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On the likelihood of Developing a Distinct Arab
Sociological Perspective

Mahmoud Al Dhaouadi

This essay is a strong appeal to Arab sociologists to establish an indigenous
sociology within the framework of the Islamic Arab culture. The legitimacy
of this is inspired by two basic intellectual aspects of this culture. On the one
hand, the Islamic Arab culture stresses very much that all knowledge, sciences
and disciplines must share one single epistemology. The call for the latter is
increasingly adopted today by a greater number of Western thinkers and
scientists both in the social and natural sciences. The wide spread of the ethics
of the unity of the epistemology among all disciplines will likely put an end to
the present unhealthy phenomenon of the Two Cultures encountered first in the
West and then elsewhere. On the other hand, the vision of the Islamic Arab
culture of the presence of transcendental/metaphysical dimensions of what we
call cultural symbols should open up vast horizons for the establishment of a new
and potentially solid sociological thought of a new conceptualization of culture
as a system. This may allow Arab sociologists and others to envision better and
more credible paradigms, theories, and empirical research that promise high
credibility in dealing with the profound layers and perplexities of the concept of
culture. This should greatly enhance our understanding and explain such social
phenomena as the strong continuing solidarity found among the peoples of the
Middle East since Islam came to this region over 13 centuries ago as a religion,
a language and culture =
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Polygamy in Kuweiti Society:
A Sociological Perspective

Fahd Al Nasser and Maha Ghannam

Polygyny has been misinterpreted, misunderstood, and misused. However, the
actual practice of polygyny does not seem to be as much of an issue as does the
way in which it is applied. Although previous studies have shown that polygyny
was popular especially among the tribes, current statistics state otherwise. The
reasons for this decline could be the social change has been taking place in the
Gulffor the past 20 years. Youth are going abroad to study and have thus welcomed
Western influence in many aspects of their lives, including the perceptions of
marriage. The level of urbanization in different geographical areas in the Gulf is
another factor. This study aims to shed light on the position of Muslim youth on
the practice of polygyny. Results from a questionnaire and interviews showed
that males and females perceive polygyny in significantly different ways, with 60
percent of the total sample rejecting the practice of polygyny outright =

The Social Impact of Satellite TV:
A Field Study on Students at UAE University

Saleh Abdel Azim

This study was designed to trace the social impact of satellite television channels
on the Arab audience. A 41-item questionnaire was given to 104 female students
and 61 male students from various majors at United Arab Emirates University.
The study found that almost 33 percent of respondents prefer to watch Arab
channels, while almost 4 percent prefer to watch foreign channels. Almost 54
percent of respondents prefer to watch entertainment programs. In addition,
almost 25 percent of respondents stated that they prefer to watch satellite
channels over reading books and newspapers ®
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The Arab World between Uniformity and Diversity:
An Analytical Study Parameters 89

Hassan Salameh and Khalil Darwish

This study examined both similar and diverse attributes in the Arab Homeland,
distinguishing its regional framework, which is divided into several Arab states.
Accordingly, the study conducted a space comparison among such states,
seeking common parameters applied to most of them, and to be embodied
in one geographical region that differs from others. The comparison covered
space and environmental attributes, both physical and human, such as climate,
geomorphology, water resources, demographic characteristics, urbanization,
and cultural, social and economic measures.

The study concluded that the Arab Homeland, although large, enjoys general
and common attributes that support its geographic regionalism, and its political
division does not discredit its regional identity =
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Dance and Music in Persian Sufism

Being the recipient of the early rhythms and movements, the present day is not
condemned to silence either, having continued to produce remarkably elaborated
works of art in the fields of dance and music. Our own highly commercialized
cyber-world moves alongside the hustle and bustle of the rhythms and vibrations
that Terpsichore and Euterpe once laid.

Dance and music in Persian Sufism, from its earliest days till today, reflect the
intimacy of Terpsichore and Euterpe’s inspirations in our lives. The phenomenal
power of dance and music to motivate the inner soul, and their efficiency to
transcend physical and spiritual boundaries and borders, provide vital assets to
celebrate the glory of Love. More importantly they function as media to visualize
the steps from multiplicity to unity and from unity toward multiplicity, which
facilitates Love of the Lord and His creation =
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O musician, play the lyre and tambourine.
Do sing of the happy tradition.
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The manifestation of the Sufis’ spiritual experiences as mirthful rhythms and
movements also save and reflect the joyful spirit that Zarathustra (2nd millennium
BC) inspired his people with and which was overshadowed by the decline of a
high civilization following the Arab invasion, the consequent bloodsheds and
the humiliations brought to his “Chevalier Tombé.”

Sufi dance and music are also the treasury of some Persian crafts and customs,
such as the embroidery that decorates the Sufi dance seftings and. costumes.
Such virtues as Persian hospitality, generosity, modesty, and good manners
also manifest themselves as the fragments of Sufi dance and music ceremonial
performances and in the festivities held at the Sufi lodges (khangahs).

Conclusion

Human lives, from the earliest times to the contemporary cyber-world, have
been touched on various levels by the dancing of Terpsichore '* with her lyre and
the playing of Euterpe’s ' flute. Credited with such motives as magic powers,
fertility, physical and spiritual sanity, marriage and health, or as an element of
provocation for restless warriors in their battlefields, musicians and dancers have
practiced their arts over millennia, the traces of which are preserved in the cave
paintings of our ancestors, the nomadic Hudas,"” the early hymns and songs
of the Vedas,' the Gathas,'® and the Gospels, and have lived on to the techno

music and hip-hop dances of our days.

15. The muse of dance in Greek mythology.
16. The muse of music in Greek mythology.
17. The Hudas are camel drivers’ songs; the rhythm is supposed to mimic the tramp of camels’ feet.

18. The Vedas (Sanskrit: “knowledge”) are the most ancient sacred scriptures of Hinduism. This body
of ancient literature consists primarily of four collections of hymns, which are called the Rig-Veda
(the oldest of the four Vedas, composed about 1500 BC), the Sama-Veda, the Yajur-Veda, and the
Atharva-Veda.

19. The Gathas are the divine songs of Zarathushtra. They are the only part of the Zarathustrian
scripture that are directly attributed to Zarathushtra. The Gathas contain five parts: Ahunuvaiti Catha,
Ushtavad Gatha, Spentamad Catha, Vohukhashatr Gatha, and Vahestuesh Gatha.



Dance and Music in Persian Sufism

asceticism in solitude, from the family of the human being (Tabrizi 1369/1990,
val. 2 123).

So sama’ came as the lovers’ nurture.

As it has within the intention of gathering all
Inner thoughts get reinforced

Even materialized by the sound and music
The flame of love gets sharper by melodies
As does the fire of those little walnuts (RGmT 1925-1940, IV vv. 742-744)
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Sufism is not static since its life-giving motions and intentions are produced
and emphasized by the vibrations of words as much as they are visualized by
the dervishes’ step-rhythms. Dance and music in Sufism put the ambitions on the
expression of emotions and the communication of such virtues as love, peace,
and harmony in a social setting.

The entertaining aspect of dance and music in Persian Sufism is a vital element
in spreading the seeds of positive moods and attitudes in human society. The
outcome is a rise upward in love and the replacement of losses and mourning by
joy and excitement to heal those in need.

Preserving Old Traditions

As cultural acts, dance and music in Persian Sufism encourage and support
the performing arts while preserving aspects of Persian culture. The repeated
tributes paid to centuries of musicians have reassured the place of dance and
music in Persian culture and tradition. Rimi’s sonnets (especially 457) and
Hafiz's Sagindmah contain references to ancient Persia, all conveyed via smooth
movements of the sdgi and sweet melodies sung and played by the musicians
(Hafiz Shirazi 1378/1999, 502):

O lyre, I am longing for the sepahan scale
And | am longing for the sweet moving sound of the flute
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Dance and music in Sufism help harmonize one’s inner rhythm with nature.
They place one in connection with nature by observing and celebrating the signs
of the Lord.

Spring is here dear soul. O fresh branches start dancing!

Now that Joseph has come, O Egypt and sugar cane start dancing!
O, sober drunk, annihilation is being written on you!l

The annihilation message has come: for this journey start dancing.
The deaf and blind of the world, received ointment from Messiah
Mary’s Messiah says: O, blind and deaf, start dancing! (D 189)
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Promoting Social Life

As a group activity, dance and music in Persian Sufism contribute to the sense
and value of community, social life, and being productively energetic. The Sufis,
via their dance and music, as seen in the metaphors of “sail” and “anchor” below,
encourage exploring spirits while condemning static attitude:

There comes samd’. O mate arise!

Be swift and get up when it’s time to work.
Thousand times you slept like an anchor
This time arise swiftly, as a saill (D 2341)
ax )k o1 Mo sol ghosw

e

A s pias 5L ollze

az p )b ool plals JUe

Sharing rhythms and movements, besides giving physical and spiritual pleasure
and uplifts, can make a group feel unified and valid. The life-affirming attitude of
the Sufis in particular is emphasized by dance and music. Rami sees the social
aspect of sama’ being essential as food for dervishes, and Shams Tabrizi excludes
those who deny such social activity and who recommend practice of superficial
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Dance where you can break your ego down.
Where you can remove cotton from the beard of lust
Dance as senseless jumping is done in circuses
Dancing in their own blood, only real men do
When they are self-liberated, they clap their hands
When they rise above their faults, they perform a dance
Their musicians from within play the tambourine
The seas for their enthusiasm clap their hands

You do not see it, but for their ears

The leaves on branches also clap their hands

You do not hear the leaves clap

Soul’s ears are required not those of the body

Shut your ears to lies and nonsense

In order to see the land of the bright soul

(RGmi 1925-1940, 1ll vv. 95-101).
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Dance and music are the vision and sound of Sufi doctrines and provide Sufi
interpretations of such values as love, devotion, peace, and tolerance. By putting
the theories into practice and by promoting their application in worldly life as
well as in spiritual practices, and by overcoming the borders and boundaries
laid by language restrictions, dance and music serve as pragmatic aids in Sufi
education, and in extending it to as far as the Sufis’ step-rhythms could resonate
and reflect.
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and the Qur'an (43: 10) refers to his songs bringing mirth to all.” Today the
latest discoveries in human psychology, neurology, and neuromusicology have
led to the establishment of music therapy in many fields of medicine including
psychiatry, e.g. Aalborg Psychiatric Hospital in Denmark.

This phenomenal aspect of music unveils itself via rhythms and movements
in Persian Sufism as well. Dance and music in Sufism help in generating positive
energy in body and mind, the outcome of which stimulates spiritual and physical
healing. While acknowledging the healing and uplifting effects of their dance
and music, Sufis place them at service of humanity and people’s spiritual
development.

Get up swiftly and play joy, start samd” and a good time

It is not good that daf hanging head down, and the flute soundless
The daf cheers up lonely hearts,

The flute gives life to sick bodies

Why should this mirthful one remain soundless

And that life-giving one hang dead? (D 2275)
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The energy released by dance and music at its extreme can alienate the mind
to the consciousness and consequently lead to the manifestation of heroic acts,
i.e., walking on hot ashes, or sharp nails, etc. This process, with a substantial
emphasis on the physical aspect of the exercises, can also be seen in Persian
“houses of power and strength” (z(rkhanah).™

Encouraging Education

The emphasis of Dervish dance and music on self-discipline and on the strength
of body and mind assists in ethical training and in global expansion of Sufi
practices. In the following lines, for instance, dance and music are designed as
the training process for “devotion” as “self purification.”

14. The Persian ziirkhanah, or the house of strength, is built with lavish decoration and contains a
lowered pit in which groups of men perform wrestling, dance, and feats of strength to the beat of a
drummer who also sings mystical verses.
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This can explain the application of dance and music as a therapeutic tool in
the healing process of mental as well as physical illnesses since ancient times. In
classical antiquity, disease was viewed as an imbalance in harmony between a
person’s physical and psychic nature. Music, in this case, was believed to have
divine significance, and thus was extremely important for restoring harmony and
heath. The oldest known documentation of medical practices, the Kahum papyri,
refer to the use of incantations for healing the sick. One has to remember that
in ancient Egypt the professions of priesthood, musicians, and physicians were
combined (Klein and Winkelstein 1996).

Music was also used by ancient Hebrews to treat physical and mental illnesses
(ibid., 74-81). Romans and Ancient Greeks also benefited from music therapy
to deal with mental disorders as weli as applying it as an aid to improve their
habits and physical activities such as sleeping and eating. Plato (d. 347 BCE)
and Aristotle (d. 322 BCE) repeatedly refer to dance and music in their writings
(Plato 1995; Aristotle 1982). Plato uses music for health and education whereas
in Aristotle, like in some music therapy today, dance and music are more for
emotional catharsis. Confucius (551-479 B.C.), as alluded in Analects, loved
dance and music and valued their effects on the body and inner soul (1997, 7:13
& 3:25). Similar kinds of allusions are made by Muslim thinkers and physicians
namely Farabi (870-950) (1967) and Ibn Sina (980-1037) (Erlanger 1930-1959).
Pythagoras, who included music in his prescriptions to restore harmony in his
patients’ bodies and souls, is looked upon as the father of music therapy (Campbell
1991, 97-98). Music has a long history of being a treatment for melancholy
and depression, too. Hippocrates used it and so did the Renaissance physicians
(Reilly 1999, 35-38; Klein and Winkelstein 1996, 74-81).

The effects of music also on digestion were confirmed by the new discoveries
of the 18th Century (ibid., 74-81). Native American tribes also use dance
and music in healing rituals to destroy the “evil spirits”( Henry 1995). In the
Hebrew Bible, we read about King Saul being healed by the harp of David™

12. 1 Samuel 17:57-58; 18:1-5; 10-16, King Saul called for David to play his harp for him, when he
was troubled by demonic spirits. 1 Samuel 16:23, “And David took a harp and played...”

13. The Qur‘an (43: 10), “O mountains! Sing praises with him, and the birds.” In the third book of
the Mathnavi, verses 4368-4370, Rami reflects the same message:
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them to experience God. They function as mediums to project the beauty and
givingness of the Divine soul as well as the excoriation of evil from the Sufis’
bodies, their self-purification and liberation, their devotion to and their love of
God in mankind, and their tolerance and inner discipline

During this one- to two-hour ritual, the dervishes spin and whirl in spectacular
harmony and order. The gradual expansion of their robes and their slow winding
off as they approach the final steps depict a unity in multiplicity and vice-versa.
The performance of dance and music in Persian Sufism, whether improvised or
choreographed, is way to cultivate divine love. It leads dervishes to taste ecstasy
and experience altered states of consciousness.

Contribution of Sama’

Dance and music in Sufism emphasize Plato’s Apollonian concept of music,
his perception of fair music, and the influence of music on the innermost soul
if educated along with gymnastic. Dance and music in Sufism seek to draw the
senses and soul together and bring a person to wholeness. The outcome is bi-
dimensional: the soul is elevated by having joined the senses.

Stimulating Positive Energy

Dance and music in Persian Sufism are believed to draw one closer to the Lord or
the Absolute Beauty and the Source of Energy, and therefore to stimulate positive
energy in both body and mind. The influence of dance and music as rhythms
and movements on the human psyche is becoming recognized by scientists.
Peretz (2003), in The Cognitive Neuroscience of Music, describes the amazing
advances being made in understanding the complex relationship between music
and the brain.

Recent studies on music as a major brain function, and on human psychology,
neurology, neurophysiology, and neuromusicology, show that monotonous
music and rhythmical beats function as marvelous aids to mediation and to the
reduction of anxiety (Inglis and West 1983, 159).

This phenomena and its outcomes accidentally or intentionally have served
the human being in his spiritual and physical aspects of life since the earliest
times. The Buddha sought them by listening to the sound of universe in his
meditations (Campbell 1991, 14-16). Our everyday lives also provide frequent
examples of the implementations of this function of human brain and body, e.g.,
lullabies and cradles.
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| am sometimes whirling like the sky.

| am sometimes flying like the angels.

My whirling is after Him. My dancing is because of Him.
| belong to the Lord. | am not Him (D 1749).
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Sama’ is an essential part of many Sufi groups and is usually conducted in their
lodges in a circle and on a flat stage, in the presence of the spiritual master." This
chanting ritual displays an act of devotion, which on a soul level joins the world
within and without. On physical level, it visualizes human mind dissociating
itself from its consciously controlled attachments, and its excursion to the
selflessness. The performing sama’ often consists of monotonous rhythms and
regular movements accompanied by repetitive choir chants known as the dhikr,
which can initiate spiritual uplifts and assist the process of contemplation.

The performance of dance and music in Sufism commences by praising
the Lord, the Prophet, and often ‘Ali. It is followed by rhythmical recitation of
mystical verses by Rimi, Hafiz (d. ca.1388), or other Sufi poets, and the dancers
rhythmic repetition of “Allah” or “’Ali” while starting off their steps. The dance is
sometimes done in place, and at times as repeated back and forth. At times it is
done in left and right steps in a circular procession or whirling and spinning.

