Western research on aging has increased dramatically during the last two de-
cades, but relatively few studies have sought to assess “integrity,” and only in
recent years have researchers begun to investigate the nature of “wisdom.”

Daniel Levinson

On the basis of interview studies of American men9 and women,10 Levinson
has proposed a model of adulthood based on “eras” of “life structure” (as
shown in table 9.1). He believes that both men and women pass through the
same schedule of stages, but due to the “gender splitting” of social roles and
psychological orientations, they experience different developmental tasks in
each. Many researchers find his claim that the eras correlate closely with age
ranges to be unconvincing, and there is no evidence that it holds in other
cultures. But his notion of life structure is an important one, especially as it
distinguishes between a person’s identity and the nexus of relationships and
commitments in which identity is embedded and affirmed.

The psychological character of Levinson’s midlife and late adult transi-
tions roughly correspond to Erikson’s notion that generativity and integrity
are at stake. Levinson’s early adult transition is primarily about establishing
an identity—and I have followed him in viewing identity as mainly an “early
adult” task rather than an adolescent one. Levinson also diverges from Erikson
in viewing the twenties as mainly about not intimacy versus isolation but
consolidating a life structure in congruence with one’s identity. He also be-
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lieves that the transition for men at age 30 primarily concerns “settling down,”
in the sense of intensifying their commitments to their career paths and often
to their families. For both homemaker and career women, however, he found
this to be a period of questioning and often of changing family and career
commitments they had made in their twenties.11

Adult Development in MENA Societies

It is not clear what aspects of these theories may applicable to adult develop-
ment in MENA societies. I know of no Jungian writings on the region (ex-
cept for David Gutman’s cross-cultural study of gender roles, which I describe
below) or studies of Levinson’s “life structures.” A few researchers are cur-
rently conducting cross-cultural studies of “generativity” and “wisdom,” but
not in MENA societies. In addition, the organization of adult lives and MENA
cultural models of adulthood and aging differ significantly from those in the
Western societies that gave rise to these theories, and it remains for researchers
in the region to judge their usefulness. At the present time, only speculation
can be offered.

Erikson’s theory that achieving “intimacy” forms the main developmen-
tal “task” of early adulthood has been criticized for failing to account for
women’s development,12 and it clearly reflects the Western middle-class or-
ganization of the life-cycle: go to school and find one’s self, move away from
home and begin a career, fall in love and get married, start a family. Anthony
Giddons has described how modern societies have so separated marital and
friendship relations from those of work and politics that they become “pure
relationships”—stripped of any basis other than the exchange of affection and
mutual enjoyment.13 It should be no surprise, he suggests, that pure relation-
ships tend to be unstable and fragile. And it should be no surprise that this
cultural situation should make achieving intimacy into a key developmental

Table 9.1 Eras in the Male Life-Cycle

Age Period

65– Late adulthood

60–65 Late adult transition

45–60 Middle adulthood

40–45 Midlife transition

22–40 Early adulthood

17–22 Early adult transition

4–17 Childhood and adolescence

After D. Levinson, The Seasons of a Man’s Life (New York:
Ballantine, 1978), p. 200.
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“task.” Patterns of intimacy differ so greatly in traditional MENA societies
from the industrialized West (few relationships are “pure,” and intimacy is
expected to grow from marriage rather than lead to it) that it is difficult to
see Erikson’s “intimacy versus isolation” as the key developmental “task” of
the people in their twenties and thirties.

Traditional MENA cultures certainly provide men in their forties and
fifties with ample opportunities—as they assume more responsibility for the
well-being of their families and communities—for the development and ex-
pression of “generativity.” But other psychological characteristics, associated
with authority, honor, and perhaps religion may be equally or more impor-
tant. Women have ample opportunities for “generativity” from the age of
about seven, when they typically begin taking care of their siblings, so it’s not
clear that this schema applies to women at all. As in many traditional societ-
ies, men and women traditionally aged in their families, being cared for and
respected by them. One would expect this to facilitate the development of
“ego integrity” and “wisdom” much more readily than in Western societies,
where aging parents often live in isolation or in nursing homes. And the re-
ligious study and devotion that many men and women undertake after midlife
certainly provides a rich arena in which to “individuate” and develop the more
wholistic selves of which Jung wrote.

The timing and content of Levinson’s “life-stages” is clearly anchored in
Western middle-class and professional career paths (he points out that the
working-class men he studied fit the pattern less well), and there is no rea-
son to expect traditional MENA lives to follow them. However, I believe that
Levinson’s “life structure” concept, in the ways it differs from Erikson’s no-
tion of “identity,” can help make a distinction that is crucial for investigat-
ing adult development in MENA societies. That is, the task of forming an
identity differs significantly from the task of forming a life structure that can
confirm and sustain it. I suggest that late teens and young adults may not
experience much more “crisis” in developing identities—in spite of clashing
value systems—than do youths in most other cultures, including those of the
industrialized West. But many are thrown into “crisis” when they cannot form
life structures that confirm and sustain their identities—when they cannot get
a stable vocation that would allow them to marry, have children, and be
welcomed into their families and communities as adults. This is a direct con-
sequence of population growth and economic underdevelopment. They in-
deed experience “crises of identity” that cut to the core of self and personality,
but I believe these have a different character from the initial process of creat-
ing an identity that Erikson studied. Many young adults in MENA find them-
selves shifting from one provisional and partial life structure to another, often
into their late twenties or early thirties, with none of them embodying the
“dreams” they developed toward the end of adolescence.14 “Identity devel-
opment” then appears not as a transitional task of the late teens or early twen-
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ties but as a chronic and troubled labor that psychologically dominates what
should be—according to both MENA and Western models of the life-span—
the first decade or more of adulthood.

Personality Traits �

Several personality traits identified by Western psychologists also have been
studied in MENA societies. Since these are covered by Abdel-Khalek’s chap-
ter entitled “Personality” and Abou el Nil’s chapter entitled “Cross-Cultural
Psychology” in Ahmed and Gielen’s Psychology in the Arab Countries, I will
give only a brief summary of research on basic personality traits (introver-

Traditional MENA cultures
provide most older adults
with respected family and
community roles.
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sion-extraversion and neuroticism; the “Big Five” traits) and on anxiety. Large
studies of Egyptians,15 Saudis,16 and Iranians17 have found support for the
existence of introversion-extraversion and neuroticism, adding to the large
body of research that suggests these are probably inherited dimensions of
personality. Most of these studies did not compare MENA versus Western
cultures on the strength of these traits, though Ibrahim found Egyptians higher
on neuroticism than British or Americans, and lower on extraversion.18 A
pair of recent studies found evidence for the existence of the “Big Five” traits
in Turkey,19 and Aziz and Jackson’s study of Pakistani business students found
evidence for both Eysenck’s three traits and the Big Five.20 But three large
studies of Kuwaitis by Al Ansarey did not find clear support for the Big Five
traits.21 It is not yet clear how well either model describes basic dimensions
of personality in MENA.

Khalifa and Radwan recently carried out a multistage study of Egyptian
personality traits that may represent an important step toward creating an

Older women—especially
mothers of adult men—often
acquire a good deal of power
and prestige.
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indigenous psychology.22 They first used focus-group-like discussions and
individual interviews to identify 37 trait-like characteristics, then developed
133 questions to assess these, and in the last stage surveyed 662 university stu-
dents and 565 white-collar employees’ perceptions of how well they describe
Egyptians. Factor analyses identified bipolar trait dimensions they believe to
be universal, including one resembling Eysenck’s “neuroticism,” one simi-
lar to the “agreeableness” factor from the Big Five, one an achievement mo-
tivation dimension, and one an optimism/self-confidence dimension. They
also found evidence for more culturally specific characteristics, including a
dimension of “belonging and conservatism versus selfishness and self-love,”
one of “sociable and civil versus opportunistic and un-sociable,” and a group
of positive and negative traits resembling Hamid Ammar’s description of the
“Fahloui personality” type (discussed later).23

In addition to these studies, several scales measuring depression and
anxiety have been adapted and validated.24 These have generally shown anxiety

Rural villages now have
many educated young men,
unhappily doing farm work
because they cannot find
modern jobs in the cities.
Others are frequently on the
move, combining short-term
or seasonal city jobs with
farm work in their home
villages.
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levels to be higher in MENA than in Western samples, and than in some other
developing societies, including China, Korea, Czechoslovakia, and Brazil.
Abdel-Khalek suggests that “the low economic level in Egypt in comparison
to that in the U.S.A. may raise the Egyptians’ anxiety level.”25 However, Rien
Van Dam-Baggan and colleagues recently found higher levels of social anxi-
ety among Americans than among Dutch or Turkish samples.26 Together,
these studies provide relatively strong evidence that general anxiety levels tend
to be higher in MENA societies than in Western ones, and higher than in at
least some other developing societies—though most of the studies sample only
high school and university students. It is not clear why. Economic underde-
velopment or conditions in the schools may turn out to provide a full expla-
nation, but other cultural factors or conflicts also may play a role.

Individualism and Collectivism

During the last decade, Western psychologists have come to a near consen-
sus that individualism versus collectivism (“I” versus “C”) is the primary
psychological dimension on which the world’s cultures vary. An impressive
array of data—mainly based on paper-and-pencil measures of values or atti-
tudes—shows that modern Western societies are predominantly individual-
ist, and premodern and non-Western cultures mainly collectivist. Japan often
appears to be the archetypal sociocentric culture. Little of this research has
been conducted in MENA, but data from Hofstede’s global survey of IBM
managers found those in Arab countries to be more “collectivistic” than
Americans,27 as did Buda and Elsayed-Elkhoula’s survey of Egyptian, Gulf
state, and American managers.28 Al-Zahrani and Kaplowitz also found Saudi
university students more collectivistic than American students.29 There are
many reasons, however, to resist terming MENA cultures “collectivistic.”

There can be little doubt that the West’s official ideology is highly indi-
vidualist, and that the official ideologies of most Eastern societies (China,
Japan, India)—and MENA—are highly collectivist. These differences clearly
matter in family and personal relationships, and in the decisions that chart
life-courses. But the notion that they create fundamentally different psyches
or selves has been frequently criticized,30 and the widespread notion that “in-
dividuality” first developed in the West during the Renaissance or Enlight-
enment appears to be simply incorrect.31 Dwight Reynolds’s recent study of
140 premodern Arabic autobiographies shows that this genre was established
by the eleventh century, with many writers using its conventions to voice
distinctive personalities and life-stories.32 Recent studies of premodern Chi-
nese, Japanese, and Tibetan autobiographies reach similar conclusions.33

Several non-Western psychologists have argued that individualism and
collectivism do not form a continuum on which cultures can be ranked, and
proposed either that (1) I and C are specific to domains of life, or (2) I and C



Mature Adulthood 337

form independent dimensions, so a person can be “high” or “low” on both.
Sinha and Tripathi, for example, maintain that both “individualist” and “col-
lectivist” are “inappropriate for designating Indian cultural and social real-
ity,” since both have permeated Indian psyches.34 A survey they conducted
showed 12 percent of Indian undergraduates to be solidly “individualists,”
1 percent solidly “collectivist,” and 87 percent “mixed.” Ho and Chiu simi-
larly reject “individualist” or “collectivist” as appropriate characterizations
of Chinese culture, arguing that “there is no necessary contradiction in hold-
ing individualist and collectivist views at the same time.”35 They studied Hong
Kong students’ outlooks in five domains—values, autonomy/conformity,
responsibility, achievement, and self-reliance/interdependence—and found
the students could be termed “collectivist” only in the area of achievement.36

Harry Triandis, one of the first psychologists to study I versus C, recently
wrote: “The current view of I/C theory is that it consists of a set of contrast-
ing elements that operate like ambiguous pictures. Just as in perceptual psy-
chology one might see a ‘lady’ or a ‘pot’ in a particular picture, so a person
can sample a collectivist or individualist element to construct a social situa-
tion.”37 Oyserman and colleagues’ recent metaanalysis of cross-cultural stud-
ies supports Triandis’s conclusion, finding that not even America and Japan
can be contrasted as “individualist” versus “collectivist.”

