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Introduction

Shihab al-Din Ahmad Ibn Tawq, a notary in late fifteenth-century Damascus, liked
to keep a detailed record of his transactions and other memorable events. This is
what he wrote in his diary on Safar 19, 890 (March 7, 1485):

Monday the 19th. In the last few days the weather was very windy. The gusts broke in
half an almond tree in the garden, one of the big ones. The tree fell on a heavy pear tree
and trimmed its upper half. Many trees were lost. Let us seek refuge in Allah from the
wickedness of our souls and our evil deeds.

I divorced my wife at her request, by mutual consent, after being accused of repudi-
ating her and for doing things and not doing others. The witnesses were Ibn Nir al-Din
al-Khattabt and his colleague Ibn al-Dayri. She became unlawful to me.

In the afternoon we witnessed the remarriage of Yasuf ibn Khalid and his divorcee,
the manumitted slave-girl of Amat Sultan, in the Mosque of Manjak. The marriage gift
was 10 AshrafT gold coins, which remain a due debt upon the groom. The witnesses were
the writer of these lines and Ibn Nir al-Din al-Khattabi. Shaykh Muhanna presided, and
Ibn al-Dayri accepted the marriage on behalf of the groom.'

Divorce was pervasive in late medieval Damascus. As a notary, Ibn Tawq made
his living out of witnessing the divorce deeds and the subsequent marriages of
other Damascene couples, many of which he then recorded in his diary. Squeezed
between the storm that swept through his backyard and his afternoon business in
the mosque, Ibn Tawq’s own divorce has an almost casual air to it. The reasons for
the divorce remain obscure. The relations between the long-time spouses appear to
have been good. The only mention of a row came three years earlier, when the two
quarreled over the bracelets worn by their daughter Fatima, and Ibn Tawq threat-
ened to divorce his wife if she let Fatima wear them again.” More recently, there
was some domestic tension on account of the slave maid, whom Ibn Tawq felt
showed him disrespect. He even records beating the slave-girl with a stick, some-
thing for which he felt deeply ashamed.’ There was also the matter of Ibn Tawq’s

Shihab al-Din Ahmad Ibn Tawq, Al-Ta liq. Yawmiyyat Shihab al-Din Ahmad Ibn Tawq (834/1430-
915/1509): Mudhakkirat Kutibat bi-Dimashq ft Awakhir al- Ahd al-Mamluki, 885/1480-908/1502,
ed. Ja*far al-Muhajir, vol. I (885/1480-890/1485) (Damascus: Institut Frangais de Damas, 2000),
449.

2 Ibid., 153. 3 Ibid., 431.
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outstanding debt to a textile merchant called Zayn al-Din. At the beginning of the
month Ibn Tawq swore to repudiate his wife three times if he were to ask Zayn
al-Din for another loan as long as the existing debt was not paid.* While the diary
has no mention of a remarriage, two-and-a-half months later Ibn Tawq’s wife gave
birth to their third child, a daughter called ‘A’isha.”> Only then do we learn that she
was in her seventh month when the consensual divorce took place.

The dramatic increase in the rates of divorce over the past several decades has
changed the fabric of Western societies: it is associated with breaking away from
traditional meanings of family and marriage, of gender relations, and of religion.
Most of all, divorce is associated, for good and for bad, with modernity. The rise of
divorce is attributed to diverse facets of modern life: decline in belief, breakdown
in family values, unadulterated individualism and pursuit of self-interest, rising
expectations about marriage, rising life expectancy, increasing economic inde-
pendence of women and the empowering effect of feminism. The link between
modernity and soaring divorce rates has led many to question the future viability
of marriage as a social institution.®

This has been a Eurocentric debate if there ever was one. The outpouring of
scholarly and popular works dealing with the rise of divorce in the West all but
disregards the historical examples of past societies in which divorce rates have
been consistently high. Two major examples are pre-modern Japan and Islamic
Southeast Asia. In nineteenth-century Japan at least one in eight marriages ended
in divorce.” In West Java and the Malay Peninsula divorce rates were even higher,
reaching 70 percent in some villages, as late as the middle of the twentieth century.®
In these societies divorce was part and parcel of tradition; it was frequent and
normative, and did not involve any stigma that would hinder the remarriage of
divorced persons. In direct opposition to developments in the West, modernity
brought with it greater stability in marriage and a sharp decline in divorce rates.’

The pre-modern Middle East was another traditional society that had consis-
tently high rates of divorce over long periods of time. Despite some current misgiv-
ings over the imminent disintegration of the Muslim family as a result of frequent
divorces, the fact is that divorce rates were higher in Ottoman or medieval Muslim
societies than they are today.'” A decade of research on the history of Ottoman fam-
ilies, mostly drawing on the abundant court registers, has shown that divorce was a

4 Ibid., 442. 3 Ibid., 472.

6 On divorce in Western societies, see R. Phillips, Untying the Knot. A Short History of Divorce
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); L. Stone. Road to Divorce: England 1530-1987
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990).

7 Laurel L. Cornell, “Peasant Women and Divorce in Pre-industrial Japan,” Signs 15 (1990), 710-32.

8 Gavin W. Jones, “Modernization and Divorce: Contrasting Trends in Islamic Southeast Asia and
the West,” Population and Development Review 23 (1997), 95-114.

9 William J. Goode, World Changes in Divorce Patterns (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993),
214-49.