In RGmi’s lineage, sama” is performed by the dervishes spinning and whirling
to symbolize the rotation the earth. There are usually nine dervishes, or a multiple
of nine, which could be interpreted as the nine planets in the solar system. Right
after the opening prayer the dancers salute the shaykh, one by one and with the
sound of the music and the dhikr dancing starts. Dervishes each advance slowly,
turning on the left heel, till they form one circle (Tafazzuli 1382/2003, 141-175).
They have their arms open or raised but their eyes are closed to focus and to
purify the “ego” through action.

In this lineage, the gestures in the dance, e.g., the closing of the palms, folding
and unfolding of arms toward the chest, the opening of the palms, the moving of
the hands towards the ground, the raising of the hands towards heaven, and the
moving of the hands over the head with palms facing the sky, are all ways for

11. He is addressed as pfr, mirshid, or gdtb.
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Performance

Dance and music in Persian Sufism are also unveiled as samd’ performance in
Sufi practice. It is not known exactly when the performing sama’ began or who
the first Sufi dervishes who expressed their ecstasy visually as rhythm and dance
movements were. However, the cradle of samd’ as a spiritual discipline and
choreographed performance is to be sought in Mawlana ROmi’s lineage. That
is where it also reaches the climax of its popularity and sophistication while
accepting sociopolitical aspects, too.

Rami’s sama’ began in 13th Century Anatolia and dominated the entire Empire
of Ottomans and neighboring nations  until technically banned in 1925 at the
time of Ataturk. Today, the performance of RGmi’s samd’ as a cultural event occurs
all over the world, including a touring dance ensemble supported by the Turkish
Ministry of Culture. In Turkey, however, it has been reduced to once a year, held
usually outside RGim{’s shrine in Konya on December 17, his date of birth.

The spiritual oratorio of samd’, whether choreographed or spontaneously
improvised, is performed in almost all Sufi orders including the Uwaysi,
Nagshbandi, Ahmadi, Ni‘matulldhi, Qadiri, Suhrawardi, and ‘Alialldhi. The
performances, however, are not identical; they are overshadowed by the regional
color as well as the cultural and traditional background of those who practice
it What is shared in all of them, however, is the decline of the ego and the
ascension of the soul simultaneously as well as the ecstasy they experience and
express via rhythms and movements.

Sama’ is the celebration of the glory of Love and the manifestation of people
placing themselves in harmony with the universe to praise it. Sufi dance and
music, as remarked by Raim{ in the following verses, are incited by and dedicated
to the love of the Lord.

Every little particle that moves upwards dancing,
Sees the eternal sun, and steps to the love of God.
One who is amused, rejoices sweetly

And one who is terrified, prays firmly (D 624)
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Dance and music in Sufi verses also identify themselves as sounds and gestures
borrowed from nature or from a Sufi environment. This, while indicating the active
presence of dance and music within the unconventional as well as conventional
frames in Persian Sufism, brings the inner and outer worlds closer to one another.
Note ‘Attar and ROmf in the lines below where they show how one is inspired by
the dancing and singing of the trees and birds praising the Lord.

Once the dawn birds started to cry

Groanings rose above he sky

Wishing for saméd’, the Beloved, and wine

Of all lovers, moanings rose (‘Attar Nishapdri 1374/1995, 21, no 31)
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| see the world full of blessings

Waters running from the springs

The sound of its water reaches my ears

Intoxicating my heart and mind

The branches are dancing like the repenters

The leaves are clapping hands like the musicians (Rimi 1925-1940, IV vv
3265-3267)
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outcomes are synthesized with gestures, e.g., jumping up and down, clapping
hands, whirling, and stepping.

In this respect Riimi, with over 3,000 pieces of highly melodious sonnets,
proves to be the ultimate master and genuine sculptor of sound and gesture.
In his sonnets, the innovatively constructed inner dance and music provide a
flavor of his mystical experiences. The ambiguities of language assist him in
the transformation of the music and dance from the harmony of sounds and
movements to the harmony of life and vice-versa. Unfortunately the inner dance
and music of the Sufi verses are often lost in translation and their significance
shifted consequently, which is why the examples here are given in their original
language as well.

In the following lines, the words sing and dance to their own frequency of
beats and refrains, reflecting not only a joyful melody but also visualizing the
steps of the dervish dancers.

O, beautiful companion, O, sweet musician

Your singing is life-giving, keep on till dawn

The daf comes from the palm of the hand, the nay comes from
the besotted breath

The nay renders all selfless. Keep on till dawn (D 83)
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In the second example, the sound sculpture is dominated by the “repetition”
used as a poetic device. The insertion of smooth beats has inspired the components
of the verses, and consequently the whole ambiance of the poem, with slow
movements.

Say no more of the journey home. Say no more! Say no more!

O thou my journey and my home, come! Come! Come! Comel

As long as aware of good and bad, I am. [ am.

Unaware of your beauty | am, come! Come! Come! Come! (D 156)
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Tributes paid to the musicians and their merits are also significant—sometimes
their rank among Sufis is higher than philosophers. This love and respect for music
and musicians is a reminder of the pre-Islamic Persia when musicians enjoyed an
exalted status. The Sassanid Emperor Khusraw Parviz (r. 590-628 CE)'°, for instance,
was patron to numerous musicians among whom Ramtin, Bamshad, Nakis3,
Azad, and Sarkash are the most well known (Tabarf 1999).

Barbad, who originated a musical system, became established as the most
illustrious musician at the court of Khusraw Parviz. This musical system contained
seven modal structures called khusravdni, or royal modes, and retained 30
derivative modes (fahn) and 360 melodies (dastan), which corresponded with
the number of days in the week, months, and year of the Sassanid calendar. As
a part of Persian culture and tradition, which overwhelmed the Islamic world
after the Arab conquest in 638, the music and musicians of the Sassanid period,
themselves the inheritors of the earlier periods, laid the ground for the cultivation
of post-Islam music including that of the Sufis. Although it is not known what
they actually sounded like, there are references to some of these modes and
melodies in the verses of certain post-Islamic poets.

O, Music performer, where are you? With the sweet sound of your harp
Remind of those khusravani melodies

So that | build up ecstasy

Let’s start dancing so | can rend my robe (Hafiz Shirdzi 1378/1999, 502).
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Dance and music as rhythms and movements are also, with the help of poetic
devices and language techniques, created via the inner structure of Sufi verses.
This provides the words individually, as well in their collective sculpture, a
space to reflect melodies and movements. Mystical verses are easily sung, which
could be one reason why they have been soul-enriching sources for listeners.
The sound structure in Sufi verses is achieved with a calculated adoption of long
and short vowels, high and low notes combined with pauses and stresses, and
variations of speed, beat variations, and repetitions. The rhythmic and melodic

10. The Sassanid Dynasty ruled Persia from 226 to 652 AD.
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The flute (nay) occupies a remarkable place in Sufi dance and music
partly because it is among the most archaic and traditional instruments. More
importantly, it has the perfect shape and sound to symbolize the flow of the
divine breath and the transcendental dimensions in human beings:

The nay recites the accounts of a rigorous journey.

It recounts the stories of Majnin.®

If | were united with my breath-giving lip,

Like the nay, 1 would recount things, which are to be said
(ROmMT 1925-1940 1, vwv. 13, 27).
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Dance and music in Persian Sufism are also magnified by the function of
musical instruments. As double-dimensioned mediums, musical instruments
reflect the behavior between the beloved and lover while representing the human
being vis-a-vis God. Sometimes God plays the instruments as the absolute mover
and sometimes a person plays to express the inner self and emotions. This dual
application of musical instruments is illustrated by the Lord as the music player
and the person as a drummer who, on the path of love, specifies the decisive
steps to transcend the corporal self via the loud beats of the drums.

Once your love starts to play

| am sometimes the lyre sometimes the strings day and night (D 302).
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Playing the drums loud we leave our bodies

As we are unwavering to go to the Cupbearer (sdgf) (D 1505).
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9. Legendary lover in The Romance of Leyli and Majniin, one of the most widespread love stories of
the Middle East. His real name is Gais. The love of Leili and being forbidden to see her affect Gais
so deeply that he goes insane and people start calling him “Majnin” (madman). Leyli and Majniin is
Arabic in origin, however the most famous version of this story is the verse form by Nizami of Ganja
(d.1209). Nizami’s version was written in 1188, in Persian, which was the state language of the
region at that time. Nizami’s work contains 8,000 lines of verse and has been translated into many
languages including English. (For a prose adaptation, see Turner 1997.)



Dance and Music in Persian Sufism

15 sl LA by il 20,8 a2A€ 8
plass 359 53 das il 22,5 ool €
2l a9 g2y o e SSgd

ALS 4y sy S oylas Ll g i 5l 4S

Practical Applications

Dance and music enter Persian Sufism via enchanted instruments as well.
Such instruments as the lyre (chang), lute (‘Gd), drum (zarb), strings (tar), violin
(kamancha),® small lute (tanbdr), tambourine (daf), rebeck or viol (rabdb), and,
above all, the flute (nay) make their presence repeatedly noticed. The insertion of
musical instruments in Sufi verses conveys sounds, which furthers the semantic
impact of the images and metaphors. The vibrating sound of the flute in these
lines does indeed magnify the narrator’s tone of voice and underlines this musical
instrument’s sense and significance as a sign and transmitter of the divine breath
while emphasizing its function as an eloquent motif in projecting mystical themes
and imageries.

Listen to the reed’s tales

Complaining of separation

Ever since | have been taken away from my reed bed
Men and women have grieved to my lamentations
(RGmT 1925-1940, | vv.1-2).
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The shape of the musical instruments and the way they are held and played
by the musicians operate as complementary fragments and reinforce the sound
effects and visualizations of the lover and the beloved. For instance, playing the
lyre (chang) provides an image of the lover running his fingers smoothly through
the beloved’s hair, and the strings or the harp (tdr and barbat) symbolize him
embracing and confiding intimately his heart and chagrin to her.

8. The kamanche is a violin-like instrument that rests on the ground during a performance.
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The music and human body in the created space, rather, propose the visions, the
emotions, and the dynamics to incite the sprouts of inner soul to spread out into
the atmosphere with a heavenly aroma and to exhilarate the thirst of love.

Dance and music in Sufism propose an excursion to the core of inner soul.
Whether based upon literature, history, or mythology, they form a puzzle to be
constructed by each individual in his or her own way. Being the translation of
words and their significance into rhythms and movements, they are not to be
received just by the ears and brain, but via the entire of body, as well as via the
bodies of the Sufi dancers.

As rhythms and movements, dance and music in Sufism manifest themselves
mainly in poetry, perhaps because the melody and prosody of lyrics stimulate
the music of soul, which in turn resonates with the sound of universe. Dance and
music in Persian Sufism are legitimated by the Prophet’s recommendation of the
“calling for prayer” (adhdn) to be recited five times daily, as well as the Quran’s
instruction regarding the vocalization of its verses.”

Manifestation
Dance and music in Persian Sufism are visualized and heard generally on three
levels as follows.

Theoretical Description

Dance and music in Persian Sufism are sometimes introduced via direct allusions
to and explicit descriptions of their sense, significance, and impact on the human
body, mind, and psyche. In these verses the soothing features of dance and music,
and their power to uplift the body and spirit are underlined.

What is samd‘? A message from the far away ones,

Which comforts poor lonely hearts.

The branches of the intellect bloom to its breezes.

The body pores expand to its vibrations.

A wondrous sweetness radiates in the body.

Since sugar reaches the soul from the flute and the player’s lips (D 1734).
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7. 73:4, “and recite the Qur'an as it ought to be recited.”
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or God. It is through dance and music that the Sufis are led to higher states in
order to explore and experience the world beyond the limits of their five senses
and to apprehend the expansion of their soul to new dimensions. For the Sufis,
every sound indicates the divine glory of the Beloved and every movement is
a gateway to the kingdom of the Lord. In the first book of the Mathnavi (RGmi
1925-1940), this concept is cultivated in the imagery of playing the lyre, the
sound produced by the windpipe juxtaposed with the motivating power behind
the chess game.

We are like a lyre, and it is you who play
The grieving is not ours; it is you who mourn
We are like a flute, and the tune in us is from you
We are like a mountain, and the sound in us is from you
We are like a chess game in winning and losing
Our winning and checkmating are from you, the beautiful one
(vol. 1, vv. 598-600)
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Similar ideas are visualized with other instruments such as drums or tambourine
while serving as reminders of the Lord being the Absolute power.

It is wet and dry, it is wood and feather, the kettledrum
Its sound informs us of the Absolute (vol. VI, v. 2574)
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Music in Persian Sufism is vocal as well as instrumental to accompany and
assist the mystical concepts conceived and danced, similar to what one sees in
the ballet theater and theater of definition. Dance in Sufism is, before anything
else, movements, forms, and rhythms for which human voice is the most superb
support. It is not there to necessarily tell a story like the theater or the cinema.

68
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Biblical sources present dance and music as blessings from the Lord:

You turned my wailing into dancing.
You removed my sackcloth and clothed me with joy (Psalms 30:11).

By bridging this world and the other world, dance and music remind one of
origins and the sacred link with the Lord. Through ecstasy, they save a person
from earthly attachments.

In a wider scope, dance and music in Persian Sufism are continuations of old
traditions, evidence of which are recorded in early cave paintings® as well as
in the studies of anthropologists (Kleinman 1980).% Dance is first of all a ritual;
in all traditional civilizations dance and rite are inseparable. The priest dances;
the witch and the shaman dance, too; the pharaoh® as well as David®; king and
prophet; all dance before the image of their divinity. It is indeed by Mudra that
ritual operates.

As a mode of expression, dance and music project the Sufi’s devotion to the
unconditional love of God and mankind, his inner discipline, peace and harmony,
as well as his tolerance. Musicians and dancers translate and articulate aspects of
this universe via tunes and symbols combined with rhythmic movements. Regular
and monotonous rhythms and movements in Sufism are believed to stimulate the
human being so as to cultivate a more comprehensive understanding of divine
realties, while helping his dissociation from temporal aspects of life. Today,
neuromusicology and neurophysiology support the idea that dance and music
do indeed have an impact on relaxation, increasing imagery, reducing anxiety,
and distracting patients from pain as well as relieving their melancholic moods
and states of mind (Kaempf and Amedei 1989).

While having power in social and spiritual affairs, dance and music, as all
beautiful things, pave the Sufi's way and convey his steps to absolute Beauty

2. The Qur'an (15:29): “So when | have made him complete and breathed into him of My spirit, fall
down making obeisance to him.” Genesis 2:7: “The Lord God formed the man from the dust of the
ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being.”

3. 11 Madhya Pradesh, 5th Century BC: Pre-historic cave painting in central India.

4. Great names in the field of anthropology, including Franz Boas, Margaret Mead, and Gregory
Bateson, have often looked into this topic.

5. There is one relief of a Pharaoh dancing for a god.

6. 2 Samuel 6:14 indicates that when the arch was brought to Jerusalem, “David whirled with all his
might before the Lord.”
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We are all the children of Adam.

We have heard those tunes in paradise.
Although covered in moist clay,

We still recall those days (vv. 736-737).
losgs pal sli>) ass Lo

closgisin Lgid of cubigy )

Py O e

oS> Lgal 31 aef plasls

The Qur’an (34 :10) notes the solemn divinity of music and its reflection as
rhythms and movements when it refers to David’s heavenly voice and songs.” The
Book of Psalms explicitly suggests the adoption of dance and music to celebrate
the Glory of the Lord.

Let them praise His name with dancing and make
Music to Him with tambourine and harp (Psalms 149:3).
Praise Him with tambourine and dancing. Praise Him
With the strings and flute (Psalms 150:4).

‘Attar (d. ca. 1220) pictures sama’ as the “ocean of inner state.” He speaks of
its “fire” and indicates “annihilation” as the outcome of dance and music:

In the circle of samd” it is the ocean of ecstasy
Where is a heart restless in the fire of sama’

In dance and sama’ it is annihilated

Where is a heart longing for the Friend like a particle
(1374/1995, 571, no. 718).
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1.34:10: “And certainly We gave to Dawood excellence from us.”
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The body we have inherited continues to be in tune with the rest of creation,
responding to the harmony of the world through its pulsation. Endowed with an
inner rhythm, vocal cords, as a sensitive and expressive wind instrument of the
emotions, respond to the environment. That is perhaps the reason dance and
music from the earliest hymns and rituals to the present cyber-world have not
ceased to serve as a powerful means of the soul’s innermost communication with
the outer world.

Definition

Sufi doctrines suggest that dance and music or sama’ can allow one to go beyond
the material world. Shams Tabrizi (d. ca. 1247) points that “The Lord reveals
Himself more to those who have put their faith in Him; they have already deserted
their world. Sam4” helps them to leave the other world as well and to join the
glory of the Truth” (1369/1990, 71).