The psychologist Cigdem Kagitcibasi has discussed this issue with re-
gard to Turkey, MENA, and what she terms “majority” (non-Western) cul-
tures.38 She concurs with the notion that individualism versus collectivism
is perhaps the most salient dimension on which cultures differ, but not that
this forms a single dimension that characterizes all social domains. Studies
in Turkey show that the material interdependence of extended family mem-
bers is decreasing, but not emotional interdependence, which she believes
is deeply rooted in the culture and family system.39 In contrast to Western
cultures that have both material and emotional independence, and to many
“majority” cultures that have both material and emotional interdependence,
she proposes a third type of society: material independence with emotional
interdependence. This predominates in urbanized Turkey, she believes, and
“in the more developed urban areas of the majority World with cultures of
relatedness.”40

She further believes that the psychological orientations of “separatedness
and relatedness” coexist in most individuals, who can experience them either
in conflict or confluence. Imamoglu has found evidence that many Turkish
students achieve “optimal development” by synthesizing “interrelatedness”
with “individuation.”41 Karakitapoglu-Aygun’s survey of American and Turk-
ish students also “supported the coexistence of individuational and inter-
relational orientations in the same individual.”42 Most important, Kagitcibasi
believes that urbanized Turkish youth tend to “combine individual and group
loyalties into a ‘social achievement motivation’” that contrasts with the
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West’s individualist achievement orientation, and more closely resembles that
described for Japan, India, and China.43

Suad Joseph makes similar observations based on her studies of Leba-
nese families, and uses the term “connectivity” to describe the strongly in-
terdependent bonds that develop in Arab families. These differ from Western
ideals of nuclear family relations, in that they emphasize group ties over in-
dividuality and in that they blend bonds of love and nurturing with the “pa-
triarchal” authority of men over women and seniors over juniors. It is this
blending of affection and authority, she believes, which makes the patriar-
chal system so resilient: “in patriarchal societies connectivity can become a
psychodynamic instrument of domination.”44 But she argues against con-
ceptualizing MENA cultures or selves in terms of the I-versus-C continuum:
“Connectivity exists side by side with individualism in the same culture,
and perhaps even in the same person,” she writes: “these are not opposi-
tional polarities.”45 In the Arab world especially, “forms of individualism
also thrive and receive support.”46 Al-Zahrani and Kaplowitz’s data appears
to support this. They failed to find evidence of several group-oriented attribu-
tional styles they expected to be associated the Saudi students’ collectivist
values, and they suggest this is probably due to the fact that “strength and
honor are more important than harmony” and often set individuals in open
competition.47

In an intriguing series of studies of bilingual students in America, Japan,
and MENA (Jordan and Egypt), Kuroda and Suzuki found value patterns that
differed from the common I-versus-C contrast. While the Americans voiced
“individualist” and “optimistic” values, the Japanese were “contextualist”
(rather than “collectivist”) and “holistic,” and the Arabs “rationalist” and “tra-
ditional.”48 More important, they found that the Japanese and Arab students
who responded to English versions of the survey expressed more “American”
values than those who answered in their native languages, as the Americans
who responded in Japanese expressed more “Japanese” values—indicating that
“language is definitely more crucial than nationality in determining students’
response patterns.”49

In particular, Arab students responding in Arabic more strongly endorsed
“filial piety” and less strongly endorsed “individual rights” and “individual
freedom.” And in rating the “ideal personality,” the Arab students who re-
sponded in English valued “rational decision according to principle” and less
highly valued “interpersonal harmony.” “In general,” Kuroda and Suzuki
conclude, students responding in Arabic are “more likely to think of tradi-
tional Arab values such as loyalty and honor more often than when they are
thinking in a foreign language, English.”50 Kuroda and Suzuki believe that
learning a language teaches the culture’s “implicit designs for living,” and this
can change overall values (the Arab students most fluent in English have more
“American”-like values, even when responding in Arabic). But the changes
“are not necessarily all prevailing,” and may “show up only when they are
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speaking in one or the other language.”51 The bilingual education (and media)
provided in MENA societies (Arabic and French or English) thus probably
enhances the value dualities described in chapter 8, the shifting between “cul-
tural frames,” and the coexistence of individualist and collectivist outlooks.

In addition to the coexistence of “I” and “C” values, perhaps the most
important point in Kagitcibasi’s and Joseph’s discussions concerns the for-
mation of achievement orientations that are motivated by familial related-
ness and attachment to the larger household. Phalet and Claeys’s large survey
study found Turkish youth showing stronger achievement orientations than
Belgian youth and combining “individualistic Self-Realization with collec-
tivist Group Loyalty” in ways that “support the concept of a collectivist work
ethic: Achievement motive appears to be tied up with filial loyalty and with
the prospect to gratify one’s family for their sacrifices and to live up to their
pride by being successful and responsible.”52 This was evident in many of the
life-histories I elicited and appeared to resemble Asian forms of achieve-
ment motivation53 more closely than “individualist” American forms.54 As
I suggested in chapter 8, I believe that this represents a transformation of
the traditional honor-modesty system into an honor-fueled achievement
motivation, and that many young people combine this with religious piety
to form “Muslim ethicist” value systems. These syntheses—of egocentric
and sociocentric orientations, and of honor and religion—probably pro-
vide important forms of “ego integration” throughout adulthood, though
conflict may be as common as smooth synthesis.

Gender Differentiation and Reversal �

Susan Davis was one of the first anthropologists to show that senior women
in traditional milieus often acquire significant power and influence.55 Deniz
Kandiyoti’s and Camille Lacoste-Dujardin’s more recent accounts of women’s
life-cycles also emphasize their frequent midlife increase in power and pres-
tige.56 They report that much of a girl’s socialization explicitly prepared her
for her marriage, which then served as her rite of transition into adulthood,
around the time of puberty. As a new bride she entered her husband’s house-
hold at the bottom of its hierarchy, servant to her mother-in-law and inse-
cure until she gave birth to a boy (see chapter 8). But achieving this honored
status enables her to begin accruing prestige and influence. Her alliance with
her son(s) typically deepens as she becomes his (their) refuge from the often
confrontative world of peers and the authority of senior men, sometimes
serving as his protector and intermediary. Her influence increases steadily
as her son(s) grow and bring daughters-in-law into the house, and as she
increasingly takes charge of organizing domestic affairs. Postmenopausal
women can exercise a good deal of “countervailing power” to that of the
men. Davis writes:
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Besides controlling all the women’s activities, a woman occasion-
ally has economic power over the entire group. . . . At this stage of
her life she is able to express herself freely; there is no more expecta-
tion of shy, demure behavior. . . . Thus “sexless,” women are allowed
and even expected to be loud and boisterous, and to talk and tease
about immodest topics even in the presence of men.57

Kandiyoti writes:

A woman’s life-cycle in the patrilocally extended family is such that
the deprivation and hardship she may experience as a young bride
are eventually superseded by the control and authority she will have
over her own daughters-in-law. The powerful postmenopausal ma-
triarch thus is the other side of the coin of this form of patriarchy.58

Lacoste-Dujardin similarly writes that the mother of sons often matures into
an impressive personage, becoming, “socially the most masculine of women,
the most converted to serving the patrilineal group, and the closest to the
men.”59

This indicates that a shift in gender roles often takes place in midlife,
providing important developmental opportunities for women—at least for
those who have succeeded at living the cultural ideal. David Gutmann argues
that a kind of “gender reversal” takes place around midlife in many cultures,
with men becoming more passive and “feminine” and women more asser-
tive and “masculine.”60 He has used interviews and Thematic Apperception
Tests (TATs) to study men’s midlife shifts in psychological themes among
suburban Americans, Navaho communities, Maya in Chiapus and Yucatan,
and Druze (an Arabic-speaking Shi’ite minority living in Syria, Lebanon, and
Israel). He marshals his data to propose a Jungian account of adult gender
development: that in adaptation to highly separate parental roles, men and
women specialize their psychological orientations in their late teens and early
twenties, with men suppressing their more “feminine” qualities and women
their more “masculine” qualities. In middle age, with the “phasing out of the
parental emergency,” Gutmann writes, “post-parental men and women can
reclaim the sexual bimodality that was hitherto repressed and parceled out
between husband and wife.”61 Thus “a significant sex-role turnover takes
place. . . . Just as men in latter middle life reclaim title to their denied ‘femi-
ninity,’ middle-aged women repossess the aggressive ‘masculinity’ that they
once lived out vicariously through their husbands.”62 This entails develop-
mental shifts in ego styles, for men from “active mastery” to “passive mas-
tery,” and vice versa for women. “Across cultures and with age,” he writes,
women “seem to become more authoritative, more effective, and less willing
to trade submission for security.63

Gutmann’s research has been criticized by some who doubt the validity
of TAT measures, and his interpretations have been criticized by feminist
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scholars for suggesting that the gendered division of psychological labor is
wired into the species as an evolutionary adaptation to parenting. They also
have criticized him for using ideologically “loaded” terminology: if the es-
sence of “femininity” in young adulthood is to specialize in nurturing oth-
ers, it may not be appropriate to view older men’s desire to be nurtured as a
recovery of their “femininity.” And it is probably not appropriate to describe
women’s early adult adaptation as “passive mastery,” for it is difficult to see
either child-caretaking or heavy burdens of agricultural and household work
as “passive.” These are serious problems. But Gutmann’s data, combined with
other ethnographic accounts, warrant an interpretation that follows the gen-
eral lines he lays out: as in many cultures that emphasize more “machismo”
ideals of manhood, in MENA, gender differentiation appears to peak in early
adulthood. Then in midlife, men and women may begin to develop in ways
that can be construed as significant modifications, if not reversals, of the
“masculinity” and “femininity” they fashioned as young adults.

Ethnographies clearly show that MENA societies do not have a single
cultural construction of masculinity and femininity but one that scripts
change in roles and psychological orientations over the life-span. For both
men and women, the role changes in midlife present both developmental
challenges and opportunities for empowerment and individuation. Para-
doxically, however, senior women’s power ultimately tends to support the
patriarchal system, as they exercise their power largely to safeguard and per-
petuate it. Lacoste-Dujardin writes: “Delegees of masculine authority, they
become complicit in the patriarchal order from which their authority pro-
ceeds.”64 Kandiyoti concurs: “The cyclical nature of women’s power and their
anticipation of inheriting the authority of senior women encourages a thor-
ough internalization of this form of patriarchy.”65

Toward a Psychology of Underdevelopment �

As I have described throughout this book, MENA societies are both “becom-
ing modern” and “underdeveloping.” Increasing numbers of educated city-
dwellers enjoy comfortable life-styles and cosmopolitan cultures, but the
majority of families live in conditions of economic and political underdevel-
opment. With per capita GDP at 14 percent of those of the OECD countries
(and lower in the nonoil states), most people are poor, and about one-third
live in “absolute poverty.” In many nations oppressive regimes rule with in-
timidation and violence. The UN’s 2002 Arab Human Development Report
begins by pointing out: “The wave of democracy that transformed governance
in most of Latin America and East Asia in the 1980s and Eastern Europe and
much of Central Asia in the late 1980s and early 1990s has barely reached the
Arab States.”66 The report also indicates that MENA scores much lower on
indices of “freedom” and “voice and accountability” than any other region
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on the globe. This has important psychological consequences, about which
Western psychology knows alarmingly little.

The Enlightenment architects of the West’s liberal democracies believed
that civil rights and political participation were essential to individual “pur-
suits of happiness.” Western social critics have shared this view, indicting
the class system, the “fetishism of commodities,” the “iron cage” of bureau-
cracy, the “anomie” of disintegrated communities, and the “one-dimen-
sional” world of media-driven consumerism that deny individuals the social
and political opportunities they need to fully develop their personalities.
Nazism forced these issues onto psychologists’ agendas, and in the 20 years
after World War II, researchers carried out classic studies of the authori-
tarian personality, ethnic prejudice, dogmatism, and social conformity.
Scholars from various disciplines sought to define the “open-minded” or
“democratic” personality and to study the conditions promoting its devel-
opment. Interest in these topics then waned, and during the last 30 years
mention of political and economic influences on psychological development
has all but disappeared from professional journals and textbooks.

During the same decades, anthropologists and political scientists study-
ing Latin America have come to see the violence inflicted by colonial rulers
and military regimes as so pervasively shaping some societies that they can
be termed “cultures of terror.” A handful of European and American psy-
chologists have assisted their Latin American colleagues in providing therapy
to torture victims and relatives of the “disappeared,” and some of their ob-
servations may apply to MENA societies as well. In MENA, social scientists
have been analyzing the workings of authority, and debating the extent to
which “authoritarianism” may have cultural and psychological roots (see
chapter 6). Here I will focus on those who have written on the effects of under-
development and tyrannical rule on MENA cultures and psyches.

National Character as an Adaptation to Tyranny

Hamid Ammar followed his study of child-rearing with a pair of essays on
psychological modernization. In Al-shakhsiyya fahlaoui (“The ‘Fahlaoui’
Personality”), he described and criticized a personality “type” that he believed
had become common in Egypt in response to millennia of harsh village life
and tyrannical rule by pharaohs, sultans, and foreign conquerors.67 “Fahlaoui”
is an Egyptian term describing a commonly recognized style of social behav-
ior, whose central traits, according to Ammar, were (1) a “rapid adaptabil-
ity” that had developed to adjust to the unpredictable conditions of peasant
life, and (2) a type of intelligence oriented to practical cleverness (rather than
theoretical abstraction) that was crucial to negotiating social relations. Both
had negative sides: adaptation could be superficial and designed to present
expected appearances, and cleverness could turn manipulative. The
“Fahlaoui” also tended to “exaggeration” in self-presentation—to theatrical
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displays of ability and importance, which resemble the performance of honor-
claiming masculinity described by many ethnographers (see chapter 3).
Ammar thought that this “type” worked well in conditions of peasant and
“popular” urban life but that in the postindependence period it had become
an obstacle to modernization. Superficial displays of conformity, clever ma-
nipulation, and false displays of prowess would no longer get the job done,
when the job was applying technology and building rational institutions.