10 On the current debate on divorce in the Middle East, see M. Zilfi, “‘We Don’t Get Along” Women
and Hul Divorce in the Eighteenth Century,” in M. Zilfi (ed.), Women in the Ottoman Empire: Middle
Eastern Women in the Early Modern Era (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1997), 264-5. On the current rates of
divorce in Middle Eastern countries, see Goode, World Changes, 270.
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common feature of family life. In eighteenth-century Aleppo divorce was a “fairly
common occurrence,” with at least 300 divorces registered annually, and many
more going on unregistered.'’ The court of Ottoman Nablus recorded as many
marriages as divorces, which shows “relatively high rates of divorce.”'? A similar
picture of high divorce rates and a normative attitude to divorce emerges from
studies of Ottoman court records in Istanbul, Cairo, Cyprus, Sofia and ‘Ayntab.'?
Divorce in medieval Middle East societies appears to have been just as com-
mon. Due to the general absence of pre-Ottoman court records, the evidence tends
to be qualitative rather than quantitative, but several studies based on legal opin-
ions (fatwas) from medieval North Africa and al-Andalus give the impression of
a pattern of frequent and normative divorce.'* The prevalence of divorce among
the non-Muslim minorities in medieval Islam is an indirect testimony to the fre-
quency of divorce among the Muslim majority. In the thirteenth century the Coptic
Church of Egypt, which originally regarded marriage as a holy and unbreakable
sacrament, was forced to legalize limited forms of divorce. This legal change
allowed the ecclesiastical law to follow the practice of the Coptic community,
undoubtedly influenced by its Muslim neighbors.!> Similarly, the papers of the
Cairo Geniza, relating to the Jewish community of medieval Cairo, show that

11" A. Marcus, The Middle East on the Eve of Modernity: Aleppo in the Eighteenth Century (New York:

Columbia University Press, 1989), 206.

J. Tucker, “Ties that Bound: Women and Family in Eighteenth and Nineteenth-Century Nablus,”

in N. Keddie and B. Baron (eds.), Women in Middle Eastern History: Shifting Boundaries in Sex

and Gender (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), 241. See also J. Tucker, In the House of the

Law: Gender and Islamic Law in Ottoman Syria and Palestine (Berkeley: University of California

Press, 1998).

I3 R. Jennings, “Divorce in the Ottoman Sharia Court of Cyprus, 1580-1640,” ST 77-78 (1993), 155—
68; A. A. Abdal-Rehim, “The Family and Gender Laws in Egypt during the Ottoman Period,” in A.
El-Azhary Sonbol (ed.), Women, Family and Divorce Laws in Islamic History (Syracuse: Syracuse
University Press, 1996), 96-111; S. Ivanova, “The Divorce between Zubaida Hatun and Essaied
Osman Aga: Women in the Eighteenth-Century Shari‘a Court of Rumelia,” in El-Azhary Sonbol
(ed.), Women, Family and Divorce Laws, 112-25; Zilfi, ““We Don’t Get Along’”; L. Peirce, “‘She
is Trouble and I Will Divorce Her” Orality, Honor and Divorce in the Ottoman Court of ‘Aintab,” in
G. Hambly (ed.), Women in the Medieval Islamic World: Power, Patronage, Piety (London: Curzon
Press, 1999), 269-300. The following studies play down the incidence of divorce in Ottoman society,
but without, I believe, due critical approach to their sources: M. Meriwether, The Kin Who Count.
Family and Society in Ottoman Aleppo, 1770—-1840 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1999), 130;
F. Zarinebaf-Shahr, “Women, Law and Imperial Justice in Ottoman Istanbul in the late Seventeenth
Century,” in El-Azhary Sonbol (ed.), Women, Family and Divorce Laws, 87.

14 D Powers, “Women and Divorce in the Islamic West: Three Cases,” Hawwa 1 (2003), 29-45; D.

Powers, “Women and Courts in the Maghrib, 1300-1500,” in M. Khalid Masud, Rudolf Peters

and David S. Powers (eds.), Dispensing Justice in Muslim Courts: Qadis, Procedures and Judg-

ments (forthcoming); H. R. Idris, “Le mariage en Occident musulman d’aprés un choix de fatwas
médiévales extraites du Mi‘yar d’al-WanSaris1,” S 32 (1970), 157-67; H. R. Idris, “Le mariage en

Occident musulman. Analyse de fatwas médiévales extraites du Mi‘yar d’al-WanSarisi,” Revue de

1'Occident Musulman et de la Méditerranée 12 (1972),45-62; 17 (1974),71-105;25 (1978), 119-38;

A. Zomefio, Dote y matrimonio en al-Andalus y el norte de Africa. Estudio de la jurisprudencia

isldmica medieval (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigationes Cientificas, 2000).

Mohamed Afifi, “Reflections on the Personal Laws of Egyptian Copts,” in el-Azhary Sonbol (ed.),

Women, Family and Divorce Laws, 202—-15; Jacques Masson, “Histoire des causes du divorce dans le

tradition canonique copte (des origines au XIlle siecle),” Studia Orientalia Christiana. Collectanea

14 (1970-1), 163-250; 15 (1972-3), 181-294.

12
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divorce was “abundantly practiced,” with divorce “much more common in these
times and places than [it was amongst] the Jewish families of Europe and America
until the last generation.” In fact, the earliest fragment of paper found in the Geniza
is a divorce deed.'®

Yet, despite the acknowledged prevalence of divorce in pre-modern Muslim
societies, historians have still to problematize divorce as a social institution. In
most accounts, divorces simply happen, like an act of God. In his study of Ottoman
Aleppo, Marcus highlights the way divorce and high mortality rates broke up
households and dispersed parents and children; but he overlooks the dissimilarity
between man-made divorce and the natural causes of high mortality.'” Other his-
torians, also drawing on Ottoman court records, outlined the common legal causes
for divorces, noting that consensual separation (khul ) appears to have been as
common as unilateral repudiation by the husband (talag).'® But few have asked
why divorces were so common, or attempted to identify what social forces made
couples separate from each other so frequently, or suggested what it all tells us
about pre-modern Muslim societies in general — and in particular about the nature
of marriage, family and patriarchy.