Shams mentions three types of sama”: the voluntary, compulsory, and the one
that is as crucial as food and water. The latter is reserved exclusively for those
devoted to spiritual ascent. He indicates that “If one devotee does sama’ in the
East and one in the West they will know of one another” (ibid., 72). RGmi (d.1273)
sees God or the Beloved as the substance and essence of sama” as expressed in
the following lines:

Come, come as you are — as the soul’s core and essence of sama”.
Come as you are — as the grand cypress in the garden of sama’
(Tabrizi 1336/1957, no. 1295).
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In the fourth book of Rimi’'s Mathnavi (1925-1940), dance and music are
introduced as the reflection of the sound of the universe that people sing and
play. The same passage describes sama”as lovers’ nourishment and as a reminder
of divine melodies that we, as the children of Adam, have all heard in Paradise.
The musical instruments, including our windpipe, only project our inspirations
from the universe:
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Prelude

Dance and music have been a major component of human life from the earliest
times until today, embracing social affairs such as combat and hunting as well
as being the main ingredient of spiritual activities, rituals, and rites. In the distant
past, our ancestors were born in a symphony of natural sounds and melodies
played in harmony and in order. Evolution has also taken place amid nature’s
choir with which music and dance have served as a means of communication,
communion, and transcendence.

In the journey to civilization, our ancestors’ senses grew with all sounds
coming from their environment and such tunes as the falling rain, smooth and
rough waves, harsh thunder, roaring floods or hurling storms; in the wilderness,
they became increasingly aware of the chants of all creatures big and small
surrounding them. Our ancestors also witnessed the crawling, flying, and
swimming of the wildlife. Winding of fishes in the water, butterflies in the air,
and elks on the soil along with the leaping and spinning of the snow flakes,
vibrations of the flowers in the spring zephyr, or swaying of the trees in the winter
gusts have been part of their everyday life features, and so have the turnings of
the Earth below their feet and the seven skies with the sun, the moon, and the
glittering stars high above their heads.

¢ University of Goteborg, Sweden.

journal of Social Affairs | Volume 24, Number 93-94, Spring-Summer 2007
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Some of the more obvious consequences of modernity, such as the major
advancements in communication in the broadest sense, are not necessarily seen
as positive in al-Murr’s tales. In fact, they are often portrayed as detrimental
to the lives of his characters. Or is that outcome maybe meant to reflect the
universal choices human beings make in response to a situation, rather than
a general negative view on modernity itself? Tradition is not always presented
positively either. At times, an adherence to tradition and escape into the fantasy
of the past seems to provide comfort for some of al-Murr’s characters. On other
occasions, it is humorously portrayed as the foundation of certain fundamental
human weaknesses such as gossip and an inability to adapt to new situations, or
as the basis of outmoded customs such as arranged marriages.

Thus it can be said that al-Murr does not moralize consistently one way or
the other. What he does is to present the unanswered challenges of the dynamic
relationship between tradition and modernity through a diverse and colorful range
of everyday scenarios. It is perhaps not surprising that in certain environments
fiction facilitates freedom of expression in a way that many other forms of media
are unable to =
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The foregoing discussion, which has focused on reading only about half of
al-Murr’s trilogy of short stories first published in the 1980s, has attempted to
show that tradition and modernity are spoken of in many ways, and in many
contexts. In the world of Muhammad al-Murr’s characters they often represent a
relationship of conflict and turmoil. In some cases his characters are resistant to
change; in others, they actively seek it in order to achieve their personal goals,
whether those be material or spiritual objectives. At times the blending of the two
notions of tradition and modernity is quite subtle. At other times, however, the
desire of al-Murr’s characters to take recourse in the past is perhaps stated too
obviously. One way in which this comes through is the manner in which some
of his more romantic characters resort to immersing themselves in pre-modern
Arabic love poetry. An example of this is when the main male character in The
Wink of Mona Lisa reads some poetry from the anthology of Jamil Buthayna (ibid.,
283). Jamil was a 10th Century A.D. poet who loved a woman called Buthayna.
In this tale the object of the main character’s desire (his Mona Lisa) turns out to be
called Buthayna. Even this transparent device should be appreciated within the
context of the culture about which al-Murr is writing. Classical Arabic poetry and
traditional love songs remain an integral part of the lives of many Arab people.
The challenges faced by some of al-Murr’s Emirati characters are no less than a
reflection of the reality confronting many Gulf people today. Still, these motifs,
and others, can be seen as part of the cultural continuity in Emirati society, and
not as a blatant demonstration of conflict between tradition and modernity.

The impact of modernity on the lives of al-Murr’s characters is enhanced by the
span of time covered in the tales. As noted earlier, al-Murr’s stories cover a time
frame of three decades, even though the temporal setting of many of the stories is
not immediately clear.™ Thus the reader is treated to a vibrant snapshot of Emirati
history that emerges through descriptions of places and historical references. Yet,
as noted earlier, al-Murr’s trilogy on which this paper is based pre-dates the real
impact of modernity in the form of globalization. That makes his contribution to
the subject so valuable, and also underlines the depth of foresight manifested in
his stories. Modernity in al-Murr’s short stories is incontrovertibly temporal and
spatial. As Anttonen (2005, 28) eloquently puts it: “ ‘modern’ is both a reified
category of time, history, civilization, and development.”

13. According to al-Murr, the setting in any of his stories could be any locality in the United Arab
Emirates.
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his mind and his body to the pleasures offered by the foreign “experience,” yet in
reality that indulgence can only ever be temporary and transitory.

In The Lover, al-Murr uses the motif of travel in a different, but equally
successful, way. Becoming increasingly frustrated with his failure to find real love
through the media in which he is searching—songs, magazines, the telephone—
the naive Hamid travels to Bangkok where he begins to make return visits to a
massage parlor to talk to the girl who first massaged him. After his first visit his
friend asks him, “Did you get pleasure with her?” upon which Hamid replies,
“She is a nice girl but my mother massages me better than her” (ibid., 157).

Hamid believed that love must be pure and virginal, and that kisses (out of
marriage) are the furthest one can go with a woman. Hamid’s adherence to
traditional values is contrasted perfectly with the lack of morality reflected in
the behavior of his friend who also visits the massage parlor. While his friend
contracts gonorrhea, which he could not cure for more than a month, the only
outward signs of the visits on Hamid are the “marks of separation” from the girl,
and the fact that he became lazy at work (ibid., 160). Through this contrast al-
Murr depicts perfectly the difference between one who believes in old-fashioned
love, and is prepared to wait for it, and one who-aspires to the “quick fix” but pays
for it. Hamid makes many visits to the massage parlor during his 20-day sojourn
in Bangkok and shares with the Thai girl much about his life. They become very
close friends, and he eventually goes there just to talk. He even becomes jealous
when he sees her entertaining another man. Before he leaves to return to Dubai
they admit that they love each other. After 11 months of separation Hamid can
bear it no longer so he decides to return to Bangkok to see the girl. However,
upon his arrival there he finds that the massage parlor has been closed, and that
the girls working there have dispersed. His search for the girl is in vain.

This is a touching, yet sad, tale. Hamid possesses many of the virtues of a
traditional, chivalrous man, yet his character is full of naivety and lack of realism.
It is ironic that Bangkok, a city renowned for its free spirit, opens up for him a
route to true love, yet closes it. It is almost as if the very close relationship Hamid
has with his mother prevented him from growing up and maturing emotionally in
Dubai, so the opportunity to travel gave him the chance to do those things. Yet
what al-Murr appears to be saying is that the search can take place in any “space”
in the world but the outcome may remain elusive. The quest beyond one’s own
familiar borders might not bring the desired result. Emotional fulfillment perhaps
has to come initially from within a person.
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Tradition, Modernity, and Travel

One final motif to be discussed in al-Murr’s short stories is that of travel and its
apparent significance within the context of tradition and modernity. Travel is a
common, recurring theme in al-Murr’s tales. Many of his characters spend time—
normally limited periods —in foreign countries. The most popular destinations
for his characters are England or France in Europe, and India in Asia. Sometimes
his characters travel for a very specific purpose such as medical treatment, while
others travel for recreational purposes or for study. The outcomes of these travels
also vary a great deal too. In some cases the foreign “space” serves as the catalyst
and setting for freedom and for exploration of the body and soul. Two excellent
examples of this are the tales entitled A Study Period and The Lover.

In A Study Period, the main character, Abd al-Aziz, travels to London to study
English (ibid., 3:88 ff). He is a man who enjoys some of the finer things in life,
such as wine and good food. After one week of study he takes a French woman
from his group out to dinner, and ends up spending the night with her. The
following morning he awakens to the sound of the telephone ringing; it is his
wife calling him from the Emirates. As he talks to her she jokes with him, asking
whether he is tired of the English girls yet? He is able to play along with this quip
with total honesty by saying that he detests English women. Yet, there beside
him in the bed is a French woman. He tells his wife how much he is missing
her, and how he has placed her photograph on the bedside table to remind him
of her, even though has actually left it in his suitcase. During this conversation
his French lover is taking a shower. The relationship continues for the duration
of his stay in England. While all this is taking place his wife, Khawla, meets up
again with a man whose company she used to enjoy before she got married. This
encounter appears to be innocent, in contrast to the one of her husband. But
there is great irony in the topic of their conversation. Khawla and Khalid talk about
how materialism has destroyed the bond of friendship in peoples’ lives, and how
people are only now concerned with themselves. At the end of the tale, however,
Abd al-Aziz and Khawla are reunited as if nothing has happened, and they enjoy
the reunion founded in the idealism that has built up during the long separation.

Al-Murr seems to use the theme of travel in A Study Period to show how it
can contribute to a world of fantasy lived through by characters who are seeking
something extra in their lives, maybe to replace a void they feel. Abd al-Aziz
lives a temporary life of deceit during his time in England, yet he is able to
continue his marital relationship as if nothing has happened. Travel has opened
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one of traditional values, of talk about marriage and divorce, and of citations of
Arabic proverbs, verses from the Qur’an and Prophetic Tradition, and citations
of classical Arabic verse and vernacular poetry.

Hamad’s acquired wealth, however, never gave him the sense of being
anything more than poor. For whatever reason, it seems that he was in denial
about the extent of his wealth. He had no intention of building a new home until
one day his son wounded his pride. When Hamad says to his son that if he wants
a [new] house he can go to the government who give them out for free his son
replies: “How can we ask for local houses when we are rich?” (ibid, 78 ff). At
this point Hamad agrees to the idea of a new house. But over the course of the
next three years the project to build the dream home is fraught with problems.
Contractors and designers come and go, while his business suffers as he becomes
more and more involved—perhaps obsessed—with overseeing the building. His
longstanding female customers begin to become disenchanted with the inferior
perfumes he is providing because he is unable to spend the time selecting and
buying them that he once did. On the night Hamad’s family move into their new
home, Hamad decides to sleep one more night in the old home on the large
wooden bed, the only remaining piece of furniture in the house. He passes away
during the night with a smile on his face. As soon as the mourning ceremony
is over, his family can be seen showing all those paying their respects to him
around the new home. Significantly, the new home is also pervaded now by the
scent of perfumes. Hamad’s legacy lives on, therefore, in the present, or in the
modern, yet we know that his love and life were rooted in the past, in tradition,
in a world in which change for him was not necessary.

Pursuing the modern dream, then, is ostensibly what killed Hamad. However,
he died happy, not because he had finally resolved the disputes with the builders
and the contractors and just about anyone else involved in the project of building
his new home. Rather, he was content because he died in his old home, and
maybe because he knew from the heart attack he had recently suffered that he
would not need to spend any time in the new home that had caused him so
much grief. In this tale, al-Murr seems to leave the reader with the sense that
sometimes one should be content with one’s lot. Aspiring to more can have
serious consequences, as the fate of Hamad shows. Yet, the important point here
is that Hamad died happy. Al-Murr does not present the outcome as a tragedy.
This positive conclusion fits very well with the recurring motif in his novels that
the accessible materialism of modernity is not the key to happiness.
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those of the East. In Hamad's case, he extols the virtues of Western medicine.

As the story reaches its conclusion, the misguided wisdom of Hamad begins
to become clear. Speaking through his stream of consciousness, the narrator tells
an amusing story of how much Hamad struggled at school. He gives the example
of how in French language classes he used to copy from the boy next to him to
the extent that when the teacher asked him his name he gave the name of the
boy whose work he would copy from surreptitiously. The narrator comments:
“But now, with all this wealth and possessions you have become the Einstein of
your time. It is well-known of course that money is the mind and the tongue and
eloquence and intelligence and understanding; in fact, it is everything” (ibid.,
415-416). But the extent of Hamad'’s misconception of reality is revealed through
the experiences of his children. He explains how his children have failed in their
expensive private school, which he blames on their mother, whom he claims
has spoilt them too much. He is proposing to send them to a private school in
Switzerland or England, presumably on the assumption that they will thrive there
because the schools are better, and also because they will be far away from the
over-attentive mother.

The message in this tale is very clear, however. The children will not thrive
because their background and family of origin are not conducive. Although the
narrator makes the point that the mother and father are both stupid so how can
the children thrive there, perhaps more important is that he notes how they will
fare even worse if they travel to study abroad. The implication in this point is that
without the correct level of care they will not have the confidence or maturity to
do well so far from home. In other words, if people invest in material things and
wealth at the expense of proper nurturing of their offspring, no amount of money
spent on education will compensate.

Another good example of the theme, which shows that material wealth
is not the key to happiness, is The Nice House with the Smell of Perfume. In
this tale Hamad, the head of a family with three children, eventually agrees to
have a new house built after persistent pressure from his family. Hamad is a
traditional character. His lifestyle reflects one who is content with the status quo
in his life. He has worked hard to build up a very successful perfume business,
selling high-quality perfumes to women. He is a sensitive character who always
felt very comfortable in the presence of women. He would often spend long
periods among women with his mother when he was younger, entering into
“an astonishing, magical world” (ibid., 2:77). The world of these women was
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compares the crimes to those seen in American movies. Sultan opines that the
reason for increasing crime and violence is Westernization, which has led to
greed and envy, overcrowding and pollution.

Therefore, it is the evils of modernity as described by Sultan and his entourage
that drive Ahmad to leave the gathering early that night to race home to check on
the safety of his wife. Yet those challenges of modernity—in spite of their realities
—are no more or less challenging than that of marital infidelity that breaks up
families and marriages. What al-Murr seems to be saying through the dramatic
twist to this tale is that crime and infidelity have their roots in tradition in the
sense that they have always been a part of life, even though they are also integral
and prominent elements of modernity. |

In another tale, The Dream, Khalfan, who marries the main female character,
had become an alcoholic in the process of trying to endure the changes and
developments that had taken place all around him in the area of Shindagha in
Dubai. The “yellow liquid,” as the whisky to which he had become addicted was
called, was the source of his escape from those changes that had affected his life
so much. In other words, because things were no longer how they used to be,
Khalfan became addicted to whisky to escape reality.

Things Are Not the Key to Happiness

It has already been shown how the motto “money cannot buy love” seems to be
very applicable in al-Murr's tales. This notion can be extended by demonstrating
how in his short stories it becomes apparent that money cannot buy happiness.
This notion brings tradition and modernity into full conflict, as the following
examples show.

The story entitled The Blessing Returns is full of irony. One of the main
characters, the narrator so to speak, loathes his friend Hamad with a vengeance.
Hamad is one of those characters who seems to have everything. He travels a lot,
puts his children in the most prestigious private schools, gets medical treatment
from the most expensive physicians, appears to have the latest taste in tea and
hotels, and would not seem to be short of options for female company. As he says
at one point: “If your pocket is full the world is replete with girls” (ibid., 410).
He is dismissive of anyone who leads a different lifestyle than him even though
they might not have the same level of resources. As with so many of al-Murr’s
characters, aspects of Western modernity seem prima facie to be superior to
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of the West. Yet, events of the story rarely reflect this as a reality. Al-Murr will
sometimes choose to turn this notion around by showing that what appears to
be of tradition, and hence stable, is often not so. One good example of this is the
tale called Fear. As described above, the powerful twist in this story is that the
wife of the main character is involved in an extramarital affair. Significantly, we
see how in the telephone conversation to her lover, which follows her husband’s
unexpected return home the previous evening, she does not actually conclude
the affair but suggests that they revise their meeting schedule to cover themselves
in future. Thus we see a very candid exposition of the destruction of a marriage,
but this time it is not the male spouse who is responsible. Al-Murr would seem
to be saying here that contrary to traditional belief, in which the man would
normally be held responsible for conducting extramarital affairs, women are also
potentially guilty. Statistics published in the West in recent years have shown
that women are just as likely to have affairs as men. To some people, such a fact
would be deemed unthinkable in traditional societies.