His second essay, Al-shakhsiyya al-intaji (“The Productive Personal-
ity”),68 described the “type” that he saw emerging in response to moderniz-
ing conditions, and that he hoped would lead the transformation of Egyptian
society. This type embodies the kind of traits that Alex Inkeles and other classic
“modernization theorists” hold to characterize “modernity”: rationality,
achievement orientation, a linear sense of time rooted in long-term planning,
cooperative social relations, and so on. These essays amounted to an exhor-
tation: the future belongs to the “effective/productive” type.

Soon after Ammar’s essays, the 1967 Arab-Israeli war triggered a wave of
“self-criticism” by Arab scholars, some of it psychological. A 1969 issue of the
journal Fikr ma’asr al-qahiria (Contemporary Thought in Cairo) was dedi-
cated to the Egyptian personality, with an outpouring of criticism.69 Saddiq
Adim’s An-naqd al-dhati ba’d al-hazima (Self-Critique After the Defeat)
blamed Ammar’s “Fahlaoui” mentality for Egypt’s defeat in the war. The Is-
raeli scholar Rafael Patai picked up Ammar’s and Adim’s portraits of the
“Fahlaoui” and presented it his book The Arab Mind as the Arab character,
which he also blamed for Arabs’ economic stagnation and military defeats.70

And as I showed in chapter 1, some Western journalists subsequently adopted
and further popularized Patai’s analysis.

In the early 1970s, Egypt’s Institute of Policy and Strategic Studies com-
missioned social scientists to study both Arab and Israeli societies. As part of
that work, Sayyid Yassin studied Western, Israeli, and Arab writings on the
Arab “national character”71 and found them to describe overlapping clusters
of mostly negative traits. He identified four recurrent themes: weak social
bonds, dissimulation and exaggeration, free-floating hostility, and self-infla-
tion.72 He viewed these as stereotypes arising from misunderstandings of
social interaction styles73 and criticized Adim’s use of the “Fahlaoui” concept
to explain the military defeat.74 Ahmad Zaid subsequently conducted a pub-
lic opinion survey with 900 Egyptians to assess the extent to which their at-
titudes matched a set of alleged national character traits.75 His respondents
confirmed some traits: they indeed valued piety and expressed mistrust of
people outside their family networks. But the survey did not confirm that
patience/endurance (saber) and fatalism—alleged by several writers to im-
pede individual initiative and retard social development—are prominent
personality traits. Egyptians saw patience/endurance as a religious notion
applicable to some situations but not a general value, and a majority endorsed
the view that a person’s life is determined mainly by his effort rather than
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“fate,” saying they turn to God not in dependency but to strengthen their
resolve in the face of obstacles.76 Finally, the respondents voiced “negativ-
ity,” but not as a general outlook: it was focused on their alienation from
authorities and political institutions. Most were engaged in “personalistic
politics” rather than civil life.77

In a parallel investigation, the rural sociologist Mahmoud ‘Awda under-
took an “archaeology of the Egyptian personality,” reviewing all of the writ-
ings on this topic from ancient and medieval travelers to twentieth-century
Western, Russian, and Egyptian social scientists.78 He too identified a set
of recurring stereotypes, including cheerfulness, laziness, lying, suspicious
and hostile social relations, superstitiousness, and fatalism. These appeared
in the recent writings as well as older ones, but ‘Awda notes that the pre-
colonial writings tended to be even more negative than those of colonial
“Orientalists.” ‘Awda regards some of these as stereotypes but suggests that
others contain grains of truth—especially suspicious and hostile social re-
lations, superstitiousness, and a combination of passivity, laziness, and dis-
simulation, which he sees as forms of resistance to despotic authority. He
proposes that four historical epochs have ruptured and transformed Egyp-
tian culture,79 but that the exploitative and brutal relation of state to citi-
zen has remained across the centuries as the foundation of psychological
adaptation. Each transformation added a layer of culture atop the others, and
the actual Egyptian personality is built of roles from all of these layers, such
that most individuals shift among them depending on context. Jamal Hamdan
also took a geographic approach, arguing that the oppressive conditions of
peasant agriculture along the Nile fostered dependency, resignation, quietude,
and negativity.80

Khalifa and Radwan’s recent book reviews these and other studies of Arab
and Egyptian “national character,”81 documenting how the “distorted” por-
traits published by outsiders and the negative self-critiques written in the
aftermath of the 1967 defeat gradually turned more balanced after victories
in the 1973 war. And while many interpretive works continued to emphasize
the negative, most empirical studies have found mixtures of positive and
negative traits—as did their own study of educated Cairenes’ perceptions of
Egyptian traits.82 Khalifa and Radwan concur with ‘Awda’s historical and
Jabar’s and Hamdan’s geographic approaches, and suggest that some of the
trait dimensions they identified probably took shape as adaptations to Egyp-
tian social environments.

Yassin, ‘Awda, Khalifa and Radwan, and others suggest that many of the
stereotypes—especially laziness, cheerfulness, lying, suspicion, and fatalism—
arise from misinterpretation of behavioral styles developed in response to
harsh living conditions and exploitative tyranny. Indeed, these styles may be
common to peasantries in feudal-like systems. Fromm and Maccoby,83 George
Foster,84 and Oscar Lewis85 reported similar clusters of styles in Mexican peas-
ant communities, with Lewis controversially suggesting that these form a
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“culture of poverty.” Eric Wolf described similar styles among feudal Euro-
pean peasants,86 and James Scott identified a similar set of styles as strategies
of peasant resistance to landlords in Southeast Asia.87 Even Henri Ayrout
(whose Egyptian Peasant has been a much-cited source of stereotypes) often
explains negative traits as adaptations to oppression. These ethnographers
of peasant life thus reverse the commonly pointed arrows of causality: pre-
dominant behavioral styles often interpreted as “national character” do not
arise as consequences of infant and child-care practices but develop as strat-
egies to deal with exploitative tyranny. These strategies then shape family life,
social relations, and child-rearing.

Tyranny as the Preserver of Tradition

In the 1960s Franz Fanon presciently described new forms of tyranny as the
fate of most postcolonial peoples:

In a certain number of underdeveloped countries the parliamentary
game is faked from the beginning. . . . The state, which by its strength
and discretion ought to inspire confidence and disarm and lull ev-
erybody to sleep, on the contrary seeks to impose itself in spectacu-
lar fashion. It makes a display, it jostles people and bullies them, thus
intimating to the citizen that he is in continual danger.88

In his Torture and Modernity, Darious Rejali documents how the Shah’s and
then Ayatollah’s regimes in Iran have not continued the traditional forms of
grotesque public punishments practiced by their predecessors but have cre-
ated institutions of surveillance and torture that are distinctively modern in
their bureaucratic organization.89 Three decades ago, Fuad Ajami wrote that
the citizenry of many MENA nations “wish only to be left alone, and they
shelter themselves from the capricious will of the state.”90 In his 1998 Dream
Palace of the Arabs he writes about the loss of his generation’s confidence in
modernization, and he quotes the Iraqi poet Buland Hadari’s expression of
despair that the region had been engulfed in an “ocean of terror.”91

Mohammed Shah in Iran, Saddam Hussein in Iraq, and perhaps Hafiz
Assad in Syria and Israeli forces in the occupied Palestinian territories have
created conditions that deserve to be termed “cultures of terror.”92 Other
nations have experienced briefer reigns and lower daily levels of terror, and
the wars in Lebanon, Afghanistan, and Algeria have inflicted terror of a pro-
longed but more diffuse sort. Even many “moderate” regimes curtail free-
dom of the press, assembly, and speech and other civil rights, maintain
widespread secret police surveillance, and make periodic use of violence and
threats. The effects of political terror are amplified in some areas by the
nearly unchecked latitude of local officials and police to use violence and
intimidation for corrupt as well as “legitimate” purposes. Police in some
countries routinely beat petty criminals upon arrest and sometimes torture
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them to extract confessions.93 Western psychologists still lack concepts to
describe the corrosive atmosphere of fear this creates.

Ahmad Zaid’s large national survey found Egyptians low in trust and
participation in political institutions.94 Barakat writes of this “alienation” and
“powerlessness”:

Arab citizens have been rendered powerless by their exclusion from
the processes of conducting their own affairs and by deprivation of
their right to active and free participation in political movements. . . .
The tyranny of the state and the ruler over civil society is a central
cause of the condition of alienation felt by so many Arabs.95

Sharabi gives special emphasis to the pernicious role of the mukhabarat, the
secret police: “Ordinary citizens not only are arbitrarily deprived of some of
their basic rights but are the virtual prisoners of the state, the objects of its
capricious and ever-present violence.”96 He believes this forces people to rely
on forms of association that undermine the development of civil society: “Iso-
lated, estranged, and suppressed, the individual subject was driven back to
the primary social structures—the family, the ethnic community, the tribe,
the religious sect—for security and for survival.”97 Hijazi and Hammoudi
describe similar processes by which individuals may seek protection from
hostile authorities in traditional social groupings, and by which undemocratic
regimes may rehabilitate traditional forms of authority and patronage. This
is the essence of political underdevelopment: not that traditional social struc-
tures stubbornly endure by the force of their momentum but that deliber-
ately created fear drives people to re-form them—hence Sharabi’s use of the
term neopatriarchy in contrast to traditional patriarchy.

The Psychology of Subjugation

One of the first and still most frequently cited analyses of the psychology of
underdevelopment comes from the Lebanese psychotherapist Mustafa Hijazi’s
Al-takhaluf al-ijtima’i: Sikologia al-insan mqahor (Societal Underdevelopment:
The Psychology of Subjugation). His term takhaluf can be rendered as either
“backwardness” or “underdevelopment,” and he uses it in both senses to refer
to more traditional forms of MENA society, to conditions of colonization, and
to the postindependence conditions Sharabi terms neopatriarchy. His central
thesis is that the psychology of underdevelopment is the psychology of subju-
gation, which consists of human weakness before the uncontrollable forces of
nature on one side and before despotic rule on the other. This combination
can reign over life in traditional milieus, in the form of floods, droughts, ill-
nesses, and deaths on the one hand, and of rapacious sultans, beys, pashas, and
landlords on the other. And it can reign over life in modernizing milieus in the
form of poverty and insecurity driven by market forces, and of intimidation
by dictators, corrupt officials, and secret police.
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Hijazi believes weakness before nature and tyrants creates psychological
injuries at deep levels, undermining the subjugated person’s basic sense of
security, efficacy, and self-regard and evoking pervasive fear and anxiety. As
in many cultures, nature tends to be richly symbolized as a “Mother,” and so
weakness before “her” reevokes the feelings of separation anxiety, maternal
neglect, and rejection that accompany even the best mothering. Authorities
are symbolized as fathers (especially as they deliberately adopt paternal sym-
bols), and so subjection to despots reevokes feelings of emasculation experi-
enced in the face of angry, punishing fathers. The subjugated person’s life thus
comes to be colored by infantilizing regression to these childhood fears. Above
all, because authority is exercised directly, blatantly, and with the intent of
humiliating, it combines with weakness before nature to produce intolerable
feelings of shame, embarrassment, sin, and resentment. In response to these
wounds to narcissism and potency, people resort to a variety of defensive
strategies that give at least temporary illusions of psychological equilibrium.

Hijazi proposes three “stages” of response to subjugation, but he often
speaks of these less as stages than as stances or attempts at adaptation a per-
son might adopt. The first is simple subordination wrought by naked force,
which produces the most intense and conscious feelings of insufficiency,
humiliation, and resentment. This “shame complex” affects everyone, he
writes, even the patriarchs and Big Men who subjugate others, as they are in
turn subjugated by more powerful ones. The intolerable nature of conscious
shame, sin, and anxiety leads to a second psychological strategy, which sets
up an internal order of self-subjugation. This is based on repression of the
feelings of inferiority and typically is accomplished by identifying with the
authority, projecting the shame and sin onto others (most prominently
women) and displacing the resentment as punitive hostility toward sinners.
This stage/stance provides a semblance of psychological equilibrium that
may last through a lifetime or extend over generations. But it is always an
unstable equilibrium that may lead, when individual and social circumstances
allow, to rebellion. Here Hijazi cites Fanon at length on the psychologically
reparative effects of taking up arms against the oppressor. The subjugated
person who conquers his or her fear of death and confronts the tyrant re-
stores a sense of dignity and efficacy.

But Hijazi does not stop the dialectic with the healing effects of violence.
At the beginning of revolt, he writes, only a few take up arms, and these be-
come heroes and then leaders to the masses who follow. The heady effects of
empowerment and leadership easily lead to narcissistic aggrandizement, and
violence comes to have magical self-inflating properties that deflect it from
the goal of liberation and give it a life of its own. Heroic leader-follower rela-
tions are re-created, daily life comes to be lived in a “clan-like” style, sub-
verting in practice the vision of liberation that first drove the rebels to fight.
Hijazi later carried out field studies of militia fighters in the Lebanese civil
war, and he describes in detail how their violence became “magical” acts of
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self-reparation via mutilation of victims. He points out that their popular war-
rior nicknames, composed with the prefix “abu”- (“father of”-), expressed an
unconscious identification with old-style paternal prowess, for which these
young men apparently yearned. He also found that they took on roles of tradi-
tional patriarchs, including arranging marriages.98 Subjugation forms a total
psychological system, he concludes, even generating rebellion that re-creates
the very forms it initially seeks to destroy. Only different kinds of change, about
which he declines to speculate, can transform the self-replicating totality.