However, in a patriarchal society, divorce appears to be a paradox. Though
inscribed in Islamic law as a patriarchal privilege, divorce undermines the patri-
archal social order by destabilizing households, increasing the number of female-
headed households and debasing the ideal of marriage. If the family was indeed the
central building block of pre-modern Muslim society, and an institution that was
to be protected from the penetrating eyes of the public gaze, then we would expect
the incidence of divorce to be as low as possible. Indeed, if the ideal family of
medieval Muslim societies was the patriarchal household, frequent divorce would
surely have resulted in the creation of familial institutions that were less than ideal,
as many more women would have had to make a living on their own. Moreover, if
medieval Muslim societies looked upon the unattached young female as a threat
to morality, and if marriage was so highly prized for both men and women, we
would expect to find divorce being used only as a last resort. This was clearly not
the case for much of the history of the Islamic Middle East.

This book sets out to explain the economic, legal and social causes of Muslim
divorce in the Middle Eastern cities of Cairo, Damascus and Jerusalem in the
Mamluk period (1250-1517). The starting point is the emergence of the Mamluk
state in Egypt, Syria and Palestine, and the consolidation of a distinct military
elite largely composed of ex-slaves (mamliiks), divided by any number of military
households, and headed by a sultan residing in the capital, Cairo. The end point
is the demise of this state at the hands of the Ottomans, an event that also marked
the end of the medieval political and social order. These two-and-a-half centuries

16°S. D. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society. The Jewish Communities of the Arab World as Portrayed
in the Documents of the Geniza, 6 vols. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967-93),
vol. 111, 260-72.

17 Marcus, On the Eve of Modernity, 198.

18 See in particular Zilfi, ““We Don't Get Along’”; Peirce, “‘She is Trouble and I Will Divorce Her.””
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of Mamluk rule are unified by enduring political and legal institutions, many of
which can be attributed to the first Mamluk sultans. But this was also a period
of radical changes. From the viewpoint of family history, the period should be
divided along the fault-line of the first outbreak of the Black Death in 749/1348.
The plague, which was to recur at periodic intervals of ten to fifteen years, inflicted
a staggering death toll of up to a third of the urban population. The demographic
disaster, alongside its traumatic economic repercussions, indirectly triggered a
transformation in gender relationships within families.

The population of Mamluk Cairo, Damascus and Jerusalem was cross-cut by
sharp distinctions of wealth and rank, language and religion. The ruling horse-
riding military elite, whose members mostly spoke to each other in Turkish or
Circassian, was assisted by an indigenous Arabic-speaking scholarly elite, who
filled the ranks of the state bureaucracy and judiciary. This state apparatus strad-
dled some of the largest metropolises in the medieval world, most notably the
capital, Cairo, which may have had up to a quarter of a million inhabitants. The
population of these cities was a hotchpotch of different ethnic groups, including siz-
able Christian and Jewish minorities, who were autonomous in applying their own
family law. While the main focus of this book is the application of Islamic family
law among the Muslim Sunni majority, it will become evident that, despite the dif-
ferences in legal frameworks, Muslims, Jews and Christians shared broadly similar
family structures, as well as fairly similar notions of the ideal family. The Jewish
family of the Geniza and the Muslim family of the Mamluk period were not very
far apart.

The incidence of divorce in Mamluk society was remarkably high. The diary
of the notary Shihab al-Din Ibn Tawq gives ample testimony to the pervasiveness
of divorce in late fifteenth-century Damascus, and the work of the contemporary
Egyptian scholar Muhammad b. “Abd al-Rahman al-Sakhaw1 (d. 902/1497) does
the same for Cairo. In his mammoth centennial biographical dictionary, containing
12,000 entries for notable men and women, al-Sakhawi recorded information on
the marital history of about 500 women.'” This sample, the largest we have for
any period of medieval Islam (and the subject of a more detailed analysis later
in this book), shows a pattern of repeated divorces and remarriages by Mamluk
women. At least a third of all the women mentioned by al-Sakhaw1 married more
than once, with many marrying three times or more. The reason for the high rates
of remarriage was mainly the frequency of divorce; according to al-Sakhawt’s
records, three out of ten marriages in fifteenth-century Cairo ended in divorce.”’

19 Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sakhawi, al-Daw ‘al-Lami Ti-Ahl al-Qarn al-Tasi", ed. Husam
al-Qudst, 12 vols. (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Quds, 1934-6).

20 B Musallam, “The Ordering of Muslim Societies,” in F. Robinson (ed.), The Cambridge Illustrated
History of the Islamic World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 186-97; Y. Rapoport,
“Divorce and the Elite Household in Late Medieval Cairo,” Continuity and Change 16/2 (August
2001), 201-18. See also H. Lutfi, “Al-Sakhawi’s Kitab al-Nisa’ as a Source for the Social and
Economic History of Muslim Women during the Fifteenth Century AD,” Muslim World 71 (1981),
104-24; R. Roded, Women in the Islamic Biographical Dictionaries: From Ibn Sad to Who'’s Who
(Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1994).
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The frequency of divorce in Mamluk society forces a re-thinking of gender
relations in medieval Muslim societies, and in particular their economic and legal
dimensions. From an economic perspective, we need to reconsider women’s eco-
nomic independence within and outside marriage. Since divorce was so common,
and sometimes perhaps arbitrary, women could not have been as dependent on
their husbands as Muslim jurists would have us believe. Frequent divorce sug-
gests that marriage was not a promise of financial security, and that alternative
sources of revenue must have been available to divorced (as well as widowed)
women.

From a legal perspective, the notion of divorce as a patriarchal privilege needs
to be put in a social context. Was the frequency of divorce a simple result of the
easy repudiation allowed by Islamic law? Should the history of divorce, as one
scholar put it, be part of the “histories of distress,” alongside domestic violence?”!
In part, the questions appear to be: Did men or women initiate the majority of
divorces, and what were the most common reasons underlying divorce? But the
frequency of divorce and its value as a symbol of patriarchy require us to broach a
larger question, which is, like divorce itself, at the intersection of law and society:
How did Islamic family law translate into the reality of medieval marriage?

The economic causes and implications of frequent divorces, and in particular
women’s financial independence, are the subject of the first three chapters of this
book. The first chapter focuses on the dowries brought by Mamluk brides. The
dowry, almost always in the form of a trousseau, was a major factor determining
the degree of women’s economic independence, especially among the Mamluk
elites. Far from being token gifts, dowries functioned as a form of pre-mortem
inheritance reserved exclusively for daughters. Once the dowry was donated by
the bride’s parents, it remained under the woman'’s exclusive ownership and control
throughout marriage, and then again through widowhood and divorce.