But the real relevance in this tale is the irony of the outcome. It is precisely the
apparent evils of modernity that have caused Ahmad, the spouse of the cheating
wife, to race home to ensure that she is safe from intruders. The general topics
of conversation at the coffee shop where Ahmad goes are some of those of
modernity: television programs, the latest models of cars, and the soccer league.
But on this particular occasion the conversation is quite dark, as Sultan, the
dominant character of the coffee shop, and his acquaintances, talk about crime.
He says that Emirati society has become like that of Chicago and New York,
and gives details of different horrific crimes, such as the one in which a man
was tortured by having cigarettes stubbed out in his eyes. But then Abd Allah,
one of the men sitting in the coffee shop who liked to oppose Sultan, tries to put
the issue into perspective by telling of how traditionally there have always been
crimes. He cites examples of highwaymen who used to rob people and perpetrate
heinous crimes on them. However, Sultan disagrees, saying that in those days
there was always a rational reason for crime, such as hunger. Nowadays, he
says, crime is carried out as a pastime (ibid., 348-349). The description of crimes
becomes more vivid and disturbing to Ahmad as Sultan and Abd Allah tell of the
naked thief who covered his body in oil so that no one could catch him as he
plundered their home. Abd Allah adds: “In the past thieves used to rob homes
when their owners were not there, but these days they invade homes and places
when people are around” (ibid., 351). Another of the group at the coffee shop
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Things Are Not What They Were

Change is a recurring thread in al-Murr’s tales. The transformation brought about
by modernity leaves some of his characters reflecting on the fact that things are
no longer what they were. One of the motifs that functions as a symbol of this
change is the photograph. The photograph seems to remind those who gaze
at it of a time when life was stable and innocent, but it also serves as a focus
on transition and change. In The Old Photograph (also mentioned above), the
photograph that the friend of the main female character brings round to her house
as a “wonderful surprise” turns out to be the catalyst for a very upsetting episode.
It reveals how things and people have changed. Old friends in the photograph
have either blossomed or suffered. This time of reflection stirs up unresolved
feelings of emotion and disappointment in the life of the main character to the
point where she wishes that her friend had not come round with the “wonderful
surprise.” Not just that, but she wishes that her friend had instead kept talking
about the impending marriage of her brother and his amorous telephone
conversations with his fiancée. The main character has difficulty in facing the
reality of the present. For her, the past was a time of formation of character, a
period of growing up, but also a time of innocence: “Where have those days
gone?” she asks herself (ibid., 147). Even the reflection on her old draconian
English teacher at school is experienced with some humor. But the realization
that this period was followed by her unrequited love for Jasim channels her into
the mode of sadness with which the story ends.

In another tale, The Sun and the Black Spot, the image of the photograph
features only fleetingly, but its significance is evident enough. On the wall of the
room in which the main character Salim, a depressed individual leading a very
reclusive life, spends most of his time, used to hang a photograph of Gamal Abd
al-Nasser. However, Salim replaced it recently with a calendar of a Japanese car
company. This suggests very strongly that modern materialism has replaced any
sense of political consciousness, either because of people’s apathy, or because
certain societies do not encourage or allow individuals to express their political
views in public. Thus the motorcar, that ultimate modern symbol of wealth and
identity, has superseded politics as one of life’s essential ingredients.

Another way in which the theme of “things are not what they were” occurs as
a frequent motif in al-Murr’s stories is in the way that his characters talk about
the past as if it was inherently better than the present. Social problems are often
presented as a product of modernity, particularly as a result of the influence
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women are not always what they seem either, as shown in the tale Fear. A further
example of this is the story entitled Conversation, which revolves around three
women of different ages. Afra’ is a widow in her 60s, fully veiled, with eyes
of sadness. She has seen everything in life. Hamda is in her 30s, and married
very young. Her husband left to work in Kuwait many years ago and has never
returned. She has a pessimistic view of life as a result of her experiences. Fatima
is 26 years old, and lost her husband who died a year ago from cancer. Hamda
and Fatima both wear a form of headdress but not one as full as that of Afra’.
They meet one day while collecting their social security entitlement, and begin
a conversation as they wait for the window to open. It is clear that they know
each other.

The conversation is steered by Hamda, who asks Fatima why she has not
re-married. It then moves on to the subject of a woman who normally comes
to collect her entitlement, yet is very wealthy. According to the gossip of the
community it turns out that this woman has acquired some of her wealth (gold
and diamond necklaces, for example) from a string of lovers she has had during
her marriage. Hamda then goes on to describe how she herself loved a recently
married man whom she would talk to secretly on the telephone and for whom
she would bake tasty food. Yet it turns out that he would share this food with his
wife, whom Hamda says was not pretty, as if this was her excuse and justification
for involving herself with this man. The unexpected twist, however, comes in
the only contribution to the conversation by Afra’, the elderly widow, at the
behest of Hamda. Afra’ had to this point said nothing, perhaps embarrassed by
her “skeleton in the cupboard,” which turns out to be that a man who had left
his wife in Dubai Port had come to live with her for two years. Afra’ claims he
was just a guest. Hamda mocks this response, expressing her astonishment that a
“guest” could stay for two years (ibid., 82-85).

The revelation about Afra’s personal life is the real key to this humorous
scenario. Here is a woman in the twilight of her life, fully veiled, yet showing
herself as prone as anyone to acts of questionable morality. This is perhaps al-
Murr’s point. He is not criticizing women as such, nor is he denigrating women
from traditional backgrounds. He is demonstrating, however, that through the
propensity to, or at least temptation of, adultery and involving oneself with the
spouses of others is not the preserve of the “modern” woman (or man). In short,
adultery can occur at any time and be commitied by anyone.
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any type and background are prone to being negative about others, the contrast
of the conversation of those in the upper bar area with that of those in the lower
bar area is striking. These comfortable people on the upper floor appear to have
many things in their favor, but the implication is that they are never satisfied.
What is more, the privileged people with whom they come into contact are
deceitful and greedy.

The people and the conversation in the ground floor bar area are the opposite
of those above. The setting there is more modest and traditional. The characters
have more menial jobs. Women are rarely admitted to this bar. Beer is the main
alcoholic drink imbibed there. Although the topics of conversation do broach
political issues, the majority of them are on family and romantic issues. Although
the three main male characters represent a wide age range none of them knows
the real meaning of love. The exchanges between the three of them on this topic
are portrayed sympathetically by al-Murr. For instance, one of them asks: “How
long does it take to forget the separation of one you love?” Another man replies:
“The first forty days are the peak of the illness. If you get through those without
going mad then you need a year to partially forget. True love can never be
completely forgotten. | am talking of course about love, not about playing” (ibid.,
1:92-93). This tender conversation is disrupted by an accident to a young man
who collides with a mirror near the bathroom and cuts himself. Everyone rushes
to help the man in a show of compassion, collectivity, and concern for him.

Through this stark contrast of scenes al-Murr is probably trying to show that
some of the simplest and most traditional values man has are worth preserving.
Advancement and development, as reflected in the upper bar scene, are not
portrayed as wholesome elements of modern society. The simplicity and naivety
of the characters in the lower bar area are, however, presented sensitively and
meaningfully by al-Murr. One could be forgiven for assuming that the lower
class characters who frequent the lower bar area might normally adopt a less
sophisticated form of conversation, and perhaps be more unruly. Yet, al-Murr
turns this natural, prejudiced presumption around, and demonstrates how those
more versed in modern ways are in some cases even less adjusted to dignified
behavior than less privileged individuals.

It has already been implied in this article that al-Murr does not conceal the
propensity for human weakness in either gender. His stories are full of realism,
which draws the reader in and elicits empathy if not always sympathy. His
portrayal of women is consistent with his realistic portrayals. The lives of his
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other table perceives her to be an ideal woman: slim, with attractive legs. Yet this
is nothing more than a physical attraction, a fantasy based on his understanding
of what a Jane Austen heroine might look like. At the end of the tale we learn
that his companion, who has been participating fully in the dialogue, does not
even know who Jane Austen is. The fact is, it does not really matter. These men
are so troubled by the reality of relationships that they focus merely on the notion
of the “escape” from it. In At the Museum, the happiness and joy experienced
vicariously by the mother through her young son is an antidote to the pain of her
failed marriage. His excitement at the things that trigger the painful reflections
on her marriage finally outweighs the sadness. All that matters to her is that she
has the custody of her precious son. The traditional weapons, coffee pots, and
musical instruments on display in the museum contrast dramatically enough with
modernity to remind her of the wounds the latter has brought her. Yet, through
the passing of time a few things endure, and one of those is the love between a
parent and child.

One of the devices al-Murr deploys to contrast tradition and modernity is the
division of some of his tales into vignettes. A good example of this is Upstairs and
Downstairs, a story split into two based on the people and conversation of an
upper bar and a ground floor bar area. In this tale the outcome of each vignette
is not what one would normally expect. In other words, things are not what
they seem. In the first half of the tale we meet several well-educated characters
from good professional backgrounds. It is clear that the upper part of the club
is not just physically on a different level to the one below, but that also the
clientele is more middle-class. These people normally drink vodka and rum with
mixer drinks, and women are admitted to the bar. Europeans and Indians also
frequent this bar. As well as the backgrounds and apparent lifestyle choices of the
characters, their topic of conversation is always something relevant to modernity.
They only discuss aspects of business and economics, or jobs. One person they
discuss considers himself an expert in capitalism and Marxism, and maintains
that Marx’s theories have helped him in his business ventures. That person’s
lifestyle and character would seem to reflect very much the ultimate antithesis of
tradition: create wealth for oneself at all costs. Capitalism, of course, is one of the
major points of identity of post-Enlightenment modernity, so it appears that al-
Murr is trying to make an important statement about the materialistic aspirations
of his characters. The manner in which the main characters in the first half of this
tale discuss others is very negative and pejorative. Although human beings of
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describes her from the outset as being like one of the heroines of Jane Austen: tall
and refined. At this early point in the tale fantasy has already taken root, since
Jane Austen’s regency characters are often cited as icons of romance even though
they were fictitious and very much part of late 18th Century literary fictional
culture. The main physical quality that attracts our character to this woman is her
height. This attraction leads him into a strident and amusing criticism of many
short women he knows.

The thread in this tale follows one that is common in al-Murr’s stories. The
fantasy, or the reflection on the distant object—in this example the woman
who resembles one of Jane Austen’s characters —is then directly related to an
element of reality in the lives of one or more of the characters. Thus the apparent
staleness of the relationship between the Jane Austen character and her husband
is related by the two men discussing her to a lover of the one of the men who
is now married. One of the men says that not all marriages are stale, and cites
the marriage of Alya’ as an example. His friend challenges him by asking why,
therefore, did he continue his relationship with her after she got married. He
replies that the relationship is now purely a telephone one (ibid., 420). A similar
technique is deployed in At the Museum where the main character, a woman,
takes her son to the museum. As her son —the symbol of the future generation—
moves swiftly and excitedly around the museum marveling at the artifacts, each
section reminds her of the major problems in her marriage, which ended in
divorce. The final comparison is drawn in her mind between a skeleton that has
been dead for 3,000 years and her desire to see her husband as a corpse with a
smashed head ever since the day her father told her that he wished to divorce
her (ibid., 448-449).

This interweaving of two diametrically opposed elements—fantasy and reality,
or material things and reality, through the guise of tradition and modernity—is a
clever technique of al-Murr’s. In the two examples just cited, his characters reveal
the pain of the modern world, particularly in the area of relationships. In the Jane
Austen tale, the male character who seems to be obsessed with the woman at the

12. It should be noted here that al-Murr (as he stated while sharing his views with the authors) had
always sympathized with women since his childhood. As he was the only male child in the family,
he got a lot of attention from the female members of his family, namely his mother, three sisters, and
many aunts. Spending a lot of time ameng females opened his young eyes to the private world of
womer, in his own words. Al-Murr then grew up to believe in women as complete and independent
human beings and resented the traditional view that holds women as subservient to men. He is
particularly critical of literary representations of women as objects whose main purpose in life was
to please and serve men.
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unresolved emotional pain that many people carry with them throughout
their lives. He seems to be making the point that it should not take a man
impersonating a woman to encourage another man to speak openly about his
internal, emotional pain. Yet it has always been that way, perhaps, and that is
one of the very negative aspects of tradition: men have always believed that to
share one’s inner hurts, torments, and problems with other men is not masculine.
Social tradition is clearly under criticism in this tale.

Al-Murr’s tales might be free of direct moralizing by the author, but they often
broach important issues of morality. This is done in different ways. One of those
ways is through a shifting process from perceived reality to reality; in other words,
from a position of things not being what they seem. A very good example of this
is the tale Bombay or Bust, which begins with a long and detailed description
of older, dignified, respected upright men with whom the main character is
acquainted. He talks of how much he appreciates their wisdom and values,
their educated topics of conversation and their knowledge of other cultures. He
contrasts all of this with the trivial nature of conversation and pastimes of his
peers (ibid., 36-38). In a dramatic twist to the tale, we witness a conversation
between several of these men in which a dark secret of each of them is revealed.
Each of these secrets involves a woman. In some cases it is revealed how some
of the men spent excessive amounts of money on a woman, yet in one of those
cases one of the women cheated on him in spite of this lavish treatment. In the
final revelation, one of the men is accused of taking three Indian women back
to his room in a Bombay hotel (ibid., 43). Since the accused man denies this
accusation, we never know if it was true. But the veracity of the charge is not
really relevant. In fact, the doubt surrounding its truth increases the point of the
twist for it reveals the extent to which such incidents can fuel rumor, imagination,
and speculation. This tale illustrates very clearly how the outward appearance
of an individual can belie natural human weakness and susceptibility to sin
and foolishness. This group of older men might possess considerable integrity,
yet they are no less inclined to undermine that by man’s propensity for female
company than the younger group of men whose topic of conversation rarely
extends beyond sport and women. '

Another important area in which things are not what they seem is that of
fantasy. A world of fantasy is never far away in al-Murr’s tales. In An Evening
Dinner with Jane Austen, one of the two main characters spends the whole time
during dinner admiring a woman sitting with her husband at another table. He
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carly hours of the morning waiting for his (her) telephone calls—Suhail’s need
for company becomes greater. The “relationship” becomes one of friendship and
sharing for Suhail, and no longer the object of a conquest. Suhail soon begins
to talk in the coffee shop about the topics he has discussed with his telephone
acquaintance, although neither he nor Khalfan mention the conversations. Thus
there is deception going on of which only the reader is aware, which creates a
dramatic technique and irony often employed by al-Murr.

Khalfan discovers that Suhail suffers from a “desert of isolation,” (ibid., 345)
being born of a mother who loves his older brother much more than him, and
who does not evince any motherly love toward him. His beloved twin sister died
two years prior, and he recounts to Khalfan with sadness about how much she
suffered from this. He tells him of how all his friends have deceived him, and of
how he used to be beaten by boys to the extent that he was unable to release
himself from the pain. He also divulges how he was a failure in his attempt to
play the lute. Equally important, it becomes clear that all the women Suhail used
to boast about in the coffee shop were imaginary, invented to help him cope with
his loneliness and lack of confidence. Suhail’s behavior and discourse with his
acquaintances in the coffee shop become transformed during the course of the
conversations. Accordingly, Khalfan decides he can no longer go on deceiving
him so he calls Suhail and tells him that the relationship is over. Suhail says
nothing, but weeps painfully.

What has this tale got to do with tradition and modernity? Although the
parameters of this tale are set in modernity—for example, a man pretending to
be a woman, another man boasting of innumerable conquests with women—the
message of the story is timeless, if not bound by the history of tradition. Is it
not the case that men find it more difficult to talk about their problems than
women, particularly in the company of other men? Suhail is suffering from some
of the most profound and damaging issues that a person can face. First, he has
to confront the issue of the sadness that has developed through his family of
origin, reflected principally in his mother’s rejection of him. Second, he suffers
from guilt and shame at spending so much time, energy, and resources on his
failed attempts to play the lute well. Third, he is suffering from grief and loss at
the death of his sister. Fourth, he is suffering from the pain of those beatings at
school and the inability to forgive the boys who used to beat him, and the guilt
and the shame that ensue from that.

Therefore, in this story al-Murr is tackling some of the most damaging and
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Welch hanging near the door' are in contrast to the traditional ambience of the
section of the house in which her parents used to live. There Shamsa describes
how her father was crazy about Islamic antiques, and that he used to buy swords
at exorbitant prices in India, Pakistan, and Turkey, believing them to be antiques
even though she suspects they were modern. She notes almost in passing how
she never opposed her father in anything, a clear sign perhaps that he was
authoritarian. Her mother had one real passion in life, which was sewing. The
descriptions of her parents’ interests are tinged with sadness. Shamsa never talks
about the emotional side of her relationship with her parents, so can we assume
that they did not really connect at that level?

The character of Shamsa seems to oscillate between the two poles of tradition
and modernity, with her never being comfortably associated with either. The
different developmental phases of her life are represented by a number of photos
that Widad and Shamsa look through together one day. In that album are pictures
of the wedding day yet there is not one of either the groom or the bride and groom
together. It is as though Shamsa takes refuge in the outward manifestations of
modernity and the present to compensate for the sadness of much of her past.