Hijazi then describes four main types of defense mechanisms that sub-
jugated persons adopt to bear their shame, fear, and rage: (1) withdrawal into
self (including dreaming of the glorious past and “dissolving” into family and
kin-groups); (2) identification with authority; (3) mythic/superstitious con-
trol of fate (achieving an illusion of efficacy and security by protecting one’s
self from the jinns, Satan, and Evil Eye and by practicing sorcery and fortune-
telling); and (4) violence (sometimes directed self-destructively inward but
more often displaced outward, readily taking “paranoid” and “fascist” forms).
He argues that the whole symbolic complex by which men dominate women
serves as the key equilibrium-restoring mechanism for men, as it creates an
illusory dignity of exercising authority, no matter how strongly they them-
selves may be subjected to the authority of other men. Yet none of these de-
fenses provide a satisfactory equilibrium, and so people typically shift among
them according to temperaments and circumstance.

The analyses of the psychotherapist Ali Zayour and the historian
Hichem Djait parallel Hijazi’s in many respects. Zayour terms the no longer
traditional but not modern condition a “deformed” or “degraded” society,
and Djait refers to the postcolonial cultural mixture as an incoherent “mon-
grel” structure. Both criticize traditional forms of family and political au-
thority for instilling feelings of weakness, for blocking individual initiative,
and for embedding the individual in a realm of mythical beings, forces, and
thinking. “The sultan and the father and the husband and the fqih,” Zayour
writes, “add up to a picture of the unified structure, characterized by re-
pression and severity.”99 Djait especially criticizes the networks of patron-
clientage created within new state institutions, reinforcing the “prestige
complex” and complementary styles of “ingratiation” he believes have be-
come features of the “basic personality.”100 Both scholars also emphasize
the sense of insufficiency inflicted by colonialism, which has continued after
independence as the wealthy and powerful West has become the standard
of comparison by which Arabs evaluate their lives and selves, and judge them
inferior. This does not affect children in the first years of life, Zayour points
out, but comes into play in later childhood, gradually deepening the
“wounds” to the self inflicted by traditional authorities and setting off a
struggle to recover one’s “standing.” Here Zayour’s analysis also resembles
writings by W.E.B. DuBois, Malcolm X, Ralph Ellison, and others on the
wounds inflicted by racism as minority children come to see themselves
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reflected negatively in the eyes of whites. Like Hijazi (and the writers on
racism), he believes this typically leads to a variety of defensive maneuvers,
often to blanket rejection of tradition in favor of Western-style modernity,
or to reactionary adherence to tradition—both of which subvert efforts to
modernize the Arab cultural heritage.

The Republic of Fear

Perhaps the most provocative study of state terror is Kanan Makiya’s Repub-
lic of Fear, about Saddam Hussein’s regime in the 1980s.101 Makiya traces how,
from its seizure of power in 1968, Hussein’s Ba’th Party created a new Iraqi
society, based on three principles. First, it gained control of Iraq’s oil rev-
enues, and launched massive development projects that came to employ 60
percent of the urbanized workforce. The state thus created the modern sec-
tor as a kind of vast patronage system, and instead of fostering the institu-
tions of “civil society” that provide the infrastructure of democracy, it
destroyed all but the party’s own training and propaganda groups. Militia,
military, police, and intelligence agencies were expanded until by 1980 they
employed a fifth of all working Iraqis.102 By providing modern jobs but pre-
venting the development of modern forms social relationships, they cre-
ated a mass of isolated individuals.

Second, the party deployed an extensive system of surveillance and terror
among the masses, and ferreted out so-called enemies and betrayers at will—
executing some of them publicly, torturing and murdering others secretly:

The pattern is for agents to pick someone up from work, or at night
from his house. No explanations are proffered as there would be in
an official killing. Unlike Central American “disappearances” in
which the state denies complicity, the Ba’th give the event a maca-
bre twist. What one assumes to be the corpse is brought back weeks
or maybe months later and delivered to the head of the family in a
sealed box. A death certificate is produced for signature to the effect
that the person has died of fire, swimming, or other such accident.
Someone is allowed to accompany police and box for a ceremony,
but at no time is he or she permitted to see the corpse. The cost of
the proceedings is demanded in advance, and the whole thing is over
within hours of the first knock on the door.103

This produced an “all-embracing atmosphere of fear,”104 a “Kafkaesque”
world in which people feel they are being watched and judged in secret: “The
system functions like a concentration camp: inmates are played off against
one another (enemies are invented) and children are tortured (for a ‘higher’
purpose) as the whole thing spins wildly out of control in a closed world
all of its own making.”105 Mistrust and suspicion seeps into every relation-
ship, so that “nothing is as it seems and nothing can be taken for granted.”106
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Saddam Hussein himself supplied the third element: the Leader who
inspires fear but, even more important, appears to the frightened public as
their sole hope for security. Makiya sees this as the psychological genius of
the system, which he describes by analogy to Thomas Hobbes’s theory of the
founding of government in a tacit social contract. The “state of nature” be-
fore government, Hobbes reasoned, was one of war “of each against all,” in
which life was “nasty, brutish, and short.” In order to create peace and secu-
rity, people turn their natural rights to defend their property and take ven-
geance over to a sovereign, who enforces order in their stead. The Ba’th turned
this around and manufactured a Hobbesian world in which each feared all,
and only the state then appeared to provide protection. The Leader who metes
out terror thus comes to embody each individual’s hope for security. Iraqis
learned quickly to fear Hussein, Makiya writes, but soon “these same people
were ‘choosing’ to surround themselves with pictures of Saddam in their
homes and offices, hoping in this way to ‘ward off evil.’”107

Makiya is not a psychologist, and he does not make the relevant point
that this attachment resembles that of abused children to the parents who
abuse them. This kind of attachment has been repeatedly noted in protracted
hostage situations and described in conjunction with state terror elsewhere.
Writing of Latin America, the psychotherapist Nancy Hollander explains:

Identification with the aggressor was an important defense against
the fear and anxiety stimulated by the continuous flow of disap-
pearances and rumors of torture. For the witness/victim citizens
who survived in the violence of everyday life, identification, at both
the unconscious and conscious levels, with an arbitrary state power
enacting its wrath on the desaparecidos permitted them to symboli-
cally choose victims outside themselves to sacrifice—algo habra
hecho [he or she must have been up to something].108

Makiya sees the Iraqi public as having become complicitous in precisely this
manner.

Importantly, Makiya does not see Iraq’s “Republic of Fear” as a remnant
of tradition undermining modernity or as a manifestation of an underlying
authoritarian personality. Rather, he shows how the Ba’th Party forged a new
form of society and authority: “Their project was to destruct the social real-
ity they inherited into a new set of equally weighted constituent elements—
frightened, rootless individuals, alienated from their traditional groups (kin,
tribe, sect, class)—and then to reassemble these fragments within a new state-
centralized network of relationships.”109 The “Leader syndrome” diffused
through these relationships “was a new conception of authority for modern
Iraq uniquely associated with Ba’thi experience.”110 Shadowy state terror thus
created a new social psychological field within which frightened citizens iden-
tify with the ubiquitous Leader, and gain a measure of protection from feel-
ings of catastrophic vulnerability by believing that it is the victims—people
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unlike themselves—who represent the threat. In addition to identification
with the aggressor, Makiya repeatedly cites fear, isolation, vulnerability, and
suspicion as psychological consequences of terror, forming “the psychologi-
cal constitution of citizenship.”111 This also echoes reports from Latin
America, which Hollander summarizes as follows.

Citizens were compelled to feel that their homes, their jobs, their
loved ones, their own lives were in jeopardy. They came to trust no
one, to confide in no one, to seek preservation in isolation. Contact
with others endangered everyone. Citizens’ fearful hypervigilance
resembled a kind of paranoid character disorder that was so wide-
spread it looked like a national trait.112

Debate: Tyranny and Psychological Development �

A divergence of views appears throughout all of the writings on psychologi-
cal patterns in MENA societies, as to the direction of causality. Many schol-
ars treat the family as society’s core or “kernel” unit from which other features
of the culture (myth, poetry, religion, politics, etc.) derive. Others—includ-
ing myself in this book—view the family and its values as adapted to its so-
cial ecology, so that it serves as the main agent of socialization but is not
necessarily the source of the culture it inculcates. I have followed Schneider
and others in viewing family structure and the values of honor and modesty
as adaptations to the arid/semiarid MENA-Mediterranean zone that sup-
ported a mixture of pastoral, agricultural, and urban ways of life. I have fol-
lowed LeVine in treating the MENA’s pediatric model of infant care as an
adaptation to conditions of poor nutrition, high infant mortality, and hot
climates. I have followed Boserup, Goody, and Kandoyati in treating the
“patriarchal” control of women as originally rooted in the agricultural and
inheritance systems of “Eurasia,” and I have followed Herdt and Gilmore in
viewing men’s often “harsh” treatment of boys as rooted in the imperative
to toughen them for raiding, feuding, and defending their families’ honor.

The writings on “neopatriarchy” and the “psychology of subjugation”
describe another important characteristic of the social ecology of develop-
ment, which acts both directly on adolescents and adults and indirectly on
children through its effects on families and schools. Many features of MENA’s
traditional social ecology are receding in importance, but tyranny has taken
distinctly modern forms and in many areas extended and intensified its in-
timidation. In this historical context it is essential to distinguish between
“bottom-up,” family-based influences on psychological development and
“top-down” economic and political influences. This is a challenging task,
especially since the networks of patron-client relations at the heart of MENA
social structure tend to entail protection and nurturance couched in familial
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terms on the one side and humiliating “domination and subordination” on the
other (see chapters 2 and 3). Yet, however difficult, it is vitally important to
disentangle “bottom-up” from “top-down” influences in MENA societies.

In some passages Hijazi, Zayour, Bouhdiba, and Sharabi appear to take
a “family socialization” view, regarding the traditional patriarchal family as
the source of an authoritarianism that spreads throughout social institutions.
In other passages, however, they take a “top-down” perspective, describing
family patriarchy as developing in response to subjugation. Similarly, in some
passages Hammoudi seems to see the “master-disciple” schema as originat-
ing in the father-son relationship, but in others as stemming from the politi-
cal style of rural “notables.” Msefer and Dachmi see beliefs in jinns, the Evil
Eye, Satan, and sorcery as arising from the “splitting” of maternal imagoes
in response to symbiotic mothering terminated by abrupt weaning, while
Hijazi and Zayour see them as projections of fears and hostilities that arise
from subjugation, and as magical attempts to restore the security that tyr-
anny undermines. Certainly these scholars emphasize that the culture forms
a system in which causal influence runs both up from families toward poli-
tics and down from politics toward families. But, as they themselves some-
times point out, such a view of cultural coherence runs the risk of portraying
it as more integrated and static than it is. And it runs the even greater risk of
failing to recognize the extent to which people turn to some institutions and
values—especially family and religion—to seek refuge from powerlessness and
to resist tyranny.

It may be impossible to assess the effects of “top-down” subjugation and
terror on psychological development, but perhaps because I have seen the
fear, powerlessness, and hypervigilance evoked by a regime (Morocco under
Hassan II) that was truly “moderate” by comparison to the Shah’s Iran or
Hussein’s Iraq, I am convinced that their effects can be profound. There is
not much “scientific” research on these matters, however, since undemocratic
regimes rarely allow psychologists to study how they effect their populaces.
And after a few controversial experiments on authority and total institutions
in the 1950s and 1960s, research ethics were tightened to stop realistic labo-
ratory simulations. But we can perhaps extrapolate some other lines of re-
search to sketch a framework for the question.

Studies of posttraumatic stress disorder clearly demonstrate that pro-
longed exposure to threat produces anxious, hypervigilent alertness, chronic
tension, dissociative withdrawal, various strategies of emotional “numb-
ing,” and occasionally outbursts of violence.113 Studies by Mirowsky114 and
Mirowsky and Ross115 show that social powerlessness is associated with
styles of seemingly “paranoid” thinking, but no psychological theory ad-
equately captures what Makiya terms the “Kafkaesque” quality that daily life
can suddenly take on under the threat of terror. Hollander cites a Chilean
therapist who explained that during the terror, “the boundaries between the
real, the possible, and the imaginary were all erased, and reality thus became
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confused and threatening, no longer able to guide subjective perception.”116

This is a crucially important part of the picture, perhaps captured best in
“magical realist” literary works, such as those by Milan Kundera, Gabriel
Garcia Marquez, and Salman Rushdie.