The second chapter focuses on the majority of working women, for whom
dowries were of lesser value. That remunerative work was undertaken by women,
both within and outside marriage, is crucial for an understanding of the balance of
power that existed between husbands and wives, as well as for a comprehension
of the phenomenon of frequent divorce. Wages, mostly from work in the manu-
facture of textiles, allowed many women to remain single for long periods of time,
so forming a sizable and often unacknowledged minority in medieval Muslim
societies.

The third chapter examines the economics of marriage itself. A striking char-
acteristic of Mamluk marriages is the way in which husbands and wives attached a
cash value to various aspects of their relationships. The intrusion of cash contracts
typical of the marketplace challenged the ideal of the autonomous and hierarchi-
cal patriarchal household, and the monetization of marriage was a major factor
determining the rates and patterns of divorce in Mamluk society.

2l Dalenda Largueche, “Confined, Battered and Repudiated Women in Tunis since the Eighteenth
Century,” in El-Azhary Sonbol (ed.), Women, Family and Divorce Laws, 259.
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The basic inequality of Islamic law, whereby a husband can divorce his wife at
will, has been one of the major sources of a husband’s power over his wife. The
absolute right of husbands to dissolve the marriage contract at will, like the absolute
right of a master to manumit his slave, was the ultimate symbol of patriarchal
authority. Yet divorce was rarely a one-sided affair. The fourth chapter shows how
some women manipulated patriarchal ideals in order to initiate divorce, or used
their financial leverage power to force their husbands to grant them a divorce.

The paradoxical role of divorce in simultaneously upholding and undermining
patriarchy is at the core of the fifth chapter, which considers the use of oaths on
pain of divorce. Repudiation was the ultimate symbol of patriarchy, and therefore
the basis for the most solemn and binding type of oath in the Mamluk period —
and also the cause of many unwanted divorces. The main focus of the chapter is
the attempt of the religious reformer Taqt al-Din Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) to
change the Sunni law regarding divorce oaths, an attempt which landed him and
his followers in jail.

A study of Mamluk divorce provides, almost by necessity, a gendered perspec-
tive on Mamluk history. An analysis of the relations of power within households
can contribute to Mamluk political and economic history in ways that go beyond a
simplistic equation of a political patriarchal order and a domestic one. The extraor-
dinary power accorded to oaths on pain of divorce reveals how marital authority
was both evoked and pawned in order to bolster social commitments that went
far beyond the domestic sphere. Our understanding of the medieval Near Eastern
textile industry becomes richer and more complex after considering the contribu-
tion of female spinners, embroiderers and seamstresses. When viewed through the
lenses of gender, the grant of fiefs (igza °) to the sons of the military appears to stem
from the same domestic logic as the inheritance of office in religious institutions.
The increasing intervention of the judicial system in conjugal life, coupled with
the increasing monetization of marriage, tell us a great deal about the role of the
law and, by implication, about the power of the state.

But anyone who seeks in this book a grand narrative about patriarchy and Islam
should be advised to look elsewhere. I have tried, as Lila Abu Lughod advised,
“to specify, to particularize and to ground in practice, place, class and time the
experiences of women and the dynamics of gender.”>” Coming dangerously close
to being anecdotal, this book attempts to individualize these experiences. I have
sought to rescue from the historical texts and documents a sense of the humanity
of the people whose lives — the very intimate and personal aspects of their lives —
I am recounting in this book. I purposefully elaborated and extended the sections
dealing with individuals like the seamstress Dayfa or the slave-girl Zumurrud and
her consecutive marriages. These are not merely case studies illustrating a point;
I hope they acquired a life of their own.

22 1. Abu Lughod, “Feminist Longings and Postcolonial Conditions,” in L. Abu Lughod (ed.), Remak-
ing Women. Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1998), 22.
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Sources

More is probably known about women in Mamluk society than in any other
medieval Muslim milieu.”> Mamluk society left us a wealth of legal and liter-
ary sources pertaining to the private or domestic life of its members, and these
sources compensate for the almost complete absence of court archives. As is true
for other periods of medieval Islam, very few Mamluk documents survived in their
original form. The Haram collection, consisting of about a thousand documents
mostly emanating from the court of a late fourteenth-century gadi, is the only
Mamluk court archive in our possession. It has been catalogued by Donald Little,
and was the subject of a monograph by Huda Lutfi, who paid unusual attention to
questions of gender.”* Hundreds of endowment deeds, mainly originating in late
fifteenth-century Cairo, have also survived. Their contribution to our understand-
ing of gender relations in Mamluk society has been highlighted by Carl Petry.>
More directly relevant to the study of divorce are about a dozen Muslim marriage
contracts from the Mamluk period unearthed during archaeological excavations in
Egypt. The Geniza adds a few documents relating to Jewish marriage and divorce,
although most of the Geniza material dates from the Fatimid period.

While the documentary evidence is thin, there is a wealth of other types of legal
sources from the Mamluk period. These include legal manuals that reproduce
models of common documents for the use of notaries; compilations of responsa
by contemporary muftis, mostly dealing with real-life cases; and descriptions of
judicial proceedings in chronicles, some of which were composed by court offi-
cials. Legal matters are also discussed by the authors of prescriptive treatises,
primarily because judicial practice tended to deviate from proper moral behavior.
The Madkhal of the Cairene MalikT jurist Ibn al-Hajj (d. 737/1336-7) is the most
well-known example of this kind of Mamluk moralistic literature.”® In all these
types of legal sources divorce occupies a prominent place. Since criminal law
was mainly handled by the lay courts headed by military officials, family law and
commercial law were the primary responsibilities of gadis and muftis.