One of the most profound stories in al-Murr’s collection in which things are
not what they seem is The Soft Voice. At the beginning of this tale we are given
the impression that the main character, Suhail, considers himself to be a gift to
women. He frequently recounts to his friends in the coffee shop of how women
almost beg him to have a relationship with them. The constant boasting about his
exploits creates such envy and hatred in some of his coffee shop acquaintances
that one of them, Khalfan, decides to “shatter his conceit, to destroy his
arrogance,” and to “make him an object of mockery to everyone” (ibid., 339). In
order to do this he contrives to impersonate a woman on the telephone and to
tease Suhail in a number of different ways while concealing his identity. To be
successful in this endeavor, Khalfan not only has to impersonate the voice of a
woman perfectly, but also behave like a woman. It is clear before he begins that
he has studied some generalized mannerisms and characteristics of women in
some depth, which is vital to the outcome of the story. What unfolds as the tale
progresses and Khalfan makes regular calls to Suhail is that Suhail is in fact a very
sad, depressed, broken, yet sensitive, individual. The skill of the plot reveals that
as Khalfan teases him more and more—for instance, by keeping him up into the

11. It is significant that when Widad asks Shamsa whether she liked the acting of Raquel Welch she
replies: “Not much, but she'is a beautiful woman” {ibid., 116).
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expendable commodities, and vice-versa. In The Happy and the Wretched, the
main male character seems to move from one failed relationship into another,
becoming easily bored, and running away at the first allusion to marriage by the
woman. As we learn later upon the realization that she had become boring and
was also hinting at marriage: “He must look for a replacement” (ibid., 3:309).
Dispensable relationships are set here alongside disposable cars. The man in this
story is tired of his Mercedes after just three years, but knows that if he waits one
more year he will get the very latest model, which has undergone a total change
from the previous one. (ibid., 3:303). This individual is a perfect example of the
consumer of modernity, trading cars and women at will.

Things Are Not What They Seem

There is a recurring motif in al-Murr’s short stories that things are not what they
seem. This world of deception is presented in many ways, such as in relationships,
in fantasy, and also in the vagaries of reality. One good example of the latter is
the story of The Bride, which has just been discussed. In that tale we saw that
what looked like a woman turned out to be a man.

Materialism and the ostensible appeal of external beauty are not always
indicative of superficiality for al-Murr, however. They can also be indicators of
sadness in a different way, in a world where things are not what they seem. In
Laugh until you Cry, Widad befriends a woman, Shamsa, who initially seems
to be the antithesis to her: immaculately turned out, dripping with jewelry and
adornments, and “no doubt of the type who is very self-assured and maybe who
thinks herself to be the beauty queen of the town” (ibid., 109). In short, the
archetypal symbol of modernity, indicative of those who consider themselves to
be “the Venus of their age and their time” (ibid.). However, as the story unfolds
it becomes clear that Shamsa is not the modern girl that she first appeared to
be: rather, her life has been filled with considerable sadness. As the friendship
between Widad and Shamsa develops and blossoms, we learn that Shamsa had
been part of an arranged marriage that failed. She suffers from diabetes and
explains to Widad how her husband would shame her into believing that the
illness was her fault.

The appeal of modernity is reflected not only in Shamsa'’s physical appearance
but also in the décor that defines her part of the house in which she now lives
alone. The vibrant colors and modern design, and the photograph of Raquel
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The message in this tale is very clear. Money cannot buy love, and people
everywhere have the capacity to be superficial. But the foolishness of the man
for falling into the trap is also highlighted. Thus the new car is the motif for the
materialism that has become rife in contemporary society, not least in the Emirati
society of Muhammad al-Murr.

In The Bride, another tale with a twisted ending, Hamad, the main character,
buys a used car which he calls “Arusa (“Bride”) because the previous owner
sold it to buy a new car for his bride. This tale is loaded with symbolism of the
male and female chase. On this occasion Hamad believes himself to be the
male pursuing a female driving a Mercedes, a symbol of wealth despised by
Hamad's father. Al-Murr’s description vividly portrays how Hamad'’s car, a fairly
old, scruffy Japanese model seems to be driving itself, indicative perhaps of the
independently minded female. At one point Hamad’s car stops so close to the
Mercedes at a traffic signal that they almost touch (symbolic of the kiss?). Al-Murr
uses language appropriate to the human chase —for example, when Hamad
sees “her” in the Mercedes “the heat of his anger cools,” and “his soul becomes
refreshed.” (ibid., 1:18). At the end of the tale, Hamad’s quest is thwarted by the
realization that the “woman” he had been pursuing was in fact an Indian man
with longish dark hair, who emerges from the Mercedes carrying a full bag and
four pieces of fish.

So what does this last tale have to do with tradition and modernity? The context
for this tale is quite traditional inasmuch as it gives a very good example of an
unrequited desire, where a man pursues a woman but fails in his quest. Even
the descriptions of Hamad'’s car hint at traditional, patriarchal values. Although
al-Murr is describing the red Japanese car we must not forget that it symbolizes
a woman, the “Bride.” So when he says how “it goes under any circumstances,”
and “it is not encumbered by either the cold of winter or the heat of summer,” we
can assume that here is also a reference to the way a typical Emirati man would
view his “bride”; that is to say, low maintenance, and expected to be available at
any time. The car is even described thus: “the thing that he [Hamad] really liked
about the ‘Bride’ is that it was a girl about town” (ibid., 1:17).

The story moves through a framework of modernity: fast cars, wealth (the
Indian guy who was driving the Mercedes even has a gold tooth and lives in a
large villa), and descriptions of theft from cars by groups of youths.

The motorcar is one of the foremost symbols of a profligate society. But as
a symbol of dissipation it is most effective alongside love and relationships as
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The Motor Car

A recurring motif in al-Murr’s short stories is the motorcar as a symbol of
modernity. It is a powerful motif because it often signifies a negative invention
that has brought destruction to Emirati society in different ways. The motorcar
can be either literally responsible for physical destruction or indirectly to blame
for a growing obsession with materialism.

An example of where it is responsible for physical destruction is in the story
called At the Morgue, in which a boy is killed by a car after going out to buy a
pair of pigeons. The neighbor of the mother of the boy (who is presumed dead
but in a case of mistaken identity is actually alive, as we see at the end of the
tale) speaks openly (perhaps too obviously) about the blight of the motor car:
“From the day we Tirst had cars and the streets were paved we have not had
one good day. We were much better off without these murderous cars which
have destroyed more lives of our children than disease and wars used to kill in
the past” (ibid., 152). She later goes on to say: “May God curse cars. The days
of donkeys and camels were better. You never heard of anyone being hit by a
donkey or a camel and being killed. Today everything leads to death...cars lead
to death...aeroplanes lead to death [...]" (ibid., 158). The irony here is that the
woman is part of a group of women traveling in a car to and from the morgue to
identify the body of the boy. They are thus using the very symbol of modernity
that the neighbor of the boy’s mother appears to despise.

One of the most significant occurrences of the motorcar as a symbol of
materialism is in a story entitled The New Car. In this tale, a man is informed
by a female friend of his that a girl has seen his new car and become enchanted
by it. The man is immediately attracted to the idea of telephoning the girl, even
though his friend tells him that “she said your car is nice but she did not mention
anything else” (ibid., 238). She goes on to say that being attracted to a material
possession is not the same as being enamored with the person who owns it,
but the man pays no attention. The man becomes besotted with the girl, and
eventually gets to talk to her and meet with her twice. There then follows a
period of time in which he showers her with expensive gifts, and at each stage
she seems to be asking for more. Each time she seeks more the female friend
relays the request to the man. Then the communication from the girl ceases. The
man then seeks advice from his female friend, who tells him that people change.
Moreover, she suggests that perhaps the girl has become enamored with a new
car (ibid., 244).
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The forming of relationships via the telephone is an issue that al-Murr tackles
in other stories. One good example is in the tale called Whispers of Warning.
One of the main female characters, Haifa’, is advised by her cousin to find the
husband of her dreams on the telephone. Her cousin has many stories of people
who managed to find their spouse this way, and even goes so far as to say that
one girl did not get married by the age of 30 for the very reason that she refused
to use the telephone for this purpose. According to her cousin, the telephone
is the only way to achieve one’s life dream for an early and happy marriage
(ibid., 296). Haifa’ learns through bitter experience and disappointment that
this mode of acquainting oneself with men is neither adequate nor appropriate.
Having experimented with this unfruitful method, she eventually marries Hasan,
an individual whose confidence and self-esteem grow immeasurably during the
story after he had made the announcement at the beginning of the tale that he
wishes to commit suicide. The story ends in ironic tragedy when Hasan throws
himself onto a hand grenade to save the life of a younger soldier. On another
occasion in the tale Bombay or Bust the main character reflects on the trivial
lives and topics of conversation of his contemporaries, recalling how one of his
friends conducted a romantic telephone relationship with a girl for six months,
and when they eventually met it turned out that she looked like “the sister of
Frankenstein” (ibid., 38). In The Lover, the main character, Hamid, tries to
establish relationships with women via the telephone because his friends have
enjoyed success that way. His attempts end in failure when one woman puts
the telephone down on him and another laughs at him, while another lectures
him on moral issues and the fourth one insults him and his family. In fact, it
is Hamid’s increasing search for fulfillment through unreal means, including
magazines and romantic songs, that leads to his falling in love with a girl who
works in a massage parlor in Bangkok (ibid., 154).

The above examples, apart from The Wink of the Mona Lisa, illustrate al-Murr’s
general pessimistic view of marriage and relationships in a world of change. While
traditional arrangements are complicated, and, in a sense, outmoded, finding
romance and love through independent arrangements is also quite elusive. This
is perhaps partly why al-Murr’s characters often seek refuge in extramarital affairs
and relationships outside marriage. More will be said on this later.
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to have finally found a man who will respect her and treat her well. Once again,
al-Murr seems to demonstrate how the tradition of arranged marriages can lead
to disaster, even if the alternatives do not offer a perfect solution.

Yet, al-Murr does not conclude that the alternative to arranged marriages is
necessarily less complicated. In another story, Laugh until you Cry we are told
of how one girl persuaded her family to accept her wish to marry a friend of her
brother’s by threatening to get pregnant by him out of wedlock (al-Murr 1992,
3:111). In Boredom, the main male character reflects at the very beginning of
the tale on how he ignored the advice of his family not to marry the woman
with whom he is now completely bored: “His whole family rose up against
him...they attacked him....advice...insults [...]. * Don’t marry her. Her origins
are unknown. Her family is dirty. She is a frivolous girl who will cheat on you
[...]." She will destroy you [...]” (al-Murr 1992, 1:34). He is now paying the price
for ignoring their counsel, it seems. More than that, we learn that he married
her principally for two reasons: her short form and her joyous feminine face;
both being physical attributes only, of course. In The Old Photograph, the main
female character reflects at length on her life after a friend brought to her home
a photograph of her and some school friends taken 20 years ago. She tells of
how she ended up a bride of an arranged marriage that failed because of the
selfishness of her husband. In this, al-Murr is telling the reader nothing new.
Yet the important context of this account is that the main character precedes it
with a detailed lament on an unrequited love with Jasim, a cousin of hers who
used to visit her house daily and recite romantic poetry that she believed was
directed at her. These occasions led to her becoming obsessed with Jasim, to
the point where she would lie awake at night listening to classical Arabic songs
and then put on traditional make up in the morning as she looked longingly at
his photograph. Yet, Jasim left to study in Cairo without even saying goodbye,
and appears never to have contacted her again. As a result of this she left school
early and became very depressed (ibid., 147). With this account al-Murr appears
to be emphasizing that while arranged marriages often bring serious problems,
investing in a romantic attachment with someone is also precarious, not least
because it can often be one-sided. It can lead to false hope and delusion. It [acks
stability. As the friend of the main character comments on the affectionate and
amorous telephone conversations between her engaged younger brother and
his fiancée: “Let them enjoy these affectionate delusions. Once they are married
everything will end at the speed of lightning” (ibid., 142).
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falls in love with, and marries, a girl whom he presumes has winked at him
several times at a wedding celebration. In spite of the remonstrations from a
number of his family members that she is not pretty enough, and that the standing
of her family is not good enough for him, he goes ahead with the marriage and
they appear to live very happily together as they begin a family. The image of
harmony continues to the end of the story, even when he reminds her of the night
they first set eyes on each other and she winked at him several times. At first his
wife Buthayna has difficulty in recalling the event, but then she remembers it and
tells Hasan of how her eye had become irritated by a foreign body on her way to
the wedding party they were both attending. The “wink” was in fact a reaction to
the irritation in here eye, and was not intended for Hasan.

Caesar (2002, 91) comments that the story “calls into question the current
‘modern, Western’ belief that a happy marriage must be based on honesty and a
deep knowledge of the other person’s character.” However, this tale also speaks
of the futility of arranged marriages, a very established tradition in many Muslim
societies. Hasan initially sends his mother to the mother of Buthayna to seek her
approval for the engagement. In doing this they are following traditional custom.
Yet, from that point on, Hasan makes up his own mind about the suitability of
Buthayna for him as a spouse, ignoring the negativity from his family toward her.
The ending of the story is confirmation of this, since it shows how the reality of
the simple love Hasan and Buthayna share can not be moved by the shattering
of the fantasy he has held on to since the night of the Mona Lisa “wink.” It is as if
al-Murr wished to stress here that no matter how simple, or even misguided, are
the circumstances that bring two people together, love can prevail. The tradition
of arranged marriages, or major influence on the choice of a spouse from family
members, cannot change that.

Confirmation of this view can be found in another story, Affairs of the Heart, in
which the main character, Aisha, ends up marrying a man well advanced on her
in years. Aisha had hitherto been through two arranged marriages that had both
broken down mainly as a result of the abuse she had suffered at the hands of her
two husbands. The middle-aged man she marries as her third husband is actually
the father of the man she initially sets out to befriend, but the proposal that comes
to her is from the son on behalf of his father, not from the eligible son himself.
According to convention in al-Murr’s society, it is unlikely that a young, eligible
bachelor would marry a woman who has already been divorced twice. The
outcome of this story is not a particularly happy one, but at least Aisha appears
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as an integral part of festivities. On this occasion, however, the invitation to the
celebration stated that children were not allowed to attend. Neither Hamdan nor
al-Murr himself appears to be blaming the chain of events directly on this change
in tradition, since Hamdan is ultimately responsible for the outcome, but there
is clearly a recognition that the demands of modernity have contrived to lead to
this disturbing finale.

Another area in which the West and modernity comes under criticism through
al-Murr’s characters is developments in medicine. One example of this is in the
tale called Qurrat al-Ayn in which one of the characters is advised by his friend
to go to the hospital to check out the condition of his heart. He responds like
this: “Hospital...Hospital...the majority of those who come out of hospital go
to the grave. | do not believe in those medicines and chemical injections. They
are all poisons invented by Europeans to kill off mankind” (al-Murr 1992 3:215).
Traditional custom of certain societies would say that medicines should be based
on natural substances. In a more general sense, this attitude and negativity toward
advancement is indicative of a thread of tension between traditional beliefs and
customs and the flow of modern development.

As it will be demonstrated shortly, al-Murr takes some of the most
fundamental material elements of modernity—specifically those pertaining to
communication such as motor cars, airplanes, and telephones—and often builds
a world around them, showing how significantly they impact the lives of Emiratis
today, yet at the same time using them as direct or indirect vehicles for the
portrayal of fantasy, betrayal, and disillusionment. Al-Murr’s characters inhabit
an Emirati society in the era prior to true globalization, an environment not yet
affected by the computer age, yet one that has undergone massive change during
the previous four decades or more.

Relationships, Marriage and Modernity
In his collection of short stories al-Murr focuses a great deal on relationships. Often
these relationships are at various stages of conflict. It is clear that expectations of
either tradition or modernity often contrive to create a sense of dissatisfaction in
those relationships. Tradition can be too binding, while modernity can offer too
many choices.

The tale entitled The Wink of Mona Lisa is a good example of how al-Murr
views the tradition of arranged marriages. In this story the protagonist, Hasan,
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Tradition, Modernity and Morality

This article stated earlier that the relationship between tradition and modernity
is manifested in many different ways in reality. But in the fiction of Muhammad
al-Murr this relationship is also dealt with in a diversity of contexts. Moreover,
those contexts appear to mirror reality.

One of the ways in which modernity appears to have helped shape
contemporary Emirati society is in the area of morality. On the surface it can look
like al-Murr is merely underlining a sentiment frequently expressed by many
members of some Muslim societies: that the West is responsible for the growing
corruption of morals in their societies and the decline in traditional, ethical values.
For example, in the story entitled Video the main character, Hamdan, is being
tempted by a friend to watch his first pornographic movie. Hamdan is initially
very resistant, blaming the introduction of these movies on the “poisons of the
West which wants to destroy our ethics” (al-Murr 1992, 1:218). But eventually
he succumbs to the temptation and borrows a videotape containing “three hours
of pure artistic enjoyment,” as his friend puts it (ibid.). Hamdan watches most of
the contents of the video then goes out, hiding the tape in what he thought was
a very safe place. However, when he returns later he finds his young daughters
sitting in front of the television, having watched most of the tape.