The sociologist Anthony Giddons calls attention to the sense of trust and
regularity that, however illusory, societies must foster as the precondition for
ordinary social relationships and personal identities.117 He links this to D.
W. Winnicott’s and Erik Erikson’s accounts of the “basic trust” that must be
established in infancy to ground healthy development. It consists of a core
sense that needs will be met, discomforts soothed, and attachments sustained,
a sense that enables a child to bear frustration and move into the wider world
with a feeling of confidence. Winnicott believed most mothers provide “good-
enough” mothering to build basic trust, and Giddons seems to suggest that
most cultures provide good-enough culturing to sustain it among adults. In
ordinary times people take this foundation of their lives largely for granted,
and do not notice how fragile it in fact is. But as torture shatters forever the
basic trust of its victims,118 so terror can disrupt it for entire populaces. Tyr-
anny and terror evoke the most basic anxieties and needs, psychologically
“infantilizing” people (Hollander also makes this point)119 and setting off
efforts to “repair” a sense of self-security. Reparation may entail dissociative
withdrawal, rigid self-restraint, “magical” protective techniques (it is not only
a joke to note that people hang pictures of the Leader to “ward off evil”), and
identification with the aggressor. These are precisely the processes Hijazi
describes. And in their recent review of research, “The Psychological Under-
pinnings of Democracy,” Sullivan and Transue cite high “interpersonal trust”
and low “perceived threat” as the primary determinants of tolerance and
democratic orientations, as identified by 50 years of research. The research
also shows that trust and threat are influenced both by child-rearing prac-
tices (harshness lowers trust and raises perceived threat) and by participa-
tion in civil associations (which raises trust and lowers perceived threat);
undemocratic regimes typically suppress such participation.

We also can point to studies of the Evil Eye, which Hijazi and Zayour see
(along with beliefs in other invisible forces) as defensive responses to tyran-
nical authority and to helplessness before Nature. Recall that Roberts found
the Evil Eye complex to be associated with a set of societal characteristics
typical of the circum-Mediterranean and MENA, including patrilineal de-
scent, inequality, and concentrated authority (see the introduction to part
II). It was not associated with infant-care practices that would support a
“paranoia” interpretation, but rather with later-childhood practices linked
to authority: paternal distance, corporal punishment, sexual restraint, cir-
cumcision or genital mutilation, and emphasis on obedience, responsibil-
ity, industry, and aggression.120 Focusing on the way the “Evil Eye complex”
centers on defensive measures, Garrison and Arensberg attribute the com-
plex mainly to the “risk of seizure” that permeates networks of “patronal
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dependency” and exploitative states.121 While we cannot necessarily extrapo-
late the research on the Evil Eye to jinns and other invisible forces, Hijazi,
Zayour, El Khayat-Bennai, Lacoste-Dujardin, Bouhdiba, Boddy, and others
all point out that it is women who are most engaged with them, and these
researchers argue that such engagement represents “magical” attempts to
control nature (especially fertility and infants’ health) and exert indirect re-
sistance to the direct power of men. Further, Schneider, Ortner, and Kandiyoti
all argue that the “classic” forms of family patriarchy found in the Mediter-
ranean and MENA—entailing close surveillance, control, and often harsh
discipline of women and junior men—evolved from the labor demands of
peasant agriculture combined with states making family heads responsible
for the behavior of family members and for paying tribute.122 All of these point
toward the kind of “top-down” effects of subjugation on family organization
and psychological processes that Hijazi, Zayour, and Sharabi describe.

I believe the writings on “neopatriarchy,” the “psychology of subjuga-
tion,” and the “republic of fear” make strong cases that tyranny and terror
affect psychological development in important ways. In the absence of re-
search, we know little about their specific effects, though they probably fol-
low the contours of posttraumatic syndromes and include hypervigilant
arousal, dissociative withdrawal, and intrusive reexperiencing of real or
imagined scenes of violence. They also probably “wound” the self (under-
mining “self-efficacy” and “self-esteem,” if one prefers those terms) and
arouse feelings of powerlessness and shame. Surveillance and intimidation
undermine the “basic security” on which ordinary social life depends, am-
plifying generalized anxiety and tendencies to suspicious and “paranoid”
thought. Common psychological responses to these “infantilizing” conditions
appear to include (1) retreat to the protection of traditional-appearing social
groups, (2) adoption of magical and superstitious means of protection and
of influencing threatening conditions, (3) turns to violence in cathartic at-
tempts to overcome humiliation, and (4) identification with the aggressor,
which may initially be adopted as a provisional response to fear but may coa-
lesce over time into a more permanent personality organization.

In addition, as observers of many armed conflicts in MENA have noted,
violence reinforces “Strong Man”-centered patronage networks123 and inten-
sifies the more “machismo” constructions of masculinity, invariably to the
detriment of women.124 Both Hijazi and Makiya believe that subjugation and
terror insidiously work their way into the home, and Makiya hypothesizes
that “growing cruelty toward Arab women has accompanied the moderniza-
tion of the Arab world.”125 Further, as Zayour describes it, the sense of infe-
riority vis-à-vis the neighboring West—created by colonial rule and sustained
today by Western prosperity, military might, and consumerist marketing—
parallels the internalization of negative identities among ethnic minorities
as they see themselves through the eyes of prejudiced majorities, a process
documented by a host of studies of ethnic identity and acculturation.126
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Toward a Psychology of Modernization and Underdevelopment

The theory of societal development proposed by the economist Amartya
Sen—adopted by the Arab scholars who prepared the 2002 United Nations
Arab Human Development Report—might provide a broad framework for
investigating the psychological consequences of tyranny.127 His theory gauges
development by a set of freedoms128 that promote the growth of individual
capabilities and agency.129 Market economies and rising GNPs can promote
this development, but in a series of studies Sen has shown that they do not
automatically bring it about, and that increased freedoms, capabilities, and
agency often serve as the precursors of economic growth. These are funda-
mentally psychological characteristics, and even when Sen speaks of money,
material goods, and information, his ultimate concern is with how these trans-
late into capabilities and agency. He therefore redefines poverty as “capabil-
ity deprivation,”130 pointing out that in societies with basic freedoms, low
incomes can translate into high capabilities (that then catalyze economic
growth), while in unfree societies even high incomes may not enable people
to develop capabilities and agency. He thus emphasizes the psychological
importance of relative deprivation: that physical and mental health, sense of
efficacy, and self-respect appear more strongly related to a person’s perceived
relative status in society than to his or her objective wealth.131 Sen’s theory of
development thus focuses precisely on forms of social capability and agency
that Hijazi and others see as compromised by economic underdevelopment,
political subjugation, and neopatriarchal social relations.

Sen’s theory of freedoms, capabilities, and agency can be made more
psychologically specific by incorporating concepts from the political philoso-
pher Axel Honneth, who draws on Hegel, Erik Erikson, and G. H. Mead to
formulate a theory of social influences on the development of self-regard.132

Honneth argues that in preindustrial societies, individual development ide-
ally culminated in a sense of “honor” rooted in the face-to-face relations of
family, kin-group, and village or band. The institutions of industrial societ-
ies eclipse these groupings, and he sees self-regard in modern states as rooted
in three forms of “recognition” that affirm a person’s worth: (1) love and
nurturance within families provides the foundation for “basic self confi-
dence,” equivalent to Giddons’s “basic trust”; (2) the guarantee of civil rights
by representative governments provides the foundation for “self-respect”; and
(3) the solidarity that comes with acquiring a valued status in the larger com-
munity provides the foundation for a more individuated “self-esteem.” Each
of these forms of recognition can be threatened: basic self-confidence by
threats to one’s physical integrity; self-respect by denial of rights or exclu-
sion; self-esteem by denigration or insult.133 These concepts can provide an
initial framework for distinguishing the effects of family socialization from
those of government actions and from those of the larger social and cultural
order. They can help distinguish, for example, between the effects of economic
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underdevelopment (for example, unemployment denies the “self-esteem”
that comes with acquiring a valued social status), of the absence of civil rights
and representative institutions (for example, denying “self-respect”), and of
surveillance and torture (for example, undermining “basic self-confidence”).

Throughout this book I have taken a developmental approach to cultural
influences on psychological processes, covering the life-span from infancy
through mature adulthood. Even though I have tried to view development
in the context of its “social ecology,” this organization by life-stage promotes
a “bottom-up” perspective, which focuses on patterns of face-to-face family,
kin-group, and community relationships. It is important to end this book
by focusing on the “top-down” influences that, by acting directly on adults,
tune all of the milieus in which infants, children, adolescents, and adults
develop. If we are to understand the “struggle of becoming” that Barakat
describes as preoccupying MENA peoples (see chapter 1), it is crucial to give
priority to economic and political underdevelopment.

In agreement with Sen, I believe that development—both societal and
individual—need not be a “fierce” process that pits modernity and tradi-
tion against each other in desperate and sometimes armed combat.134 With
economic opportunities and political freedoms, “modernization within tra-
dition”135 can become a largely creative rather than a “wounding,” “frag-
menting,” or “schizophrenic” undertaking. It becomes all of these in the
conditions of underdevelopment or “neopatriarchy” prevailing in many
MENA societies. Sen’s and Honeth’s conceptions may provide a framework
within which to investigate the psychological responses to underdevelop-
ment described by the many Arab writers reviewed in this chapter. And
following the lead of the Arab Human Development Report, these concep-
tions may provide a framework for examining the effects of economic and
political modernization on psychological development throughout the
life-span.

Sources

The ethnographies I have reviewed throughout this book describe the pat-
terns that organize adult lives, and while none specifically examine adult
development, many contain life-histories that illustrate developmental paths.
Autobiographies by “ordinary” people provide informative portraits of the life-
course—such as Fadhma Amrouche’s My Life Story, Brick Oussaid’s Mountains
Forgotten by God, Nayra Atiya’s collection of five Egyptian women’s life sto-
ries, Khul-Khaal, and Afsaneh Najmabadi’s book Women’s Autobiographies in
Contemporary Iran. So do several life-history-based studies, including
Mottahedeh’s Mantle of the Prophet, Kevin Dwyer’s Moroccan Dialogues,
Henry Munson’s House of Si Abd Allah, Antoun’s Muslim Preacher in the
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Modern World, Gilsenan’s Lords of the Lebanese Marches, Lois Beck’s Nomad,
Katherine Ewing’s Arguing Sainthood, and Uni Wikan’s Tomorrow, God
Willing. And especially for an outsider, Mahfouz’s Cairo Trilogy may pro-
vide the best introduction to the cultural forces shaping development dur-
ing adulthood, and to the range of individual variation that emerges in
response to them.

MENA psychologists have carried out many studies of personality traits
first identified by Western psychologists, either by translating and adapt-
ing Western scales or devising new ones. Ahmad Abdel-Khalek, Ihsan
Al-Issa, G. Ghareeb, J. Beshai, M. Farrag, and Abdul Ibrahim have made
substantial contributions to this project, which generally provide evidence
for the universality of many traits, and for the importance of assessing them
with culturally adapted (and not just translated) scales. Abdel-Khalek’s
chapter on “Personality” and Abou el Nil’s chapter “Cross-Cultural Psy-
chology” in Ahmed and Gielen’s Psychology in the Arab Countries cover
most of this work, and Abdelatif Khalifa and Sha’ban Radwan’s recent Al-
shakhsiyyia al-misriyya (The Egyptian Personality) reviews these and many
other studies, and presents findings from their own multistage study of
Egyptian characteristics.

For the past 20 years, cross-cultural psychologists have studied the “in-
dividualism” versus “collectivism” of cultures and selves, generally finding
that the West’s “egocentrism” contrasts with the “sociocentrism” of East
and South Asia (mainly Japan, China, Korea, and India). Several research-
ers have criticized these conceptions,136 and Daphna Oyserman’s recent
metaanalysis of the quantitative studies casts their findings into doubt.137 I
have located only two studies that measure these in MENA societies, but
the Turkish psychologist Cigdem Kagitcibasi discusses them in her Family
and Human Development Across Cultures, as does the Egyptian sociologist
Suad Joseph in her Intimate Selving. There is a large literature on “patriar-
chal” gender relations, and, in addition to the more psychological analyses
I have reviewed in previous chapters, several recent works explore the cul-
tural construction of masculinity, including Fedwa Malti-Douglass’s
Women’s Body Women’s Word, Deniz Kandoyati’s Paradoxes of Masculin-
ity, and Asfaneh Najmabadi’s “Reading ‘Wiles of Women’ Stories as Fic-
tions of Masculinity.” David Gutmann’s studies of shifts in gender roles with
aging included a sample of Druze, and may help to see MENA patterns in
a broad cross-cultural framework.138

Finally, there are a number of important psychologically oriented works
by MENA scholars, most written as part of a broad cultural “self-criticism”
undertaken in the 1970s and 1980s. These include Bouhdiba’s Sexuality in Islam
and Sharabi’s Neopatriarchy, as well as Hamid Ammar’s Fi bina’ al-bashar
(On the Building of Persons), Mahmoud ‘Awda’s al-takayyuff wa al-
muqawamah (Adaptation and Resistance), Hichem Djait’s Al-Shakhsiyya
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al-’arabiyya al-islamiyya wal-masir al-’arabi (Arab-Islamic Personality and
Arab Destiny), Ali Zayour’s Al-tahlil al-nafsi li-al-dhat al-’arabiyya (Psycho-
analysis of the Arab Ego), Sayyid Yassin’s al-shakhsiyya al-‘arabiyya (The Arab
Personality), and Mustafa Hijazi’s Al-takhaluf al-ijtima’i (Societal Underde-
velopment). Even when these works “import” Western theories, they explore
psychological consequences of economic and political underdevelopment that
Western psychologists have almost entirely ignored.
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One could distill from the previous chapters a “typical” MENA path of de-
velopment through the life-span. But this would amount to another “national
character” stereotype, to which no life would correspond. Not only does so-
cialization vary from milieu to milieu but twists of fate often make it impos-
sible for families to follow cultural models of child-rearing and for young
adults to take up the roles and identities their culture prescribes. Differences
in temperament, birth order, intelligence, and family organization exert such
profound effects that the cultural patterns that create shared experiences si-
multaneously provoke diverging reactions to them. Individuals also person-
alize their culture as they internalize it, in such idiosyncratic ways that “the”
culture is not so much shared by all its members as it is distributed among
them. Daily life is animated by dialogues and disputes among those living by
different interpretations of their culture’s values.