While using Mamluk legal sources, one has to keep in mind the pluralism of
the Mamluk legal system, a pluralism that allowed individuals to approach the
law in a strategic manner. The Mamluk judicial system allowed litigants to choose

23 Ahmad ‘Abd al-Raziq, La femme au temps des Mamlouks en Egypte (Cairo: Institut francais
d’archéologie orientale, 1973), is a useful introduction, even though largely anecdotal and with
a heavy emphasis on the military elite. For a review, see N. Keddie, “Problems in the Study of
Middle Eastern Women,” IJMES 10 (1979), 225-40.

D. Little, A Catalogue of the Islamic Documents from al-Haram a$-Sarif in Jerusalem (Beirut and
Wiesbaden: F. Steiner, 1984); H. Lutfi, Al-Quds al-Mamlitkiyya: A History of Mamlik Jerusalem
Based on the Haram Documents (Berlin: K. Schwarz, 1985); H. Lutfi, “A Study of Six Fourteenth-
Century Igrars from al-Quds Relating to Muslim Women,” JESHO 26 (1983), 246-94.

C. Petry, “Class Solidarity Versus Gender Gain: Women as Custodians of Property in Later Medieval
Egypt,” in Keddie and Baron (eds.), Women in Middle Eastern History, 122-42.

H. Lutfi, “Manners and Customs of Fourteenth-Century Cairene Women: Female Anarchy Versus
Male Shar‘1 Order in Muslim Prescriptive Treatises,” in Keddie and Baron (eds.), Women in Middle
Eastern History, 99—121.
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Introduction 9

the school doctrine they found most suitable to the case in hand. Chief gadis
representing all four Sunni schools of law presided in Cairo and Damascus, and
during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the model was extended to include
most other Mamluk urban centers.”’ The differences between the doctrines of the
four schools allowed litigants a considerable room for maneuver. For example, a
bride who wished to insert stipulations into her marriage contract could appeal to
a Hanbalf judge, since only the Hanbalis affirmed the validity of such stipulations.
The school affiliation of the litigants appears to have been irrelevant.”®

Another feature of the pluralism of the legal system were the fatwas, or legal
responsa, issued by muftis. Instead of appearing before a gadr, litigants could put
their case to a mufti, whose ruling would be authoritative but not enforceable. The
authority of muftis did not derive from any official appointment, although most
were either employed in the judiciary or given positions in educational institutions.
Rather, the muftr and the gadr filled complementary functions. First, a favorable
answer from a mufti was sought prior to court litigation before the gadi. Second,
while the gadr had to follow the established orthodoxy, a mufti (even if it was
the same man) was able to challenge the school doctrine. By virtue of the respect
they commanded, distinguished muftis were able to perform the functions of the
“author-jurist,” with responsibility for articulating, legitimizing and ultimately
effecting legal change.”” The most influential author-jurists of the Mamluk period
were the above-mentioned Ibn Taymiyya, a Hanbali jurist with no official position,
and his contemporary, the chief Shafi‘t gadi Taqt al-Din al-Subki (d. 756/1355).

But the study of Mamluk marriage and divorce is made possible, first and
foremost, by the autobiographical bent of much of Mamluk historiography. In
the Mamluk period we find an unusual production of overtly autobiographical
works, i.e., works devoted explicitly to the self-representation of the author.*
Autobiographical material was often also inserted within the annalistic form of
historical works. Many Mamluk chronicles and biographical dictionaries can be
read like memoirs in which medieval historians talk about their families — children
and female relatives included. They also furnish us with intimate information on
friends or acquaintances, who had hoped to be immortalized through the text.’!

27 J. Escovitz, “The Establishment of Four Chief Judgeships in the Mamluk Empire,” JAOS 102
(1982), 529-31; J. Nielsen, “Sultan al-Zahir Baybars and the Appointment of Four Chief Qadfs,
663/1265,” SI160 (1984), 167-76; S. Jackson, “The Primacy of Domestic Politics: Ibn Bint al-A‘azz
and the Establishment of the Four Chief Judgeships in Mamluk Egypt,” JAOS 115 (1995), 52-65;
Y. Rapoport, “Legal Diversity in the Age of Taglid: The Four Chief Qadis under the Mamluks,” ILS
10/2 (2003), 210-28.

The possibility of choosing the most suitable doctrine from among the four legal schools is well
attested in Ottoman court records. See, with regard to family law, Abdal-Rehim, “The Family and
Gender Laws in Egypt”’; Tucker, In the House of the Law, 83 ff.

'W. Hallaq, Authority, Continuity and Change in Islamic Law (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2001), 166-235.

Dwight F. Reynolds, Interpreting the Self. Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2001), 52-71.

Reynolds, Interpreting the Self, 44-45; Nuha N. Khoury, “The Autobiography of Ibn al-‘Adim as
Told to Yaqut al-Rami,” Edebiyat: Special Issue — Arabic Autobiography 7/2 (1997), 289-311.
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10 Marriage, Money and Divorce in Medieval Islamic Society

While earlier historical writing had also dealt with these topics, it was usually
in the framework of a political history where marriage was first and foremost an
alliance between two households or dynasties. In the Mamluk period, on the other
hand, we can look beyond the ruler’s palace. When contemporary authors write
about their own lives, they shed light on the families of the predominantly civilian
upper and middle classes to which they belonged.