The conclusion to this story is intended to stun the reader. It speaks against
immorality, of course, and demonstrates one of the very serious consequences of
that. It also has other implications. But two points here are relevant to the issue
of tradition and modernity. First, it becomes clear that although pornography
is essentially a vice of the Western world, it is viewed in this story as a human
weakness. Thus, although Hamdan initially expresses his disgust at the way the
West wishes to destroy the morals of Emirati society, we do not find him later
blaming the West for his decision to borrow the tape, or for his carelessness
in leaving it accessible to his children. The second point, which is carefully
disguised by al-Murr, is the reason why his children were at home in the first
place and not at a wedding celebration with Hamdan's wife. Just before Hamdan
discovers his children watching the video he curses “modern life” for the changes
it has wrought in some of the traditions of his culture and society. He laments
on how when he was young children were welcome at wedding celebrations
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Readers familiar with the American short story writer O. Henry (1862-1910)
can perceive some similarities with al-Murr’s stories. Three of the most striking
similarities are the emphatic use of dialogue, attention to detail, and the twist
of endings, often leaving the reader in some state of shock. The twisted ending
was also a technique favored by the eminent French short story writer Guy de
Maupassant (1850-1893), as exemplified in his story called The Necklace.'

Readers of al-Murr’s Fear would be smitten, not only because of his engaging
narrative style but also because of the impact caused by the ending. In this
particular story a rather naive character called Ahmad races home to check
on the safety of his wife after hearing stories at the coffee shop of robbery and
brutality, not only in Western societies but also in the Emirates. With great skill,
al-Murr builds the suspense through such stylistic techniques as staccato-style
sentences, creating a sense of speed and anxiety, and the use of the present tense
for dramatic effect. When Ahmad finally gets home, he is relieved to find his wife
safe and well. The reader could not be blamed for assuming that this is the end,
but one further, very brief, scene from al-Murr brings about a major twist. In that
final scene, Ahmad’s wife is on the telephone to her lover, informing him that
they will need to change their meeting times because her husband came home
early last night.

The apparent lack of character development in many of al-Murr’s stories,
which leaves the scope for insight questionable, is perhaps a deliberate ploy.
By making his themes so obvious al-Murr is reaching as wide an audience as
possible, serving as a “mirror to his countrymen,” as Caesar (ibid., 98) puts it, and
in one sense simplifying his own Weltanschauung to a number of fairly simple
common denominators; for example, how easy it is to make wrong decisions, or
how simple it is to immerse oneself in a world of fantasy to escape the pressures
of modernity.

10. Al-Murr was very kind to share with the authors of this article the following information about
the writers he read the most. Besides reading many Arab writers such as Salamah Mussa, Naguib
Mahfouz, lhsan Abdul Qudous, Yusuf Al-Sibai, Taha Hussain, Tawfik al-Hakim, Abbas Mahmoud
Al-Aggad, and Mustapha Lutfi al-Manfalouti, al-Murr read avidly, while completing his studies at
Syracuse University in the 1970s, in European, American, and postcolonial literature. Among the
many writers al-Murr cited are Paul Thoreau, V.S. Naipaul, Bruce Chatwin, Ernest Hemingway, John
Steinbeck, lsaac Asimov, Arthur C. Clarke, Agatha Christie, Jean Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir,
Rabindranath Tagore, and Fyodor Dostoevsky. Neither O. Henry nor Maupassant was particularly
recalled by al-Murr. ,
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Jack Briggs and Peter Clark made available to English readers a number of al-
Murr’s vivid tales of life in the United Arab Emirates (al-Murr 1991, 1994). This
article, though, is written based on the Arabic texts, with no disrespect to the
translated versions. The advantages of this approach have been expressed recently
in a modest and very sympathetic interpretation of a few of al-Murr’s stories by
Judith Caesar. In her account, Caesar (2002) makes the following valid points
based on some discussions with a number of Arab students studying English
and creative writing with her in the Emirates. She says: “And yet, the stories that
Emiratis are reading in Arabic are not the same stories that | am reading in English
[...] Again and again, the students told me that the stories that seem wryly ironic
in English are hilariously funny in Arabic [...]” (93).° She goes on to say: “[...] |
think that much of the humor and insight comes from knowing the stories’ social
and linguistic context” (ibid.)

It is precisely the large time span covered by al-Murr in his stories that
underpins the clearly defined tension between tradition and modernity in some
of the plots and lives of a number of his characters. Al-Murr’s works focus on
the contradictions and conflicts—caused by the changes brought about by the
discovery of oil—within Emirati people’s personalities. This is achieved in a style
that does not lack humor, especially when al-Murr’s stories are read in Arabic. Al-
Murr sympathizes with people’s dilemma in adjusting to the modernized lifestyle
without sentimentalizing the past. In fact, many of al-Murr’s stories satirize those
who long to the return of “the good old days.”

One of the many appealing aspects of al-Murr’s stories is their portrayal of
human weakness. Although his characters never really develop—a point that
is often over-emphasized in critiques of short stories at any rate—they are, in a
sense, caricatures of life. On account of this they symbolize many of the more
“unspoken” aspects of life in the Emirates. Al-Murr’s characters are often involved
in webs of self-deception and deception of others, particularly in relationships.
Materialism often takes precedence over love, sincerity, and fidelity. The
trappings of modernity, then, stretch traditional values to the core.

8. Caesar (2002) is actually more critical of the labored style of the English translation later when she
says: “To me the English prose seems worse than bland” (96).

9. Al-Murr shared this idea with the authors of this article.
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Traditions call for explanation, instead of being merely described or
used as explanations for apparent repetitions, reiterations, replications,
continuations, or symbolic linking in social practice, values, meaning,
culture and history. In order to explain the concept of tradition
and the category of the traditional, scholars must situate its use in
particular historically specific discourses—ways of knowing, speaking,
conceptualisation and representation—in which social acts receive their
meanings as traditional.

Tradition as a concept can take on a number of different manifestations. In
fictional literature and poetry it can be represented in thematic ways, such as
in the revival of literary techniques, trends, and motifs. Arabic prose and poetry
have shown themselves to be no exception to this. Links between tradition
and modernity in the Arabic language have also been researched.® Tradition in
literature can also be reflected in its characters in attitudes, outward and inward
responses to modernity, streams of consciousness, and even through a lack of
awareness of being rooted in the past. Social acts, as outlined by Anttonen,
are important expressions of traditionalism, and are an integral element of
Muhammad al-Murr’s short stories.

This article sets about looking at the relationship between tradition and
modernity within the wider sphere of text and context. By reading al-Murr’s short
stories as more than just fictional entertainment, the article seeks to highlight the
social and historical significance of the text through its context. As a result of this
enquiry, it is hoped that the reader will gain a good understanding of some of
the important aspects of the relationship between tradition and modernity in a
Muslim society—namely, the United Arab Emirates. '

I

Muhammad al-Murr has been writing short stories for the last 30 years. His
stories were published in national and regional newspapers and journals, but the
largest collection is contained in his al-A’mal al-Qisasiyya published in 1992

6. See, for example, al-Musawi (2006); also Abdel-Malek and Hallag (2000). Try also Smart (1996).

7. Al-Murr informed the authors of this article that his collection of short stories, Love of a Kind, was
first published by Al-Bayan Publishing in 1982. Since then he has published 13 collections of short
stories and one book, A Study in Emirati Dialect (1990), and numerous articles.



Tradition and Modernity in the Short Stories of Muhammad Al-Mure

Armando Salvatore’s (1999, 226) fascinating foray into the complexity of some of
these terms stands out above any other found in the Western literature. His conclusion
that mu‘asara appears to represent the globalizing and globalized dimension of
modernity would seem to be exactly the dimension of modernity that concerns
Muhammad al-Murr in his fictional short stories, even though the stories on
which this article is based were written before the real impact of globalization
(explosion of technology and so on) took force.

As demonstrated below, the notion that tradition is not “a mindless reproduction
of past habits, but instead a response to contemporary challenges (Anttonen
2005, citing Gisela Welz, 39) seems to fit Muhammad al-Murr’s world of fiction
very well. In his short stories, tradition is represented as a cultural continuity
that often does not conflict directly with modernity. At all events, beyond the
strictly Islamic representations of, and challenges to, tradition and modernity
there lies a world of reality in which secularism and modernization impose their
own demands on local custom and tradition. The winds of change that have
swept over Arab society during the past century or more have brought a myriad
of challenges. Fictional literature can be an effective way of demonstrating how
the relationship between tradition and modernity has mapped out in Arab and
Islamic society.

IT

This article focuses on the fictional short stories of Muhammad al-Murr, one of
the United Arab Emirates’, and the Gulf’s, best-known literary figures. In among
the humor, unexpected endings, and colorful characterization lies a recurring
motif of tradition and modernity. The two concepts blend together smoothly
at times; at others they run into conflict. For al-Murr, religious rituals, ancient
poetry, and social traditions are an integral part of the lives of his characters. But
they are always set against a backdrop of a more pressing modernity, often in the
context of materialism.® To quote Anttonen (2005, 11-1 2

5. See, for example, the woman in the tale called al-Sayyida Khawaja (al-Murr 1992, 51) who seems
more interested in the shopping opportunities offered by the market in Jeddah than the religious
and spiritual returns of performing the minor pilgrimage (Umra). She recounts gaily how one can
buy electric goods, silk materials, and French perfumes at a significantly lower price than the same
products in Karachi. For an example of someone who flees from the challenges of modernity see the
character in Nice Days whose fantasy world of escape is found in reflections on history and famous
Arab singers (ibid., 1:116).
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Maodernity, as intrinsically reprehensible as it may be, is a reality that
cannot be pushed aside or in any manner neutralized from the midst of
Muslim life. Modernity is not only technology and science, Hollywood,
McDonald’s, and Calvin Klein jeans, but also a psychology, an ethic, a
set of values, an epistemology, and, in short, a state of mind and a way of
life [emphasis added] (45).

The extent of the juxtaposition of modernity with tradition depends of course
on the place, value, and understanding of tradition itself within the framework
of a given society’s heritage. Debate on the enduring relevance of the Arab and
Islamic heritage, as modern Muslim scholars often prefer to call it in preference to
the term tradition, is generally set against the demands of modemity interpreted
exclusively within the context of post-Enlightenment, Western ideals. More
simplistic interpretations have tended to see tradition as the direct antithesis of
modernity, and hence in many respects incompatible with it. Modern liberal
scholars often adopt an optimistic middle line guarded in realism. One such view
belongs to Majid (2005, 75) in his article on the politics of feminism in Islam:

Islam is now incontestably challenged by the universalized ideology
of modernity and cannot resist its interpellating discourses simply by
rationalizing the Shari’a or by proving the infallibility of the Qur'an in the
Revelation’s consistency with modern scientific discoveries.

An effective way to approach the discussion on tradition and modernity—and
in a way that perhaps meets the objectives of this paper more appropriately—is o
leave aside the westernized notion of a polarized “tradition and modernity” (often
problematically conceived as the Arabic equivalent of al-turath wa-l-hadatha, as the
former connotes “[cultural] heritage”),® and to look at the representation of the past
and the present in the broadest sense within the context of al-asala wa-l-mu’asara,
which translates more as “[cultural] authenticity” and “the contemporary age.”

3. This dichotomy is summed up in Anttonen’s (2005, 34) acknowledgement of the potential incom-
patibility of the two concepts. He notes how for some, “tradition is a metaphor for permanence and
stability, while modern is a metaphor for change and innovation.”

4. It should be noted here that there is an important point that has been almost totally overlooked in
numerous discussions on tradition and modernity, which is the fact that there was such an “internal”
dehate in the pre-modern Islamic period, or, to be more precise, the Middle Islamic period. Scholars
at the time frequently referred to views on a wide range of issues according to what their forefathers
had said. These views were then compared with what “later” scholars said on a given point. Whether
the debate in pre-modern Islamic society was more a search for an Islamic [cultural] authenticity, as
some have argued, than an acceptance of a clear line of demarcation between tradition and moder-

nity remains to be studied.
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“Sorry, we only employ university graduates.”
“But you used to employ everyone except university graduates.”
“Yes, in the past. But this is our new policy now” (al-Murr 1992, 3:294).

I 133

The relationship between tradition and modernity, and the impact of change
on a society, is a complex one. It can also be represented in a range of guises.
One of the most common contexts today for discussion of how the dynamic of
tradition and modernity interact is that of Muslims in Muslim and non-Muslim
societies. Debate on this issue has existed for some time, especially with regard
to various aspects of Islamic law, and how it impacts Muslims in contemporary
society, particularly in the West. Attention has been given to how tradition and
modernity are approached by Muslim fundamentalists, for example,* and also to
the way in which the shari’a might be adapted to suit the needs of Muslims living
in a pluralistic Western society. Wael Hallaq's (2004) articulate discussion of this
issue includes the following insightful summary of what modernity really means:

e University of Melbourne and American University of Sharjah, respectively.

1. The context of this quotation is that of a man who goes for a job in a government department and
is told that he-does not have the appropriate qualification.

2. For a thorough, recent treatment of this topic see Lumbard (2004). For an earlier work try Lee
(1997), in which Lee challenges the views of four of the most prominent Muslim intellectuals of
recent times who argue that tradition and modernity do not reflect a dichotomy in Islam.
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Preserving Cultural Identity in the 21st Century: Challenges to the Emirati Youth

Appendix 2b

Respondents (selective) statements

i
2.

© @ N U

“Family should not impose the culture if youth are not convinced”

“Bad influe nce also exists from other Arabs in this country, especially teachers
in the school system” _

“The government should come up with programs to address cultural conflict
issues because it is a serious problem”

“Encourage similar research, especially on the generation gap in this country”
“Find jobs for young Emiratis so they are not distracted into unwanted things”
“Men should marry local women to maintain local culture”

“If you don’t have a past, you don’t have a future”

“Do not send young people to Western countries”

“Expose children to cultural sports and activities”
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Appendix 2a

Respondent suggestions for preserving and/or promoting cultural identity

s

10.
17,
12.
13.
14.
15:
16.
17.

Education on national culture and heritage through courses and programs in
schools, universities, TV programs, cultural centers, traditional movies, serials,
etc. (43).

The family should be involved in teaching children cultural values and building
confidence in their own cultural identities (22).

Occasional trips to museums and cultural centers (19).

Find solutions in the Islamic way of life (16).

Take things that are consistent with national values as influence of foreign
cultures cannot be ignored today (15).

The youth should join culture and heritage clubs (15).

Publish reading materials and books on national culture and promote reading
habit among the youth (15).

Stick to your language (14)

Schools must teach integrated education in a balanced way (12).

Continue the use of traditional clothes, foods, and sports (6).

Educate youth about other cultures (4).

Teach children in the mosque (2).

Cut down on TV time (3).

Ask elders for advice (3).

Students should be involved in culture research (3).

Put up posters of UAE traditions in your home (2).

Increase local products and improve their quality for local markets (2).
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17. Traditional hobbies that are related to UAE/Arab culture { )

18. Traditional medicine and spiritual methods of healing ( )

19. Watching TV or browsing the Internet as opposed to spending time with family
members or elders in the community ()

20. Overall attachment to my national or ethnic culture ( )

Part 3

1. Do you find a conflict between your own culture and the influence of modern
Western culture on your personality? Yes , No . If yes, please write
what do you do to resolve this conflict?

2. Give two suggestions on preserving and/or promoting cultural closeness among
the Emirati youth.

3. Ceneral comments on this questionnaire:

&9
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Appendix 1
Cultural 1dentity Questionnaire

Instructions: This questionnaire consists of three parts. The first part asks you about
your background. The second part asks your views on cultural issues. Part 3 is for
you to write your suggestions for preserving local cultural norms, values, and identity
and give general comments on this questionnaire. Please answer all items honestly;
otherwise, research findings will not be accurate. Thank you.