Still, MENA societies constitute a “culture area” with distinctive influ-
ences on psychological development. This culture area is not defined by a clear
boundary separating it from its neighbors but by the intersection of patterns
it historically has shared with them: peasant agriculture with all Eurasia;
nomadic pastoralism with the arid and semiarid zones surrounding the Sa-
hara and stretching into Central Asia; a pediatric (and “sling-carrying”) model
of infant care with much of sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia; the honor-
modesty system with the preindustrial Mediterranean; Islam with societies
now stretching from Nigeria to the Philippines. It is the conjunction of these
patterns in the MENA region that gives it its distinctive cultural psychology.

To synthesize psychological studies of the region, I have used a model
that distinguishes three levels of personality organization, which correspond
to major transitions in biological, cognitive, and social development. These
are: (1) a core self shaped mainly in infancy and early childhood by the
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interaction of inherited temperament and child care (roughly correspond-
ing to LeVine’s “personality genotype” and McAdams’s level 1 characteris-
tics); (2) social personae that consolidate mainly in late childhood as the child
comes to perceive his or her social roles from the point of view of society as
a whole (corresponding to G. H. Mead’s “social self” and McAdams’s level
2); and (3) an identity that typically forms in late adolescence and early adult-
hood (corresponding to LeVine’s “personality phenotype” and McAdams’s
level 3). The most prominent cultural influences on these levels can be
sketched as follows.

Level 1: Core Self

In MENA societies, core selves appear to be shaped within the context of a
“pediatric” model of infant care that fosters the development of a secure and
intense maternal bond, often transformed abruptly by weaning and a dimi-
nution of maternal caretaking. This discontinuity creates for both the infant
and its family the developmental “task” of facilitating a transition to wider
familial attachments. When made successfully, the establishment of wider
attachments—primarily with household women—solidifies the foundation
of a matrifocal interdependence that will be sustained throughout life, and
perhaps of a household-based “group self” anchored in the culture’s rich
maternal symbolism that thrives at the core of its patriarchal ideology.1 Pe-
diatric styles of caretaking also may lay the foundation for “feminine” gen-
der identity, which circumcision near the end of early childhood ritually
reverses for boys, though masculinity remains to be achieved and proven in
subsequent periods. Where it is practiced, female circumcision, or “female
genital cutting,” provides girls with ritual confirmation of their femininity,2

though this too remains to be achieved with motherhood. In traditional and
perhaps poor urban milieus, other experiences common during the first
years of life probably shape emotions, motives, and defenses in ways that
are little studied and poorly understood by Western psychology. In those
environments, hunger, suffering associated with illnesses and injuries, and
the instilling of fear of “supernatural” beings and forces may foster an “ex-
ternalizing” style of emotional self-management.

Level 2: Sentiments, Motives, and Social Personae

The development of social personae—forming a second level of personality
organization—begins in early childhood with the learning of family interac-
tion styles. It greatly intensifies in late childhood with the mastery of social
etiquettes associated with the honor-modesty system and the self-care prac-
tices associated with Islam. As in many traditional societies, the pediatric
model evolves into an “apprenticeship and obedience” model that resembles
child-rearing styles observed in many preindustrial societies. Boys (and girls
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less so) often experience a second significant discontinuity3 as they move from
the world of women to that of men. At the same time, their fathers—reported
by nearly all observers to have warm and nurturing interactions with infants
and toddlers—assume more distant, formal, demanding, and often punitive
roles. Authority typically becomes “patriarchal” and, by most accounts,
harsh. Many researchers describe paternal authority as becoming “authori-
tarian” during this period and as creating a widespread tendency toward
authoritarianism that has undermined democratization of the region. Oth-
ers, however, argue that traditional patriarchal authority was not “authori-
tarian” in the sense described by Western theorists but that recent decades
of underdevelopment and family instability may be fostering Western-style
authoritarianism.

By puberty most children have mastered and internalized the values,
etiquettes, and self-care practices of honor-modesty and Islam. It appears
likely that this process shapes universal emotions, traits, and self-represen-
tations into culturally distinctive sentiments, motives, and social personae.
Following G. H. Mead, I suggest that social selves consolidate as children learn
to take the perspective of the “Generalized Other” on their own social roles
and relationships. Psychologists have studied this process little, but anthro-
pologists have provided rich descriptions that suggest that honor-modesty
and Islam are sufficiently autonomous value-etiquette systems that each can
provide a Generalized Other, facilitating the consolidation of a pair of social
selves that sometimes converge and sometimes conflict. Conflicting honor-
based and religion-based imperatives appear to animate many of the social
dramas that form the texture of daily life, and to inspire popular poetry, epic,
and tragic literary works. The internalization of two sets of societal expecta-
tions also appears to set the challenge that will become the main develop-
mental “task” of adolescence and early adulthood: creating an identity that
affirms, modifies, or resists the socially expected roles and that balances or
synthesizes the values of honor-modesty and Islam.

Level 3: Identity

In traditional milieus, identity appears to be anchored in a richly elaborated
symbolism associated with gender and age that organizes household and
public spaces, styles of dress and grooming, and interaction etiquettes. Within
this framework, marriage and parenthood serve as credentials to valued iden-
tities. Marriage in the early teens creates a sharp disjunction and develop-
mental task for many girls, with motherhood crucial to establishing a young
woman’s status and identity. Men’s development of masculinity, which be-
gan with circumcision, may not be fully completed until they become fathers.
Men generally find a wider field for fashioning identities than do women, via
their honorable deeds and “performance of manhood” in the larger kin-group
and community. Religious practice, often associated with saints and/or “Sufi”
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brotherhoods, and genres of popular poetry appear to provide both men and
women with opportunities for personalizing their identities, and perhaps for
psychological individuation.

In modernizing milieus, schooling often creates disjunctions with the
family-based honor-modesty system, which some observers suggest is being
transformed into an achievement orientation driven by familial attachments
and honor—and supported by an achievement-oriented, “Muslim ethic”
piety. Nearly all researchers report that the saturation of MENA societies with
Western values and life-styles fosters the development of contradictory mo-
tives and self-representations, which most see as causing inner strife and
subverting the formation of coherent identities. I suggest, however, that
chronic strife over identity may be due less to the existence of cultural duali-
ties than to the inability of many young adults in conditions of underdevel-
opment to create life structures (based on educational success, occupations,
and marriages) that can sustain the balances or syntheses they often success-
fully work out as their desired identities.4

Levels and Life-Spans

The development of each of these three levels corresponds to major transi-
tions in bodily maturation, cognitive ability, and social roles. Within any
society, some of these transitions typically come to take the form of cultur-
ally patterned discontinuities, which present growing individuals with cul-
turally specific developmental tasks. In traditional MENA milieus, these
appear to occur at weaning, circumcision (mainly for boys), the shift from
maternal to paternal authority, and early teen marriage (mainly for girls).
These discontinuities may be decreasing in modernizing milieus, while oth-
ers are emerging, especially between (1) the honor-modesty system learned
in families and local communities and the achievement orientation learned
in schools, and (2) the “externalizing” styles of emotional self-management
learned in childhood and the scientific worldview learned in schools that
rejects “superstitious” belief in jinn spirits and other invisible forces. Some
scholars also see a discontinuity between the interdependent loyalties typi-
cally developed in childhood and individualist orientations fostered by schools
and careers. Most scholars, however, reject the simple notion that traditional
MENA culture was “collectivist” and is under assault by modern “individu-
alism.” Ethnographies and my own life-history study of identity suggest that
the widespread return to religion among youth, especially in “Muslimist ethic”
forms that resemble the “Protestant ethic” Max Weber described in early
modern Europe and Robert Bellah in Tokugawa-era Japan, may provide reso-
lutions for these discontinuities.

Also according to the model, each level builds upon and transforms the
earlier, but, especially where development entails discontinuities, earlier pat-
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terns also may remain “beneath” later ones, as latent but active influences in
psychological functioning. As anthropologists have argued for many cultures,
an early “feminine” sense of self may persist throughout the course of men’s
development of masculinity, motivating defensive antipathy to femininity and
fostering misogynist gender ideologies. Similarly, psychological strivings re-
garded as “masculine” may persevere in latent form after their suppression
in girls (at least in traditional milieus) and appear in disguised forms in spirit
possession and perhaps in the bodily symptoms that ethnographers report
many women seek to cure by visiting religious healers or saints. The cultural
model of mid- and later-life development then may facilitate older men’s
reincorporation of supposedly “feminine” orientations and postmenopausal
women’s reincorporation of supposedly “masculine” orientations as part of
a process of individuation. As suggested earlier, in modernizing milieus, the
most important characteristics that may remain latent but active concern (1)
externalizing styles of emotion management developed in infancy and early
childhood that are not easily incorporated into the “scientific” identities
many adolescents and young adults seek to fashion, and (2) sentiments and
motives associated with honor-based social personae that may not be eas-
ily incorporated into achievement-oriented identities and enacted in mod-
ern bureaucratic organizations.

Finally, it is important to point out that, as in all cultures, development
continues throughout adulthood, and at all three levels of personality orga-
nization. Identities may be more elaborately articulated or dramatically re-
made. Social personae may change as a person adapts his or her enactment
of honor-modesty etiquettes to new family statuses or reputation-changing
events, and as his or her style of religious devotion shifts. As discussed in
chapter 3, the imperatives of honor-modesty and Islam often can conflict,
and the task of balancing or synthesizing these may continue throughout the
life-span. Even “deep” characteristics of the core self can be affected by changes
in a person’s basic bodily, emotional, and interpersonal conditions. And in
addition to the blows or blessings of fate that may change personality at all
levels, Islam appears to provide both men and women with important op-
portunities for mid- and late-life “individuation,” which can take place even
as they enact prescribed social roles in accordance with prevailing “collectiv-
istic” values, and maintain familial interdependencies and “group selves”
cultivated since infancy. At the same time, however, the economic underde-
velopment, political tyranny, and violence that has profoundly affected many
MENA societies during recent decades impose serious constraints on devel-
opment and inflict stresses and traumas that can disorganize all three levels
of personality. Analyses by a number of Arab social scientists suggest that in
some MENA regions these have been so acute and chronic as to have trau-
matizing effects, forcing individuals to make regressive and sometimes au-
thoritarian adaptations to insecure, threatening, humiliating conditions.
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Lives �

These culturally patterned continuities and discontinuities influence devel-
opment through the life-span in ways distinctive of the MENA “culture area.”
They certainly influence the likelihood that a person will have some experi-
ences (for example, one to two years of “on-demand” breast-feeding), and
they define the meanings these experiences typically take on (for example,
maternal compassion that anchors a bond of reciprocal protection and in-
debtedness). But the patterns by no means give every person similar devel-
opmental experiences, or even guide them along parallel developmental
pathways. As my own life-history research abundantly shows, the life-course
of every individual is marked by deviations from culturally expected paths
and by unexpected events. A few lives followed cultural models fairly closely,
but many did not. One man had been sent to stay with relatives after wean-
ing to “forget his mother’s milk,” and then for reasons he never understood,
was left to be raised by them. As a young adult he did not feel strongly at-
tached to either his biological or foster mother. Another’s father had been
too old and ill to impose his authority, so his mother stepped into that role,
for which he still bore her some resentment. One woman’s seriously disturbed
mother had repeatedly abused her, and her father played a comforting and
nurturing role, even supporting her ambition to have a career and live a
Westernized life-style against her mother’s insistence she prepare herself for
marriage and a life of motherhood and housework.