Generally speaking, we can expect more intimate details about family life from
a late fifteenth-century author than from a historian writing in the thirteenth cen-
tury. It is possible to speak of two stages in Mamluk historiography. The first
can be identified with a group of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Syrian histo-
rians. Authors like Abii Shama (d. 665/1268), al-Yunint (d. 726/1326), al-Jazart
(d. 739/1338) and al-Safadi (d. 764/1363) introduced a more literary style of
historical writing by incorporating a large number of anecdotes, poetry, and a cer-
tain degree of colloquialism. They also tended to include more autobiographical
elements than their predecessors or their Egyptian contemporaries. A group of
fifteenth-century historians, many of them students or associates of the Egyptian
qadi, historian and traditionist Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalant (d. 852/1449), introduced a
second phase in Mamluk historiography. Al-Sakhawt, the most prolific historian
of the late fifteenth century, devoted much space to his personal affairs, and was
unusually gossipy when writing biographies of women. Historians like al-Biqa‘1
(d. 885/1480), Ibn Iyas (d. 930/1524) or Ibn Tuliin (d. 953/1546) composed chron-
icles that are also semi-memoirs, and the work of Ibn Tawq is, for all practices
and purposes, a diary.*

Women are well represented in Mamluk historiography, but they do not rep-
resent themselves. Mamluk women did not leave us chronicles and biographical
dictionaries, nor, for that matter, almost any other form of literary production. Why
this is so is not self-evident. We know that families of the educated classes took
pride in teaching their daughters to read and write. In the Geniza we find private let-
ters written by Jewish women.** Nudar (d. 730/1330), the daughter of the Muslim
philologist Ibn Hayyan, copied her father’s works in several volumes, and so did
Fatima (d. 731/1331), daughter of the historian al-Birzali.** Several literate elite

32 1i Guo, “Mamluk Historiographic Studies: The State of the Art,” MSR 1 (1997), 15-43; D. Little,
“Historiography of the Ayytbid and the Mamlik Epochs,” in C. Petry (ed.), The Cambridge History
of Egypt, vol. I: Islamic Egypt, 640—1517 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 421-32.
J. Kramer, “Women’s Letters from the Cairo Genizah: A Preliminary Study” (in Hebrew), in Yael
Atzmon (ed.), Eshnav le-Hayehen shel Nashim be-Hevrot Yehudiyot (Jerusalem: Merkaz Zalman
Shazar, 1995), 161-81.

Both died in the prime of their youth, and we owe their biographies to their mourning fathers. On
Nudar see al-JazarT, Ta rikh Hawadith al-Zaman wa-Anba ihi wa-Wafayat al-Akabir wa’l-A ‘yan min
Abna’ihi. Al-Ma ‘rif bi-Ta’rikh Ibn al-Jazart, ed. ‘Umar ‘Abd al-Salam Tadmurd, 3 vols. (Sayda: al-
Maktabah al-*Asriyya, 1998), vol. II, 240; Th. Emil Homerin, “‘I've stayed by the Grave’. A Nasib
for Nudar,” in Mustansir Mir (ed.), Literary Heritage of Classical Islam. Arabic and Islamic Studies
in Honor of James A. Bellamy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 107-18; Reynolds,
Interpreting the Self, 77. On Fatima bt. ‘Alam al-Din al-Birzali, see al-Jazari, Ta rikh, vol. I, 477;
Khalil b. Aybak al-Safadi, A ‘yan al- ‘Asr wa-A ‘wan al-Nasr, ed. “All Abi Zayd, Nabil Abi ‘Amasha,
Muhammad al-Maw‘id and Mahmud Salim Muhammad, 6 vols. (Damascus: Dar al-Fikr, 1998),
vol. IV, 30. See also the biography of Fatima bt. Kamal al-Din al-Maghribi (d. 728/1328), who was
known for her superb handwriting (al-Jazari, Ta rikh, vol. 11, 297).
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Introduction 11

women are mentioned by al-Sakhawi in his biographical dictionary.*> And yet, all
that these women have left us are several poems composed by a single woman,
‘A’isha al-Ba‘finiyya (d. 922/1516), as well as a few verse fragments scattered in
historical works.*® The relative absence of female authors was not simply for want
of literate women; rather, the forms and the extent of female literary expression
were subject to social restrictions. In a society that attached high value to texts,
authorship was an empowering act.’’ In the last instance, in spite of the wealth of
the material, we are forced to read divorce through the prism of husbands.

Finally, many issues of marriage and family life have been left out. There is
hardly any discussion of the choice of spouses. Polygamy and concubinage are
touched upon indirectly as causes of divorces; but they deserve a monograph of
their own. Another lacuna is the conspicuous rarity of the word “love.” This is
not to deny the existence of such emotions between medieval husbands and wives.
On the contrary, I take my lead from Goitein, who, after pointing out differences
between a medieval marriage and what we would like to see in a modern one,
still pleads with us: “When Geniza husbands speak of love, we should take them
seriously.”*® A history of love — and of sexuality — in the medieval Near East is
both doable and important. But it deserves a separate study based on a wider range
of sources. In particular, the evidence of popular literature and of poetry, hardly
used in this work, promises to reveal much that we still do not know about the
lives of medieval men and women.*

3, Berkey, “Women and Islamic Education in the Mamluk Period,” in Keddie and Baron (eds.),
Women in Middle Eastern History, 147-9; Lutfi, “al-SakhawT’s Kitab al-Nisa’,” 119-21; Roded,
Women in the Islamic Biographical Dictionaries, 69.

For ‘A’isha al-Ba‘@iniyya and her poetry, see Reynolds, Interpreting the Self, 8; Najm al-Din al-
Ghazzi, al-Kawakib al-Sa’ira bi-A‘yan al-Mi'ah al- ‘Ashirah, ed. Jibril Sulayman Jabbur, 3 vols.
(Beirut: American University Press, 1945-59), vol. I, 287-92. For al-Sakhawt’s correspondence in
verse with his neighbor Sutayta bt. Kamal al-Din Ibn Shirin (b. 855/1451), see al-Sakhawi Daw’,
vol. XII, 107-12 (no. 674). Al-Suyiitt, who compiled a collection of women’s poetry from the
classical sources, fails to mention even one poetess from the Mamluk period (Jalal al-Din al-Suyti,
Nuzhat al-Julasa ft Ash ar al-Nisa’, ed. Salah al-Din al-Munajjid (Beirut: Dar al-Makshaf, 1958)).
Dana al-Sajdi, “Trespassing the Male Domain: The Qasidah of Layla al-Akhyaliyya,” Journal of
Arabic Literature 31 (2000), 121-46. In Sung China one finds a similar gap between the spread of
literacy among elite women and the scanty remains of their literary production (P. Ebrey, The Inner
Quarters. Marriage and the Lives of Chinese Women in the Sung Period [Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1993], 120-24).

Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, vol. 111, 165.

On how one may proceed on the subject of sexuality, see R. Irwin, “‘Alr al-Baghdadi and the
Joy of Mamluk Sex,” in H. Kennedy (ed.), The Historiography of Islamic Egypt (c. 950—1800)
(Leiden: Brill, 2000), 45-57; E. Rowson, “Two Homoerotic Narratives from Mamluk Literature:
al-Safadr’s Law ‘at al-shakt and Ibn Daniyal’s Mutayyam,” in J. W. Wright and E. Rowson (eds.),
Homoeroticism in Classical Arabic Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 158—
91. On the potential of Mamluk poetry for social history, see E. Homerin, “Reflections on Arabic
Poetry in the Mamluk Age,” MSR 1 (1997), 63-85.
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CHAPTER 1

Marriage, divorce and the gender
division of property

In 732/1332, the Syrian historian Khalil b. Aybak al-Safadi happened to be in
Cairo to witness the wedding celebrations of Antk, son and designated heir to
Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad. The bride — an amir’s daughter — was accompanied
by a trousseau that was carried over to the Citadel by 800 porters and 100 mules.
Al-Safadi, like many others who came to watch the public procession, saw all
kinds of pillows, cushions, stools, chairs, silver and copper utensils, trays, bowls,
rugs, earthenware pots, blankets and mattresses.! The more precious items, such
as clothing and jewelry, were concealed inside hundreds of dikkas — multipurpose
wooden chests.” A secretary in the entourage of the bride’s father informed al-
Safadi that the gold alone weighed 80 Egyptian gintars, that is, about 800,000
dinars. Another observer claimed that the total value of the dowry was closer to
one million.> The monetary value cited was merely an estimate, for there was
no official record of the value of the trousseau. While the gifts the groom gave
his bride were required by Islamic law and therefore recorded, dowries were not
registered in Muslim marriage contracts.

A prince, like any other groom, was required to pledge a marriage gift (sadaq)
at the time of the marriage contract, part of which was paid at marriage and the
remainder deferred. In this marriage contract, concluded some time before the
wedding procession, Aniik promised a marriage gift of 12,000 dinars, of which
he paid 10,000 at marriage.* Compared with the size of the dowry brought by his

Al-Safadi, A yan, vol. 1, 713-14; Taqt al-Din al-Magqrizi, Kitab al-Sulik li-Ma rifat al-Duwal wa'l-
Muliik, ed. Muhammad Mustafa Ziyadah and Sa‘id ‘Abd al-Fattah ‘Ashir, 4 vols. (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub
al-Misriyya, 1934-72), vol. II, 346. See also ‘Abd al-Raziq, La femme, 141-42.

On the different functions of the dikka (or dakka) in medieval Near Eastern houses, see Goitein, A
Mediterranean Society, vol. 1V, 114; J. Sadan, Le mobilier au Proche-Orient médiéval (Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 1976), 123-24. Al-Magqrizi describes the dikka as something “like a bed” (shibhu al-sarir)
(Kitab al-Mawa ‘iz wa'l-Itibar fi Dhikr al-Khitat wa'l-Athar al-ma‘riif bi'l-Khitat al-Magqriziyya,
ed. Muhammad Zaynhum and Madiha al-Sharqawi, 3 vols. [Cairo: Maktabat al-Madbili, 1998],
vol. II, 606).

Isma‘1l b. “Umar Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya wal-Nihaya, ed. Ahmad Aba Mulhim et al., 14 vols. (Beirut:
Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 1994), vol. XIV, 165; Jamal al-Din Yasuf Ibn TaghrT Birdi, al-Nujum
al-Zahira fi Mulik Misr wa'l-Qahirah, 16 vols. (Cairo: [various publishers], 1929-72), vol. IX, 103.
See also “Abd al-Raziq, La femme, 150.

4 Ibn Taghr1 Birdi, Nujum, vol. IX, 100; al-Maqrizi, Sulitk, vol. 11, 343. The marriage contract is
preserved in an administrative manual, but the amount of the sadagq is missing (Ahmad b. ‘Abdallah
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Marriage, divorce and the gender division of property 13

bride, however, this was pitiful. Even if we allow for considerable exaggeration in
the valuation of the trousseau, the difference in value between the marriage gift of
the groom and the bride’s dowry was a difference of scale. It was the father of the
bride who bore the lion’s share of the matrimonial gifts, and this was a heavy burden
even for the sultan’s coffers. Al-Safadi was informed that the current deficit in the
royal accounts was partly aresult of excessive spending on marrying off the sultan’s
daughters.’ Al-Nasir Muhammad endowed each of his eleven daughters, as well as
his favorite slave-girls and concubines, with a large dowry. One daughter received
a trousseau worth 800,000 dinars, consisting of bedclothes, textiles, and jewelry.®
One of the sultan’s manumitted slave-girls brought to her marriage a trousseau
of jewelry and brocades worth 100,000 dinars.” Clearly, the deficit in the sultan’s
budget was caused by the weddings of his daughters, not by the marriages of his
sons.®

Contrary to popular conceptions of marriage in traditional Muslim societies,
and in spite of the emphasis placed in Islamic law on the gifts of the groom,
Mamluk society was a dotal society, i.e., a society where the dowry brought by
the bride was the substantial gift at marriage.” Grooms were required to pledge
marriage gifts, but they were much smaller than the dowries, and for the most
part deferred as a security for divorcées and widows. Generally speaking, a bride’s
dowry consisted of her trousseau — textiles, household utensils and, among the
upper classes, jewelry. Cash and land, on the other hand, were very rarely included
in brides’ dowries. Property was gendered; daughters received trousseaux while
being denied direct access to other types of property, especially land. The lines
separating specifically male and specifically female assets became blurred only
towards the end of the fifteenth century.