Part 1

Your Age

Your Gender

Year in University

Your University Major
Your Home (city or village)

Part 2

The following set of questions is intended to measure your cultural affinity. Please
rate the following items in order of their importance to YOU. Place a number next to
the items, based on the following 1-5 rating scale:

Not important (1), slightly important (2), somewhat important (3), very important
(4), extremely important (5)

My language ( )
My race and heritage ( )
My religious beliefs ()
My cultural ideals, norms, and values ()
My love for the ancestors/forefathers ()
My love for the people of my culture { )
My feeling of being a unique person ( )
Historical sites and museums that show our national heritage and culture ()
School education on national history and culture ()
. Local diet and food habits ( )
. Locally made products as opposed to foreign or imported items ( )
. Marry early and have a bigger family (six or more children) ( )
. Traditional clothing for men and women ()
. Traditional sports (falconry, camel race, hunting, etc.) as opposed to modern-
day sports ()
. Traditional music, dance and poetry ( )
. Traditional souk as opposed to modern shopping malls { )

=l - -
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Conclusion

This study was based on a sample, representative of the national youth
population. More than 90 percent of Emirati youth surveyed believe that religion,
language, and cultural values are most important variables in their life. They
construe their identities on these factors, although some external forms of culture
indicators are rated lower. Males and females differ significantly on cultural
issues including heritage, food, foreign products, marriage, clothing, influence
of TV, and the overall conflict with the modern culture. Besides the quantitative
analysis of statistical results, the paper focuses on the need for youth to have
a solid understanding of and confidence in their own culture and religion that
is the backbone of this society. It is essential that the youth become familiar
with philosophies leading to the modernistic Western culture and the dangers
inherent in them. Integrated education is a viable alternative to preserve the
cultural identities of today’s youth =
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of identity and belongingness to their culture and religion, which they must
hold on to and preserve at all costs without losing faith or confidence in it.
They must be mentally equipped to defend themselves and their religion, and
such guidance should come from mature people and scholars of this country,
especially those in the academia. The young will, of course, model their elders.?
The works of “Orientalists” have been particularly devastating in this regard and
the youth should be intellectually capable of responding to distorted pictures
of their religion and culture. In order to respond to the criticisms of Arab and
Muslim cultures, the youth must have solid grounding in their own faith not
only culturally but intellectually as well, and some knowledge of other faiths to
know the reasons for their points of views and arguments. Also, essential for the
youth is to know the intellectual heritage of their ancestors because it is the Arabs
who showed the light to the world for many centuries in the areas of arts and
sciences. The youth can actually build their knowledge based upon the works of
early Muslim scholars whose contributions have been incorporated into Western
science often without due credit (Haque 2004). This is something that could
be a part of university curriculum on top of whatever state-of-the-art education
they can muster in their schools. It is also essential that the youth develop their
thinking and writing skills in the English language so they can respond to the
criticisms of others. Most contemporary writings for disciplines including the arts
and sciences are in English anyway. It should be noted that because of the failure
of modernism, westerners are looking for alternatives and there has been a surge
in new modes of thinking including religious movements. Today’s youth can
learn from the mistakes of other cultures and as some respondents have already
put it “take things from the West consistent with Emirati national culture,” if they
want to preserve and promote their cultural identity.

It is necessary at this point to analyze limitations of this empirical study. First,
due to the questionnaire being in English, respondents may have had difficulty
with some words resulting in inaccurate responses. While some respondents
asked for clarification of some terms in the questionnaire, most did not. Results
may have been affected also from sample bias. Most respondents came from small
towns or villages and most were females. Those raised in rural dwellings would
supposedly have a more conservative and traditional upbringing. A qualitative
approach by way of personal interviews after data collection may have revealed
information not given on the survey forms.

9. An excellent resource on identity and national legacy for the local youth is a book entitled From
Rags to Riches: A Story of Abu Dhabi written by Muhammad Al Fahim (1995). This material can
actually be a part of course curriculum at the undergraduate level for all college students.
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life, economics without ethics/capitalism, etc.), yields insurmountable influence
on the non-Western world and especially on the contemporary youth who are
bewildered by the outward glamour of Western life. The youth are trained in
secular ideology at learning institutions. This is troublesome for cultures that are
essentially non-Western. In the area of science, for example, instead of resorting
to the Islamic paradigm, which looks at nature from a Tawhidic perspective,
the secular or Western science (born through the Scientific Revolution),
considers nature independent of any Divine influence. The theory of evolution
by Charles Darwin that negates the concept of creation is taught all over the
world as a scientific fact rather than a theory implying that what Darwin said is
true. Similarly, Descartes’ reductionism shrinks the human body to nothing but
machine—as it reduces higher forms of activities (like thinking) to lower forms
of activities (giving a physiological explanation of quantitative type) that can be
measured. Even religious beliefs are looked upon as psychological events led
by unconscious factors or one’s conscience—the spiritual is reduced to psyche
and psyche to cognitive to physiological activities. In the 17th century, with the
signing of Magna Carta in England, theocracy was replaced with democracy,
which up to the present time is being forced upon the rest of the world.” Although
secularization of the educational institutions in the West took several centuries,
the role of religion was eliminated from modern education and now all textbooks
in Western institutions are deprived of religious tone. Knowledge in general has
been separated from religion and consequently from ethics. At the societal level,
there are clear differences in terms of Muslim cultures being collectivistic as
opposed to individualistic and materialistic. These hallmarks of the Western
culture are taking roots in the minds of the younger generation and pose greater
threat for cultural confusion or diffusion than wearing blue jeans or eating
hamburgers. Many Muslims studying in the secular West bring “modern” ideas
home and proudly implement them without fathoming the dangers inherent in
the secular mode of thinking and education for the younger generations.®

The question that arises here is what should be the response of the youth in
this country to meet such challenges in the 21sl century? As the Emirati youth
have already indicated that religion is very important to them, it reflects a sense

7. Experts on democracy will tell us how the term means different things to different people. Also while
the term democracy as such, may not exist in many Muslim countries, the spirit of the participation of
people has been in use in Muslim lands from the beginning of Islamic history.

8. For detail, see Nasr (1988). This book (among few others) became the impetus for the latter part
of this paper.
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influential Christians and Jews in the West struggled against secular philosophies
and institutions, they could not stop the tide of secularism, which continuously
decreased the influence of religion in various domains of western life.> Secularism
first separated philosophy and then science from religion and then the social,
economic, and political realms were slowly detached from religion. In the latter
part of the 20th century, the influence of secularism reached a stage where anti-
religious movements like “the death of God” became popular in the West. Today,
almost all Western societies consider themselves secular as they derive their laws
from the “voice of their people” and not from religious sources. The secularist
ideologies collectively referred to as “modernism” affected the Muslim world as
well. This modernism believes in reasoning without revelation. The contemporary
world is beset with forces of secularism/modernism in all walks of life.®

Today’s Western world, which is the victim of modernistic philosophy and
suffers from its consequences (e.g., unrestrained freedom of man in all walks of

5. The word “secular” is derived from the Latin root word saecu/um meaning the present age. Thus,
secular connotes this world or contemporary times. Secularization refers to rescuing man from the
world beyond or a turning away from religious and metaphysical control of man. A distinction
must also be made between secular and Western. There are many people in the West belonging to
different religions and are not secular in their outlook. Even non-religious persons may not agree to
all the concepts that secularism has to offer. West also is not totally synonymous with secularism, an
error commonly made in academic circles, especially in the Muslim world. In the secular system,
concern with God is a private matter at best, thereby leaving the notion of religion outside the scope
of society’s interest.

6. Philosophers whose ideas gave rise to modernism, which shaped the modern society, are many
but we include the influential ones here, for purposes of brevity. Francis Bacon (1561-1626) denied
the metaphysical realm of things and relied totally upon science to reveal the secrets of life. Rene
Descartes (1596-1650), the father of rationalism and dualism, taught Europe that, “I think therefore
I am” and referred to two dimensions of reality—the matter and consciousness or thought. Thomas
Hobbes (1588-1679) explained sensations, perceptions, etc., in terms of science of motion. John
Locke (1632-1704) was an empiricist and a strong supporter of the rights of the common people;
his political views greatly influenced the American political system. He was also the proponent
for tabula rasa or clean slate (human beings have no innate ideas or fitrah, they learn only from
experience). Francois-Marie Voltaire (1694-1778) was a free thinker who wrote against religion and
religious establishments, giving impetus to the French revolution. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s (1712-
1778) criticism of existing political systems and education shaped the modern West. David Hume
(1711-1776) was a positivist who refuted metaphysical causality. Karl Marx (1818-1883) called
religion “opium of the masses” and believed that religion creates injustice and class or divisions
within the society. Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) criticized existing Christianity and spoke about
the “death of God.” Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) wrote that religion is an illusion and only forsaking
it and reliance upon science will allow man to enjoy growth beyond the infantile stage. Bertrand
Russell (1872-1970) denied everything that cannot be proven logically and opposed religion and
metaphysics. Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) considered marriage a norm of the upper class and a
remnant of religion and was an ardent critic of religion. These scholars rebelled against the power of
the church, which controlled all actions of the state including the realm of education.
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Muslim majority countries (Noor 1999, 1997). Perhaps females’ higher score on
buying foreign products is a result of the influence from television. Some of these
findings may be researched further.

‘From the respondents who gave suggestions for preserving cultural identity,
a majority emphasized the need for education on national culture and heritage
through courses and programs in schools, universities, etc. A sense of maturity
shown by several respondents is in their suggestion that the young Emiratis should
only take things from foreign cultures that are consistent with national values.
The crucial role of families and traditional upbringing of children in the present-
day context is emphasized by several respondents. An interesting comment from
a female respondent was that (Emirati) “Men should marry local women to maintain
local culture.” This statement is pertinent considering the fact that many local men
have married women from outside the Emirates.

Taken as a whole, the results of this study tell us that this sample of respondents
showed a strong identity to their culture, and the notion that a majority of the Emiratis
are changing under the influence of Western culture may not be true. While the
study shows high overall identity and attachment of the Emirati youth to their culture,
there is no doubt that the influence of Western (particularly American) and other
cultures in this country is increasing. This is evident from the response of more than
50 percent of the respondents who agree that they have a conflict with the modern
Western culture. What are the reasons for this conflict? Is it the lifestyle or changing
technology or social values that are bothersome for the Emirati youth?

As many respondents indicated, they do not see any problem in “taking things”
from Western culture as long as they are consistent with the local culture rooted in the
Islamic tradition. This would lead us to believe that it is the difference in worldviews
between Emirati and modern/Western culture that lead the youth to such conflicts.
While the Emirati youth are supposedly familiar with the Islamic worldview and
the wisdom behind it, it is imperative that they become familiar with the Western
worldview and how it was shaped. This would enable the youth to distinguish
between the two cultures, as it is the perceived differences between cultures that
lead to cultural conflicts.

The Western worldview is rooted in the secularist philosophy that has gripped the
West since Renaissance, which opposed the authority of religion in the lives of the
masses and at the same time gave rise to humanism* and individualism. While

4. Humanism in modern thought refers to the independence of man from metaphysics and transcen-
dentalism, and his freedom from religious laws.
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Comparing the means between males and females, we can see that there are
significant differences among the means (>.05) in several areas, e.g., heritage,
foods, local products, marriage, clothing, watching TV, and overall conflict with
foreign/Western culture. The males score significantly higher on most of these
items demonstrating a higher affinity with their culture. Scores on all other items
are relatively homogeneous between the two genders, especially for religion,
values, love for community, education on national history, and love for the
ancestors.

Discussion

The sample size used in this study far exceeded the statistical requirements.
The demographic data indicate that significantly more females are studying in
the universities and most come from the rural areas. This certainly has positive
implications for the future of this country as more educated females can serve
as the backbone of the society. The question remains whether these graduates
will find suitable employment as this remains a vital issue in the UAE. For the
majority of respondents “religion” is the most important variable in their lives
and gives them a distinct identity of being a Muslim Arab. The cultural values
in this country are deeply embedded in Islamic tradition; hence, the mean score
for religion and values are equally high. Language is the second most important
variable, and it seems that they know how it is crucial for their identity. The love
for fellow Emiratis, education on heritage and history, love for the ancestors, and
importance of museums, all show the Emiratis” affinity for their people and culture.
These are indeed strong indicators of cultural attachment and belongingness.
While marriage is placed at he bottom of the list, it is understandable as most
students are in their early 20s and their current priority is education.

Females scoring significantly lower on heritage, clothing, food, etc. correlates
with their conflict with Western culture compared to males, while males scoring
higher on “heritage” may imply that parenting for males is more conservative
because of their proneness to higher external influence than females. The more
conservative attitude of males also reflects in their desire for early marriage
and a larger family. The changing role of females in this country from the more
traditional to a modern way of life with higher education and career opportunities
could be a factor in women’s preference to delay marriage and have smaller
families. This kind of response is consistent with research findings from other
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Table 4. Mean responses of male versus female subjects
:gs?g:t)(l)r Gender | N Mean %tg\-/iation t-value P-value
Language Male 289 4.3253 | 1.09517 -1.355 176

Female 438 4.4269 | .91412
Heritage Male 287 3:9233 | 1.26590 2.700 .007
Female 436 3.6697 | 1.21527
Religion Male 289 | 4.5536 | .95273
Female 438 4.6507 | .72161 -1.475 141
Values Male 289 | 4.1349 | .98555 '
Female | 438 4.0525 | .94686 1.121 263
Ancestors Male 289 | 4.1419 | 1.10111
Female 435 3.9839 | 1.03720 1.934 .054
Community | Male 289 | 4.0484 | 1.03636 1.626 104
Female | 437 3:.8268 | 95261
Unigueness | Male 288 | 3.8438 | 1.24376 P18 A75
Female 433 3.7529 | 1.90185
Museums Male 288 3.8299 | 1.22782
Female 437 3.8261 | 1.03026 .043 966
Education Male 288 | 4.0000 | 1.09799
Female 437 3.9130 | .95866 1.097 273
Food Male 288 3.7847 | 1.19618 3.883 000
Female 437 3.4371 | 1.16870
Products Male 286 3.4720 | 1.18363 3.405 001
Female |434 |3.1705 | 1.14873
Marriage Male 287 3.4077 | 1.42321
Female 436 2.7064 | 1.29048 6.724 .000
Clothing Male 288 41146 | 1.23144 3.675 .000
Female | 437 37808 | 1.17593
Sports Male 287 3.4286 | 1.31995
Female | 437 |3.4714 | 1.20862 - 441 659
Music Male 287 31254 | 1.46221 -.144 .885
Female 436 3.1445 | 1.89730 -
Souks Male 288 | 3.3299 | 1.21211 195 .846
Female 436 3.2936 | 3.00361
Hobbies Male 288 3.5382 | 1.24880
Female 437 3.6018 | 1.08018 -.708 479
Medicine Male 287 3.3066 | 1.31561
Female 437 3.3455 | 1.07176 -.418 676
TV Male 288 3.2569 | 1.29457 2.511 .012
Female 436 3.0138 | 1.26302
Overall Male 288 3.9167 | 1.17465 2.169 .030
Female 434 3.7373 | 1.02628
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Table 3. Subject responses on the Likert Scale

(in percentages)

Extremely | Very Somewhat | Slightly Not No
Important Important | Important | Important | Important | Response
Religion 76.5 13.5 6.2 2.5 1.4 0
Language 61.8 24.7 2l 2.7 3.2 3
Values 39.8 373 17.5 29 2.5 A
Community | 35.3 36.6 21541 4.4 2.6 0
Education 349 36.4 20.0 549 2.8 0
Ancestors 42.8 1.6 16.4 5.9 2.9 3
Museums 33.5 32.4 21.7 8.3 4.0 A
Clothing 42.6 26.2 oA 8.1 5.8 N
Food 26.6 29.4 25,7 11.7 6.5 .
Uniqueness | 36.2 24.4 24.7 7.4 6.8 4
Overall " 32.7 24.7 Tk 3.5 4
Hobbies 239 32.8 27.2 9.7 6.2 =
Sports 23.8 29.4 25.8 10.8 9.9 3
Marriage 18.9 i 24.1 18.5 19.8 0
Medicine 173 29.8 30.4 14.0 8.3 3
Heritage 36.2 29.2 16.9 111 6.4 3
Products 172 255 35.6 15:1 i b4
Souks 17.0 20.0 39.0 8.7 9.4 5
Music 17.4 24.6 249 16.0 16.7 =l
™V 16.4 23,1 30.8 14.9 14.4 4
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Table 2. Mean responses in descending order
with confidence intervals

:gz?:;tt};r N Mean Is)tg;fiation C.I. Lower | C.l. Upper
Religion 727 4.6121 0.82206 4.5522 4.672
Language L2 4.3865 0.99058 43144 4.4586
Values 727 4.0853 0.9626 4.0152 4.1554
Ancestors 724 4.047 1.06523 3.9692 4.1247
Community 726 3.9752 0.98789 3.9032 4.0472
Education 725 3.9476 1.01645 3.8735 4.0217
Clothing 725 3.9131 1.20858 3.825 4.0012
Museums 725 3.8276 1.11212 3.7465 3.9087
Overall 722 3.8089 1.09064 37292 - 3.8886
Uniqueness 721 3.789% 1.66998 3.6671 3.9113
Heritage 723 3.7704 1.24097 3.6798 3.861
Hobbies 725 3.5766 1.14971 3.4927 3.6604
Food 725 3.5752 1.1911 3.4883 3.662
Sports 724 3.4544 1.25321 3.363 3.5459
Medicine 724 3.3301 117347 3.2445 3.4158
Souks 724 3.308 2.45184 3.1291 3.4869
Products 720 3.2903 1.17124 3.2046 3.376
Music 723 3.1369 1.73662 3.0101 3.2637
Ry 724 3.1105 1.28032 3.0171 3.2039
Marriage 723 2.9848 1.38694 2.8835 3.0861
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sciences, information technology, social sciences, etc. Respondents from small
towns or villages constituted 61.1 percent of the group, while 37.6 percent were
from the cities. Non-Emiratis attending national institutions made up 1.1 percent
of respondents. For this research, Abu Dhabi and Dubai were the only places
considered as cities because of their metropolitan nature.