In addition, all of an individual’s formative experiences are shaped by
his or her idiosyncratic temperament. Where one young man I interviewed
clearly had fashioned an honor-modesty-based social persona to sustain fa-
milial attachments against deeper (for example, core self) anxieties about
abandonment, another had tailored a social persona around nearly identical
principles of honor and modesty in order to acquire a sense of prowess and
defend against deeper anxieties about weakness and injury. One man, fueled
by a misanthropic rage he attributed to his mother’s death and his father’s
neglect, pursued the “daring deeds” and “tough guy” components of the
honor-modesty system into a period of delinquency that destroyed his once
bright prospects. It took a religious reconversion to bring him back to his
family responsibilities. This kind of individual variation in temperaments and
deviations from expected pathways guarantees that even the most robust
cultural patterns do not yield shared personality types.

The anthropologist Kevin Dwyer’s interviews with a southern Moroc-
can farmer named fkir Mohammed illustrate some of the ways individuals
may struggle both to achieve and to resist their culture’s ideals. In his sixties
when Dwyer recorded their conversations, the fkir was a successful farmer,
head of an extended household, a leader of his community, a devout mem-
ber of the Tijanniya “Sufi” brotherhood (hence his title fkir, “the poor one”),
and in every respect a cultural exemplar. Yet it hadn’t always been that way.
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His father died when he was a child, and he repeatedly rejected his mother’s
attempts to control him: “My mother would just tell me, ‘Go there,’ or ‘Do
this,’ or ‘Do that.’ And I couldn’t tolerate that at all, that she would direct
me. . . . So I did what I wanted, myself.”5 When he reached “the age of fast-
ing” (puberty) he began to have “wayward thoughts” and waste time “run-
ning around”: “I began to think only . . . that I be really good-looking, better
than everyone else; and tougher than everyone else; and a bigger operator than
everyone else.”6

Though he casts his “wild” adolescence as lying far in his past, he recalls
it as if it were yesterday. He fell in love with a disreputable young woman who
probably worked as a prostitute in the nearest town, and in desperation to
have him be not so “distracted,” his family agreed to their marriage. Three
years later, however, he divorced her. He first offered Dwyer a stereotypic
explanation: “Well, a marriage without good roots is no good. You know,
our acquaintance wasn’t made in the right way, it was made in the street. We
got to know each other in the wrong way.”7 But then it became clear that the
real reason was that she bore no children, and his family became increasingly
angry with her. “She understood that because there were no children, people
would be disrespectful toward her,” he explained, so “if the commotion was
going to continue, then I had to take her back. If it had quieted down, I
wouldn’t have taken her away.” Then the fkir spoke of her with fondness:

We had been together for three years, she and I. And I found her
good, she had taken root in me. She didn’t hold herself back from
me. . . . For a time I was looking for a reason to let her go, for some
defect in her, but I couldn’t find one. She was fine. . . . [Perhaps she
had put a spell on you?] . . . The most powerful spell is the one that
works on your will. . . . We were entangled, tied together.8

After they divorced the fkir went into a three-year period of angry with-
drawal. “After that divorce, it was exile!” he says, “I was in anger. For two
years, I couldn’t stand talking to anyone. . . . I was like an animal. I didn’t
want people, no one at all. No one at all.” Finally he decided to take up his
responsibilities, and within a year accepted an arranged marriage that soon
yielded children:

All that noise, all that waste, that wild life. I need, for myself, to be-
come humble, to make do with what is here. And to marry some-
one humble. That is how I saw things then. . . . [I wanted a woman]
of a small mind, without the build or the style of a city woman. You
know the type. She should be a country woman and humble like
us. . . . And I said to myself, “This way, I’ll be in peace.”9

He joined the Tijanniya brotherhood at the same time.
Throughout the series of interviews, the fkir appears as a man who has

run his household with dedication, generosity, and firmness but relatively
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little emotional involvement. He appears to have developed his richest emo-
tional bonds with his religious brothers, his Tijanniya sheikh (teacher), and
the Prophet. “Always my mind is focused on my sheikh,” he tells Dwyer: “We
say, you know, that there are three benedictions: There is that of God, there
is that of your parents, there is that of your sheikh.”10 He had listened to the
Tijanniya litany as a child when his father and uncle chanted it with the vil-
lage brothers, but he paid it little attention until he was nearly forty: “Even
though I heard it when I was young, I had no interest in it, because I saw no
purpose to it. Then, when I reached a certain age, I had to [learn it]. . . . We
say that it was written, inscribed, in early times. Inscribed, written. What the
Lord inscribes for you comes to appear.”11

Forced out of the cultural pattern by his father’s death, the fkir struck
out to live a life different from the culturally prescribed one he now so exem-
plifies. His family abandoned the ideals of honor to accept his marriage-for-
love to a woman he met “in the street,” but then her infertility doomed them.
Several years of sullen withdrawal (perhaps clinical depression) followed, until
he decided to become “humble,” accept an arranged marriage, step into his
patriarch role, and shift his emotional life to the Tijanniya. “What the Lord
inscribes for you comes to appear”—Jung saw reconversion to the religion of
one’s youth as a common developmental pattern, and termed it apococastasis:
a sudden transformation that restores an earlier structure. Yet the fkir’s descrip-
tions of his relationships within the Tijanniya suggest it also provides a rich
venue for individuation, even as he subordinates his life to his family and acts
as an embodiment and upholder of cultural tradition.

Cultural psychologists often err in the power they accord culture to re-
cruit the allegiance of individuals to its prevailing values, ideals, and norms.
Individuals repeatedly fail to become what the “Generalized Other” de-
mands of them, and equally often they resist becoming it. None of the young
Moroccans I interviewed had easily assimilated and lived out prevailing
cultural models, from Mohammed, the well-bred and devout son of the
village imam who as a teen turned into a “wild/rapid” fighting, drinking
delinquent, to Rachida, the arch-defender of cultural tradition who violently
fought off her parents’ attempts to marry her in order to stay in school and
have her own career. Unlike the rules of grammar, cultural patterns are not
simply learned and automatically followed; they are powerful because they
are enforced by people who can make life miserable for those who resist or
deviate.

The texture of life and drama of development in MENA societies—as in
all societies—derives from individuals’ struggle to acquire and resist the pat-
terns of their culture. An array of forces impels individual lives away from
the prevailing patterns and then back toward them, provoking them to over-
shoot the mark and then to correct course, to resist conformity and then to
crave what has been “inscribed.” By improving overall living conditions and
health, modernization has greatly reduced the disruptions traditionally
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wrought by illnesses, deaths, and the forces of nature. But underdevelopment
and “Westernization” have created new disruptions, so that psychological
development now often becomes embroiled in religious and political strife.
Economic growth and democratization would enable individuals’ struggles
for development to be carried on in cooler conditions, where youths’ goal of
“modernizing within tradition” might be more readily and less violently
achieved.
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It is not an outsider’s place to prescribe a research agenda for MENA or for
any other culture area. But at the completion of a review like this, it may be
appropriate to participate in the discussion, especially by reporting what
MENA psychologists are writing about their priorities. In that spirit, I offer
three sorts of observations, as follows, on:

1. Some of the crucial research questions that appear in the litera-
ture I have reviewed

2. Recent lines of research in cultural psychology that might be
carried out in MENA societies

3. The range of approaches being taken by MENA psychologists to
create indigenous psychological theories

I will focus on culture-specific influences on development, as I have through-
out the book, and not on the entire field of psychology. I again urge the reader
to see Ahmed and Geilen’s Psychology in the Arab World and Ihsan Al-Issa’s
Al-Junun: Mental Illness in the Islamic World for reviews of fields I have not
covered.

I have shown that there is a rich literature on psychological development
in MENA societies, most of it by MENA scholars writing in Arabic or En-
glish, and some in French. Many of the studies are qualitative in nature, writ-
ten by anthropologists, sociologists, and psychotherapists, and in some cases
by historians, political scientists, and literary critics. Data from the available
quantitative studies generally support the patterns described in the qualita-
tive writings, though the numbers sometimes require the picture to be re-
vised (as was shown, for example, with regard to the duration of breast-feeding
and mothers’ use of physical punishment). “Verifying” these patterns with
more sophisticated field observation and quantitative methods will continue
to be an important priority.
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Developmental Periods �

The studies reviewed in the previous chapters suggest several research pri-
orities in each developmental period.

Infancy

First, in light of the debate over whether “symbiotic” infant care culminat-
ing in abrupt weaning undermines individuation or supports interdependent
loyalties and builds resilience to childhood stresses, the nature of attachment
and separation in traditional milieus deserves a good deal of research atten-
tion. Second, while available data make it clear that a transition is underway
from pediatric toward pedagogic models of infant care, it is not clear whether
a Western-style pedagogic model is emerging or a distinctive MENA style that
might, as Kagitcibasi suggests, provide the foundation for a balance of au-
tonomy and interdependence that Western societies seem to lack. Third, little
appears to be known at the present time about infant-care practices among
the growing numbers of urban poor, who may lack the social resources to
either continue traditional pedagogic styles or adopt modern pedagogic ones.

Early Childhood

Many ethnographers report that the years from age two to five appear to be
especially difficult, at least in traditional milieus, where many recently weaned
toddlers experience a significant diminution in maternal caretaking—often
described as a dethronement—along with increased exposure to less sanitary
conditions and foods. In addition to the discontinuity that comes with wean-
ing, a number of observers note that children appear to develop styles of as-
sertive dependency as they strive to evoke caretaking from their mothers and
from extended family members. These styles of assertive dependence appear
to develop into components of the interdependent attachments said to char-
acterize MENA families. This period therefore deserves research attention
from perspectives of both physical health and psychological development.

This also tends to be a period in which children—at least in traditional
and poor urban milieus—endure often unrelieved physical discomforts caused
by illnesses, injuries, and environmental conditions, the effects of which are
poorly understood by Western psychologists. Research on parents’ responses
to these discomforts, and on the short- and long-term consequences for chil-
dren, could significantly contribute to psychological understanding of the
conditions still faced by a majority of the world’s children. Finally, given its
cultural importance, it is perhaps surprising that the circumcision of boys
and “female genital cutting” (where it is practiced) have rarely been studied.
This would appear to be a critical topic for understanding personality devel-
opment in general, and gender development in particular.
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Late Childhood

There are still traditional rural and urban sectors in many MENA societies
in which children receive little or no formal schooling and spend late child-
hood learning agricultural or craft skills by working alongside adults and older
children. These provide rapidly vanishing opportunities to study apprentice-
ship learning, which some developmental psychologists believe has positive
features lacking in school-based formal instruction. Little also is known about
the extent to which schoolchildren participate in apprenticeship learning
during the hours when they are not at school, and to what extent this en-
hances or detracts from school achievement.

A second issue concerns the extent to which attaining mastery of the
etiquettes associated with the honor-modesty system and with Islam facili-
tate the coalescing of relatively independent social selves—the “Me” poles of
the self that G. H. Mead describes as arising from seeing one’s self from the
perspective of the social Generalized Other. Ethnographers suggest that the
internalization of these value systems (and associated self-care practices and
self-presentational styles) deeply shapes psychological functioning, giving
psychologists a number of strong hypotheses to investigate about the forma-
tion of culturally distinctive sentiments and motives.

And in light of the ongoing political struggles in many MENA societ-
ies, the most urgent priority concerns the nature and consequences of
patriarchal or authoritarian parenting styles. Western norms are probably
not directly applicable to MENA families, and the studies reviewed here
provide a foundation for reconceptualizing forms of familial authority and
authoritarianism that are distinctive to MENA cultures.

Adolescence

Many scholars suggest that it is adolescents who are most intensely caught in
the crucible of social change. At a time when bodily, emotional, and social
role changes destabilize childhood personality organizations, MENA youth
also find themselves moving between “traditional” and “modern” institutions
that offer contradictory worldviews and values—often in conditions of un-
certainty about gaining any adult status. Perhaps the most critical issue raised
by these writings concerns the fate of traditional family bonds. While many
researchers see widespread family strife and psychological dis-organization,
others see family loyalties as sustaining forms of interdependence or “connec-
tivity” that Western societies have lost. If infant and child care lay a founda-
tion for this interdependence, adolescence appears as the period in which
familial bonds become especially important (and perhaps most strained) in the
face of the fragmenting forces of “modernization” and “underdevelopment.”
Adolescents’ reactions to these circumstances are now a high research prior-
ity, and should continue to be so. A closely related issue—the formation of
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family-based forms of achievement motivation, perhaps forged from a rein-
terpretation of the honor-modesty system—deserves the kind of research
attention it has received in Asian cultures.

Nearly all researchers describe romantic relationships during adolescence
as charged with anxiety and suspicion; especially in light of heated public
debates about “re-segregating” the sexes, this calls for more intensive study.
Dramatic differences among MENA nations in gender segregation would
appear to provide a kind of natural laboratory for comparative studies.

Identity

Nearly all researchers emphasize that the process of identity formation takes
place in cultural environments of intense dispute between indigenous and
Western-oriented ways of life. Most also report that a great many individu-
als internalize and shift between contrasting indigenous and Western iden-
tities. Scholars differ, however, on the question of whether this multiplicity
of identities reflects a loss of authenticity that causes psychological fragmen-
tation or provides opportunities for synthesizing bicultural or hybrid iden-
tities and creating an authentic new cosmopolitan culture. There also can
be little doubt that conditions prevailing in many MENA societies turn what
Western psychologists tend to see as an acute “crisis” of identity into a
chronic labor with but provisional resolutions. It may therefore be crucial
for psychologists to distinguish between an initial formation of identity as
described by Erikson and a different sort of “identity crisis” that arises when
people cannot sustain their chosen identities by anchoring them in occu-
pations, marriages, and communities—in what Levinson termed a life struc-
ture. Both life-narrative and quantitative methods are available to study
identity formation and its outcomes, and could be adapted to investigate
these crucial questions.