Table 1. Respondents’ demographics (in percentages)

Age Gender | Year Major Home
17-20=63.3 Lang=19.6 | City=37.6
21-25=34.6 | M=39.7 | 1-3=80.6 | Engr=19.4 | Village=61.3
N | Valid=727 | 26-33=2.1 F=60.3 | 4-5=19.4 | IT=17.2 Non-
Mean=20.42 S5¢=15.8 Emirati=1.1
Median 20.0000 2.0000 | 2.0000 9.0000 2.0000

Table 2 shows means in descending order (with their confidence intervals)
reflecting affinity with different cultural variables or “identity indicators.”
As evident from this table, the most important item for the respondents was
“religion” followed by “language,” “cultural values,” “love for ancestors,” “the
community,” need for “education on history and culture,” “local clothing,”
and the importance of “historical sites and museums.” Table 3 depicts subject
responses in percentage. For 90 percent of the respondents, religion is either
extremely or very important followed by language (86.5 percent), cultural values
(77.1 percent), and ancestors (74.4 percent). On the other hand, “marriage” is
somewhat, slightly, or not important for most respondents (62.4 percent). In fact,
respondents are about equally divided on each of the five categories of the Likert
scale. Interestingly, marriage is less important for most subjects compared with
other variables in the list. Table 4 depicts the means with their t and p values
separately for males and females. Respondent suggestions for preserving and/or
promoting cultural identity are given in Appendices 2a and 2b.
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Method

Setting and Procedure

This research study was conducted at several university campuses in the UAE.
More than 1,000 students from 16 disciplines were asked to complete the
questionnaire. Seven-hundred and twenty-seven respondents completed almost
all items on the questionnaire and are represented in this study. This researcher
developed the survey items and shared it with a few colleagues and students
familiar with local culture and traditions. Inter-item correlations were computed
to examine the reliability, which yielded Cronbach’s Alpha of .780 for the 20
survey items. The purpose of research was explained to the respondents with
clear instructions given on the top of the questionnaire. The questionnaire itself
consisted of three parts. Part 1 described the demographic details of respondents,
including their age, gender, university level, major, and whether they come from
a city or small town/village. Part 2 comprised 20 items on cultural identity to
be rated on a five-point Likert Scale (Appendix 1). Part 3 asked direct questions
on (a) whether respondents experience any conflict with the modern Western
culture and if they do, what do they do to resolve it; (b) what two suggestions
can they give to preserve/promote cultural affinity among the local youth; and (c)
respondents were asked to write their comments about the questionnaire. SPSS
computer software was used to derive mean and percentage data for all variables
in the study. A mean comparison for subject responses based on gender was
obtained using the t-test. T-value and P-value for each identity indicator were
noted to see if the means are significantly different at 0.05 level. Respondents’
suggestions for preserving cultural identity are given in Appendix 2 and their
comments on the questionnaire were recorded.

Results

Percentage distributions of respondent demographics, mean age, and median
for various variables are given in Table 1. The mean age of respondents was
20.4 years. Out of the 727 respondents, 289 were males and 438 were females.
A majority of the respondents were in the first and second year of college. Most
were from the language departments, followed by engineering and mathematical
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This paper focuses on the cultural identity of the Emirati youth from the
United Arab Emirates (UAE), a country located in the southeastern tip of the
Arabian Peninsula.? With the growing concern for educating the young Emiratis,
the country also seems to have concerns about the cultural aspects and values
systems of the younger generation as there is immense foreign influence on the
minds of the younger people. There are efforts from government agencies to
preserve and promote the national culture that is a blend of the Arab and Islamic
traditions. It is believed that the cultural aspects of local society are eroding from
the personalities of the younger generation. While there are many questions and
concerns here on the issue of identity development and promotion of national
culture, there are hardly any empirical studies available in English. A literature
search was unable to retrieve any research related to identity issues among the
Emirati youth.> How would we know what the youth really think about their
own cultural ideals amidst heavy influence of other cultures? To what extent do
the young Emiratis value their language, ethnic background, religious beliefs,
national pride, education on national history, traditional clothing, sports, ways
of traditional healing, etc.? Do they even know their indigenous culture and can
they distinguish between their own and the modern Western culture? Do they
see any direct conflict with the modern Western culture, and if they do, how do
they go about resolving it? What suggestions do they have as individuals going
through the process of identity development and change on preserving and/or
promoting local culture among themselves? These are the questions addressed
in this study. This paper also attempts to highlight the philosophies behind the
modern Western culture and outline ways of dealing with the challenges that
beset the Emirati youth in the 21st century.

2. The UAE is a federation of seven states established in 1971 after freedom from the British. While
four-fifths of this country is desert, the country has rich oil resources and an indigenous population
that comprises 19 percent of the country’s 2.3 million residents. The expatriates comprise other Arabs
(23 percent), South Asians (50 percent) and other nationalities (8 percent} who are involved mainly
in trade, business, or service sector industries. There are a growing number of educators from the
Western countries here as well. The literacy rate in UAE is 71 percent, and there is a 2:1 female to
male ratio at the UAE University, the country’s only national university.

3. A chapter on “Contemporary Socio-Discursive Formation: The Cultural Construction” is covered
by Kazim (2000), where issue of local identities is briefly addressed and is worth reading. He raises
an interesting point that the present local identity is constructed in relation to the presence of a large
foreign population in this country (413-423).
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later writings only to demonstrate that identity is quite a complex phenomenon
determined by a multiplicity of factors.

Some recent research indicates that issues of individual identity have become
a problem in societies that do not prescribe clear roles and life philosophies
for their youth (Baumeister 1990)." These researchers point out that identity
for adolescents in the medieval (11th—15th century) and early modern periods
(15th—17th century) were clearly defined. However, as Western societies
evolved, conflicts arose between the individual and the state. Identity issues
became more prominent as the gap between individual and state widened
resulting from the philosophical influence of scholars of that age. Many of these
scholars challenged the traditional and existing societal values that left people
in a state of questioning the meaning and purpose of life and finding their real
place and identities in the society. While there is no doubt that the works of these
scholars challenged the existing system, there is also no doubt that their writings
confused many lay people and, at the same time, diverted them from their
existing philosophical, ideological, and even socio-cultural bonds. Psychologists
tell us that identity is firmly rooted in one’s culture and, at the same time, it
reflects one’s culture. In the modern West, identity refers to the achievement
of a stable and familiar sense of self, which depends on “physical and sexual
maturity, competence in abstract thought, and a degree of emotional stability”
(Weiten and Lloyd 2000, 136). While the study of identity issues in non-Western
countries are few and rare, there is a concern that non-Western youth are also
moving in the direction of “foreign,” especially Western, identities because of the
influence of Western media, peer pressure, etc. Embracing Western culture has
left behind the indigenous and traditional beliefs, ideals, norms, and values of
the local populations in many developing countries. We now see that members
of the younger generation in Eastern cultures are moving rapidly in the direction
of Western ideals, i.e., individualism, competitive success, and materialism, and
putting personal goals ahead of group goals as well as defining one’s identity in
terms of personal attributes rather than group behaviors. This is in contrast to
the concept of collectivism that is more representative of the cultures in the East
(Triandis 1994, 1989).

1. As early as 1897, Durkheim (1951) pointed out that loose links between individuals and their
cultural communities may cause great distress leading to suicidal tendencies, especially among the
youth. An unusually high number of suicide cases were recorded among the adolescents in Alaska
where role confusion between societal traditions and mainstream American culture was blamed
{Kettle and Bixler 1991). ‘
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Introduction

The topic of identity is of special interest to psychologists who study how and
why people perceive themselves the way they do. What factors contribute to
the growth and development of the “self?” When a person has a clear and stable
sense of self, we can say that he or she has an “identity.” Several important
theories in the area of identity research have been offered in the last 50 years.
Most of this research is carried out in the West and the theories given by western
scholars. A few prominent works on identity issues include Erikson’s Young
Man Luther (1958), Salinger's Catcher in the Rye (1951), and McCarthy’s The
Crossing (1994). These writings attempt primarily to define individual identity
and show how an individual tries to find some connection with the larger cultural
environment. Erik Erikson (1956), who trained under Sigmund Freud, is generally
credited as the first psychologist to research the topic of identity in some detail.
Initially, Erikson used the term ego identity in referring to the psychological
disturbances in the lives of veterans returning home after World War il. Later, in
1968, he elaborated on the term as involving a person’s feeling of self-sameness
and continuity overtime. Erikson kept on adding more meanings of identity in his

» Department of Psychology, UAE University, Al Ain, United Arab Emirates. The investigator wishes
to acknowledge his sincere appreciation to Research Affairs at the United Arab Emirates University

for the financial support of this project under fund grant #02-11-1-11/05.
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While the UAE is a society in rapid transition, mitigating the primordially
patriarchial structures still has a way to go to make greater use of the country’s
richest human resource of the skilled feminine component in the workforce.

[t does not need to be belabored that a more expeditious employment of
national women would decrease dependency on expatriate labor and further
the goals of Emiratization.

In order to gauge the complexities of employing educated young Emirati
women, a quantitative attitudinal survey was designed to understand the
hopes, concerns and attitudes of Emarati women towards, self, family, society,
work and value system. The survey project was designed to accomplish two
equally important objectives. The first is to use the survey as a training and
capacity-building exercise and as a basis for data gathering, data analysis,
and other activities that will enhance the quality and quantity of social
science research at scholarly institutions in the UAE. In this respect, the study
of women's contributions is intended to increase familiarity and expertise on
delineating and explaining attitudes and behavior.

The second objective was to make a meaningful contribution to understanding
more fully the contributions of women in the UAE, and in particular the
factors that shape popular attitudes about women and either encourage or
present obstacles to women'’s contributions. Findings from the project will be
disseminated in the next issue of the Journal of Social Affairs in order to share
insights and foster greater awareness of issues, opportunities and constraints
on gender stratification and roles.

Journal of Social Affairs



If it is true that attitudes about gender roles are a barometer of how receptive
particular Middle Eastern populations are to more fully including women in
the workforce, then it is vital to know the attitudes and expectations of the
current cohort of Arab women that are about ready to enter in various roles
as contributors to their respective societies. The study examines the attitudes
and expectations of this second generation of UAE women who were born
into greater affluence along with a multiplicity of new ideas in comparison
to their mothers and in comparison to many of the societies throughout the
Middle East. -

In this perspective, it is not surprising that Emirati women are not suppressed
and sequestered behind the high walls of the family domicile as some
stereotypes in the global discourse might infer.

In fact, a recent Gallup analysis cited in the United Arab Yearbook 2007,
states that “the UAE is singular in registering the highest rate of females in
higher education in the entire world... Ninety-five percent of females...who
are enrolled in the final year of secondary school apply for admission to
a higher education institution or to study abroad.” An astounding 85% of
students enrolled in higher education in the UAE are female. Atthe country’s
oldest university — United Arab Emirates University =79% of the nearly 15,000
students engaged in undergraduate and graduate studies are women.

But with these great strides to greater inclusion of women in the public sphere
aside, there is more work to be done. First, what does the young graduate do
with her degree? In partial answer, women account for two-thirds of all UAE
government employees. Percentages of female employees alone identify
“pink collar” sectors.

To illustrate, while women are a majority of university graduates, they are
currently still in the minority as employees within the private sector. The
greatest employers of skilled women are financial services, in which 37%
are female and health care, which is about 35% female. In other words, two/
thirds of employees in these industries are male.

1 2
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Foreword

The Journal of Social Affairs prides itself with the issues central to UAE society
that it addresses at all times. It is thus that the foreword of this issue of the /SA
is intended to pertain to Women in UAE Society, a topic that the journal’s
team has developed a keen interest in exploring. Indeed, a workshop on
Women in UAE Society is being held in collaboration with the American
University of Sharjah and the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, and an
article by the co-editors of the journal will appear in the next issue of the
JSA, sharing the results of this collaborative study with our audience. In this
foreword, we only tackle the rationale for holding this important collaborative
undertaking.

Perceptions about gender stratification and gender relations in the Arab
world have generated considerable discussion throughout the globe since
the flexing of Arab political power within the past several decades. A number
of theorists have decried what they consider as restrictive domestic vs. public
spheres of activity roles where women are thought to be precluded from
even rudimentary participation in public life.

To counter such misconceptions and to provide for more effective social
planning, the collaborative undertaking by the co-editors of the Journal of
Social Affairs intends to present empirical data to provide firm facts of the
complexities of gender role and status in a rapidly changing setting of the
United Arab Emirates.

The research project addresses keys points raised in the 2006 Arab Human
Development Report, which documents a “deficiency” in Arab women’s
contributions to society in general. In discussing the underlying reasons for
this deficit, the AHDR also offers recommendations designed to advance the
contributions of women.

Journal of Social Affairs | Volume 24, Number 93-94, Spring-Summer 2007
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and cultural disciplines largely within the humanities and social sciences. The JSA
welcomes manuscripts from a wide variety of fields, including anthropology, cultural
studies, economics, education, history, international relations, law, philosophy,
psychology, and sociology, as well as interdisciplinary treatments that include some
of these disciplines. The JSA especially promotes an understanding of the wider Gulf
region in particular and the Middle East in general. Some preference in each issue
will be given to manuscripts that are of direct relevance to the United Arab Emirates
and the Middle East, but manuscripts of wider applicability and comparative in
nature will be sought for publication.

The JSA is published quarterly. Submissions for publication undergo "blind peer
review” by multiple referees. Manuscripts are acknowledged within two weeks of
receipt, with a decision rendered on publication generally within three months.
Issues of the JSA may be devoted to specified themes, such as those that result from
conferences sponsored by AUS and/or the Sociological Association of the UAE.

Since 2001, the English language section of the JSA has published contributions by Tim
Niblock {University of Exeter), Louis Fisher (Congressional Research Service), David
Apter (Yale University), David J. Roxburgh (Harvard University), Albrecht Schnabel
(United Nations University), Peter Hellyer (Abu Dhabi islands Archeological Survey),
Mark N. Katz (George Mason University) and J. Milton Yinger (Oberlin College), Abbas
Maleki (Intermational Institute for Caspian Studies, iran), Ali A. Mazrui {Binghamton
University and Cornell University), Helle Lykke Nielsen (University of Southern
Denmark), Tony Allan (University of London (SOAS)), William Granara {Harvard
University), Mark Tesster and Dan Corstange (University of Michigan), Serge Sur
(University of Paris), Mouawiya At-Awad (United Arab Emirates University) and Adam B.
Flhiraika (Istamic Ressarch and Training Institute), Sulayman Khalaf (University of
Sharjah), Kamal Abdel-Malek (American University of Sharjah), Mutasem Al Fadel and
Rania Maroun (American University of Beirut), Peter Rogers and Jorge Ramirez-Vallejo
(Harvard University), Ahmed AlShahi (Oxford University), Muhsin AlMusawi {Columbia
University and American University of Sharjah), and Michael Glennon (Tufts University),
and Hussein Amery (Colorada School of Mines) arnong others.

For further information about the JSA and subscriptions please see:
wwwe. aus.edu/journals/jsa/

Send manuscripts in English to: Send manuscripts in Arabic to:
Nada Mourtada-Sabbah, Ph.D. Mohammed Al-Mutawa, Ph.D.

JSA, Deputy Editor-in-Chief JSA, Editor-in-Chief

American University of Sharjah The Sociotogical Association of the UAE
P.O. Box 26666, Sharjah B.0. Box 3745, Sharjah

United Arab Emirates United Arab Emirates

nmourtada-jsa@aus.edu
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The American University of Sharjah (AUS) is a private, nonprofit, coeducational,
American-style institution located in the Emirate of Sharjah, United Arab Emirates.
It is affiliated with the American University in Washington, D.C., which provides the
senior academic leadership for AUS. The language of instruction at AUS is English.
All classes and administrative functions are carried out in English. AUS admitted its
first students and began classes in the fall of 1997, and is the first comprehensive
university of its kind in the Gulf region. The University is committed to a vision of
itself as an independent institution based on the American model, but one which is
thoroughly grounded in Arab culture. AUS was established by His Highness, Sheik Dr.

Sultan Bin Mohammed Al Qassimi, Supreme Council Member, Ruler of Sharjah.

The Sociological Association of the UAE was established in 1981 for the public bene-

fit. Its goals and purposes are:

to provide a representative body for professionals in the social sciences;
to better serve the needs of society by increasing and maintaining standards of excel-
lence for professionals in the social sciences;
to disseminate culture and promote social awareness among all classes of society,
in conjunction with other public and benevolent institutions, in order to achieve the
highest level of social harmony and cohesiveness; '
to promote scholarly research that will help identify factors and problems that inhib-
it the appropriate development of society, and that will help design and select the
best policies for dealing with such factors and problems;
to offer support to individuals and groups wha are unable to fully take advantage of
governmental services, or who have special needs, such as the handicapped, the
aged, minors, orphans, and any children without parents to care for them;
to promote the exchange of information with other Arab and international
Associations that specialize in the social sciences by all conventional means, such
as the organization of seminars and study groups, sponsorship of local conferences,
sponsorship of attendance by members at conferences of other Associations, and the
publication of hooks and scholarly journals;

- to improve the conditions of employment for professionals in the social sciences,

and to offer financial, social, and cultural services to members of the Association.
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