Mature Adulthood

At the present time, there appears to be growing cross-cultural interest in
studying factors that facilitate the development of generativity in midlife and
wisdom in later life. These concepts potentially provide a framework for re-
search on adult development that could facilitate comparing MENA with
other non-Western “developing” societies.1 Especially as education and
technology often shift power and status from seniors to youth, concepts of
generativity and wisdom could prove useful in assessing the consequences
of “modernization” for men and women in mid- and later life.

Finally, as the UN’s 2002 Arab Human Development Report emphasizes,
the overriding issue for the MENA region concerns the effects of economic
and political underdevelopment on people’s capabilities and sense of self-
efficacy. Investigating these effects is not easy, especially where governments
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maintain surveillance and control over researchers, and neither Western
psychology nor recent cross-cultural psychology has much to offer by way of
concepts or methods. Here the writings of MENA scholars, perhaps combined
with Amartya Sen’s theory of capabilities and freedoms, could provide a start-
ing point.

Cultural Psychology �

Unfortunately, few MENA psychologists have been able to participate in the
last two decades’ growth of cultural psychology as an international under-
taking, based increasingly on the work of cross-cultural teams of research-
ers. As Abou el Nil points out (see his “Cross-Cultural Research” for a review
and critique of studies by Arab psychologists), the obstacles are mainly eco-
nomic: the costs of books, journals, international conferences, and travel for
collaboration are too high for most universities, institutes, and scholars.
The Sudanese psychologist Omar Khaleefa notes that the membership dues
for the main international psychology associations are each equivalent to a
month’s salary, and that attending an international conference would cost
him four years’ salary.2 As a result, several of the main topics currently under
cross-cultural investigation have received little attention in MENA societ-
ies. The studies I have reviewed in this book suggest that three lines of re-
search could facilitate the investigation of characteristics distinctive to MENA
societies: research on individualism versus collectivism, on the cultural shap-
ing of emotion, and on acculturation and biculturalism.

Individualism and Collectivism

Perhaps the single most studied topic by cultural psychologists over the last
20 years has been societal differences in “individualism” (or “egocentrism”)
versus “collectivism” (or “socio-centrism”). These have been studied as
evident in values, styles of interpersonal relationship, and forms of self-
conceptions (see chapter 9). Researchers now appear to have moved beyond
the simple notion that cultures or selves can be ranked on a single “I”-versus-
“C” dimension to study the cultural contexts that evoke “individualist” ver-
sus “collectivist” orientations. This work appears to be related to an important
and controversial issue in MENA societies: while some scholars believe that
traditional culture suppresses individuality and undermines individuation
(Hijazi, Sharabi, Msefer, Dachmi), others argue that modernization under-
mines the solidarities on that healthy development and authentic identities
depend (especially Al-e Ahmad). Kagitcibasi makes the intriguing suggestion
that MENA and other “majority” cultures might be evolving toward a bal-
ance of individualism in the public sphere and “relationality” in the family
sphere that has escaped the West. Japanese, Chinese, Korean, and Indian
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psychologists have developed a variety of concepts and methods for study-
ing this issue, and these could help compare MENA with developing East and
South Asian societies as well as with the West. In addition, research on this
issue could enable psychologists to contribute to the public debates under-
way about the consequences of modernization and underdevelopment for
family relationships and social values.

Reviewing anthropological studies of MENA culture, I suggested that
internalization of the region’s honor-modesty system and Islam form “so-
cial selves,” coexisting in different form and balance in each person. Re-
cent approaches to cultural values and self-cognition tend to view the self
as composed of a repertoire of schemata, and these could be adapted to
investigate the organization and activation of self-construals defined by
honor-modesty schemata and of self-construals defined by religious belief
and practice.

Culture and Emotion

One of the most active and fruitful areas of research during the last two de-
cades has used new methods of assessing perceptions of facial expressions
and other stimuli to investigate the universality versus cultural specificity
of emotions. In general, these studies have found evidence both for the uni-
versality of a set of core emotions and for the role of culture in shaping the
“display rules” that modify their expression and confer culturally distinc-
tive meanings on them. In accordance with this model, I suggested that the
region’s two primary values systems (honor-modesty and Islam) probably
shape universal emotions into culturally distinctive sentiments. David
Matsumoto’s Unmasking Japan shows how quantitative research can yield
a rich profile of emotional expression in a single culture, revising and
supplementing the qualitative accounts of ethnographers. These methods
readily could be used in MENA cultures, similarly testing, modifying, and
extending qualitative interpretations of sentiments, and perhaps provid-
ing new sources of data on regional, gender, and urban-rural differences. I
also suggested that the honor-modesty system and Islam shape universal
traits into culturally distinctive motives (see chapter 3), and I believe the
logic of the cross-cultural research on emotion could be extended to study
the basic motives constituting personality as well.

Acculturation

One weakness of my treatment of MENA societies as forming a “culture area”
is that it underappreciates the flow of people, goods, and values across in-
creasingly porous boundaries—especially those between MENA and Europe
and MENA and South Asia. Because of the saturation of MENA cultures with
Western values and life-styles, combined with the emigration of millions of
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“guest workers” to Europe, perhaps all members of MENA societies now live
in conditions of acculturation: of acquiring a second or new culture. And
because they are continually confronted by a Euro-American cultural hege-
mony, perhaps all MENA people now live to some extent as ethnic minori-
ties in the globalized world.

In the last two decades, research on acculturation has shifted from lin-
ear models holding that immigrants/emigrants more or less successfully re-
place their original culture with a new one to models of “hybridity,” in which
the most successful individuals master and shift between “cultural frames.”
These models of acculturation converge with several developed from stud-
ies of minority ethnic identity that emphasize the development of dual iden-
tities. The recent theories take account of the considerable psychological
stress associated with cultural dualism and minority ethnic status, especially
for those who are targets of ethnic stereotyping and prejudice. But theo-
rists also have moved toward viewing some forms of multicultural or dual
identity as the healthiest and most empowering developmental outcome.

These newer models, developed from research on acculturating and eth-
nic minority groups around the globe, could provide innovative ways to study
what so many researchers describe as the “contradiction” of values and life-
styles in MENA cultures. And they could help link the experiences of MENA
peoples with those of other non-Western cultures. Both the acculturation and
ethnic identity literatures take account of the alternating tendencies to reject
one’s original or minority culture and fully assimilate to the new or majority
culture, and to reject the new or majority culture and fully embrace one’s
culture of origin or ethnic culture. Some models propose that these phases
occur as developmental stages, leading toward synthetic forms of maturity.
As pointed out in chapter 9, many MENA psychologists see the region’s cul-
tural dualities as destructive to identity development, but at least a few have
raised the possibility that they could present opportunities for creative de-
velopment as well. The newer “hybridity” and “shifting frames” models could
facilitate studying the conditions that make cultural duality destructive and
those that can make it creative.

These three lines of research could enhance the ability of psychologists
to conduct more empirical investigations—both qualitative and quantita-
tive—of the important interpretations proposed by ethnographers about
MENA’s cultural psychology. The quantitative methods used in these pro-
grams of research could provide an important complement to qualitative
ethnographic and clinical studies, and perhaps help resolve some of the dif-
ferences in interpretation. Further, the newer models have been devised by
or with the active collaboration of non-Western psychologists, and they would
enable researchers to view their findings in MENA in contrast not just with
Western norms but also with other “majority” cultures, especially India,
China, Japan, and Korea, where much of the last two decades’ of cross-cultural
research has been carried out.
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Indigenous Psychology �

At the present time, the highest priority for MENA psychologists has to be
the creation of an indigenous psychology—or, perhaps more accurately, of
indigenous psychological theories.3 As in many developing societies, psychol-
ogy was first established by importing Western theories and methods. But
the Eurocentric biases of imported theories then set off a phase of “indigeni-
zation” in which psychologists began drawing psychological concepts from their
own philosophical, literary, and “folk” traditions. This process appears to be
most advanced in Japan, China, and India, and to have begun somewhat later
in MENA. At the present time, however, many MENA psychologists linked in
loose collaboration are contributing to the creation of indigenous theories,
terminologies, and therapies.

Their efforts perhaps can be seen as falling on a continuum from more
secular to more religious theories (though none entirely reject secular or
religious concepts). At the secular end of this continuum, Mustafa Hijazi
outlines an approach4 that extends the approach he took in his Al-takhaluf
al-ijtima’i (Societal Underdevelopment—see chapter 9). He criticizes Arab
psychologists for uncritically adopting Western theories and for imitatively
repeating the kinds of studies done in the West. His strategy would embrace
much of Western psychology, including psychoanalytic theory, but with the
recognition that many MENA social conditions and psychological processes
differ from those studied in the West. He believes original research on these
distinctive MENA characteristics will entail revising the Western theories
and devising new indigenous concepts.

At the center of this continuum, psychologists including Mohammed
Nablusi,5 Fuad Abu Hateb,6 and Ali Zayour7 urge more cautious and selec-
tive borrowing of Western theories, combined with studies of the Arab-
Muslim intellectual heritage to provide psychological concepts that can be
used to create indigenous theories.8 Nablusi spells out the dangers of adopt-
ing Western theories—and especially Western approaches to child-rearing
and psychotherapy—that are not appropriate to MENA societies. At the same
time, he argues that traditional forms of child-rearing and therapy need to
be either established on a scientific foundation or transformed. He also calls
attention to the problems associated with translating Western terms, point-
ing out that translators often differ in their choices of Arabic equivalents, and
that some have kept the Western terms in Arabic transcription. He calls for
the establishment of an Arab psychological institute where researchers could
consider the appropriateness of popular versus scholarly Arabic terms ver-
sus transliterations of the Western-language terms, and reach consensus on
appropriate translations.

At the more religious end of the continuum, two of the most influential
writers are the psychologist Mohammed Najati and the physician Mustafa
Mahmoud. Najati’s ‘Ilm al-nafs al-islami (Islamic Psychology) criticizes the
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philosophical foundations of Western psychology and all of its major theo-
ries (behavioral, psychoanalytic, and humanist) for neglecting the spiritual
character of the psyche. He draws on both Quranic passages and Muslim
philosophers (such as al-Farabi, Ibn Sina, and al-Ghazali) to sketch a spiri-
tual conception of the psyche and to specify the orthodox religious practices
that foster emotional health.

Mustafa Mahmoud is a retired physician who gained a public reputation
in the 1950s and 1960s by writing newspaper columns advocating a Western-
style scientific worldview. Since becoming deeply religious, he has founded a
popular mosque and hospital in Cairo, and written a series of books, includ-
ing ‘Ilm nafs qur’ani jadid (A New Quranic Psychology). While continuing
to advocate scientific progress, he argues that psychology is inherently not
scientific but a product of culture. Drawing almost exclusively on Quranic
passages, Mahmoud sharply criticizes Freudian psychology and argues that
humans achieve emotional health by resisting their desires and feeling guilt
over their wayward thoughts and acts. He argues that people have an instinct
of faith (rather than sex and aggression) and that religious practice strength-
ens the spiritual self in its struggle against desire. Religion recognizes that the
spiritual self communicates with an invisible world, and recognizes that the
intruding inner voices Freudian psychology treats as superego and id are
actually of those of angels and the devil. Rather than seeking to cure distress
by recovering the memories of traumas and repressed desires, religion en-
courages a person to continually “remember” God and live consciously in
the “circle of light” rather than unconsciously in the “circle of darkness.”

Mahmoud’s descriptions of the faithful and mentally healthy person
emphasize the qualities of calmness, compassion, modesty, patience, hard
work, and perseverance. Most important, unlike the “materialist,” the per-
son of faith demonstrates self-control in restraint of immediate gratification,
confident of reward in the afterlife. This appears to parallel the kind of achieve-
ment-oriented asceticism Weber saw as characterizing “Protestant ethic”
piety, and this may give Mahmoud’s Quranic psychology widespread appeal
among those seeking to fashion modern achievement-oriented life-styles
while resisting temptations to Western-style hedonism and conserving what
they perceive to be their authentic traditions.

Strategies for indigenizing psychology thus range widely from more secu-
lar approaches that adopt much of Western psychology, but put it to differ-
ent uses, to approaches that seek to synthesize some Western psychological
concepts with theories derived from humanist Muslim philosophers, to ap-
proaches that largely reject Western theories and offer modernized styles of
religious self-care based on Quranic passages. This resembles the array of
strategies pursued in Japan, India, China, and other developing regions,9 and
holds out the dual promises of (1) contributing to scholarly psychology in
MENA societies, as well as in the West, and (2) providing increasingly liter-
ate publics with a variety of modernized “popular” psychological theories.
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