The dowry was a major factor determining the degree of Mamluk women’s
economic independence, especially among the elite. Dowries functioned as a form
of pre-mortem inheritance reserved exclusively for daughters. Once the dowry
was donated by the bride’s parents, it remained under the woman’s exclusive own-
ership and control throughout marriage, and then again through widowhood and

al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-A ‘sha fi Sina ‘at al-Insha’, 14 vols. [Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, 1913—
18], vol. XIV, 303-08).

5 Al-Safadi, A ‘yan, vol. 111, 202; cf. Shihab al-Din Ahmad Ibn Hajar al-°Asqalani, al-Durar al-Kamina
[t Ayan al-Mi’ah al-Thaminah, 4 vols. (Hyderabad: D@’irat al-Ma‘arif, 1929-32), vol. 11, 430. See
also D. Little, “Notes on the Early Nazar al-khass,” in Thomas Phillip and Ulrich Haarmann (eds.),
The Mamluks in Egyptian Politics and Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998),
235-53.

6 Tbn Taghri Birdi, Nujium, vol. IX, 175; al-Maqrizi, Suliik, vol. 11, 249, 536. See also ‘Abd al-Raziq,
La femme, 140.

7 Musa b. Muhammad al-Yasuff, Nuzhat al-Nazir fi Sirat al-Malik al-Nasir, ed. Ahmad Hutayt (Beirut:
‘Alam al-Kutub, 1986), 284.

8 On the sultan’s descendants, see P. M. Holt, “An-Nasir Muhammad b. Qalawiin (684-741/1285—
1341): His Ancestry, Kindred and Affinity,” in U. Vermeulen and D. De Smet (eds.), Egypt and Syria
in the Fatimid, Ayyubid and Mamluk Eras (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 1995), 313-24.

9 For dotal regimes in medieval Europe, see Martha Howell, The Marriage Exchange. Property, Social
Place and Gender in Cities of the Low Countries, 1300—1500 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1998), 197-212, and the references cited there.
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divorce. The absolute separation of property between husbands and wives meant
that husbands had no formal right over their wives’ dowries. This does not mean
that women always had the access to markets that would allow them to freely
trade their property. The economy, like property, was gendered. Up until the end
of the fifteenth century women of property were much more likely to lend their
money as creditors rather than to invest it in agricultural land. But the value of
dowries should not be underestimated. For many elite women large dowries did
mean financial security; and in some cases it was the husband who depended on a
dowry rather than the other way around.

The dowry

The prominence of the dowry in the marriage alliances of the elite is evident from
the beginning of the fourteenth century. While dowries often amounted to hundreds
of thousands of dinars, the marriage gift in royal marriage contracts was usually no
more than several thousands.'” A similar gap between the dowry and the marriage
gift was a common feature of other elite marriages. An upper-class groom in late
thirteenth-century Damascus expected his bride to bring a dowry worth 50,000
silver dirhams (about 2,500 dinars at the prevailing exchange rate).'' In the middle
of the fourteenth century, a Cairene merchant’s daughter used 100,000 dirhams of
pure silver for her trousseau.'” One orphan girl in fourteenth-century Damascus
had a dowry of 60,000 dirhams, as well as an annual income of 7,000 dirhams
from a family endowment. 13 Badr al-Din al-Armawi, a senior bureaucrat in Cairo
at the beginning of the fifteenth century, requested a 100,000-dirham loan towards
an adequate trousseau for his daughter.'"* In comparison, marriage gifts in the
marriages of top government officials and other members of the elite were rarely
more than several hundred dinars.'® The highest marriage gift recorded in marriage

10 Compare a list of royal dowries (‘Abd al-Raziq, La femme, 150-51) with a list of the sadaq paid
in royal marriages (Ahmad ‘Abd al-Raziq, “*Aqda Nikah min ‘Asr al-Mamalik al-Bahriyya,” al-
Majallah al- Arabiyya li'l- Ulam al-Insaniyya [Kuwait] 6 [1986], 76; also a less reliable list in ‘Abd
al-Raziq, La femme, 132-33).

11" *Abd al-Rahman b. Ibrahim b. al-Firkah al-Fazari (d. 690/1291), “Fatawa al-Fazari,” Chester Beatty
Collection, Dublin (hereafter Chester Beatty), MS 3330, fol. 14a. For exchange rates, see E. Ashtor-
Strauss, Les metaux précieux et la balance des payements du Proche-Orient a la basse époque
(Paris: SEVPEN, 1971), 48-49.

12° Al-Magqrizi, Khitat, vol. 11, 607.

13 Najm al-Din al-Tarsiist, Kitab Tuhfat al-Turk, ed. M. Minasri (Damascus: Institut Francais de Damas,
1997), 20.

14" Al-Sakhawi, Daw’, vol. III, 105.

15 On the amounts of sadagq in the late fourteenth-century Jerusalem, see Lutfi, al-Quds, 289. For
fifteenth-century examples, see Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sakhawi, al-Jawahir wal-Durar
T Tarjamat Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Hajar, ed. Ibrahim Bajis “Abd al-Majid, 3 vols. (Beirut: Dar
Ibn Hazm, 1999), vol. I, 500, 505, 543; Muhammad b. ‘Al Ibn Talan, al-Thaghr al-Bassam fi
Dhikr Man Wuliyya Qada al-Sham, ed. Salah al-Din al-Munajjid (Damascus: Matbii‘at al-Majma“
al-‘Ilmf al-"Arabi, 1956), 158; Muhammad b. “Alf Ibn Talun, Mufakahat al-Khilan ft Hawadith al-
Zaman, ed. Muhammad Mustafa, 2 vols. (Cairo: al-Mu’assasah al-Misriyyah al-‘Ammah Lil-Ta’lif
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contracts of non-royalty was pledged by an amir from Aswan in 734/1334. He
offered his bride 500 dinars as her marriage gift, of which he paid only 100 at
marriage.'°

Dowry was important in the marriages of all urban classes. The North African
traveler Ibn Battiita, visiting Syria in 726/1326, found that “it is the custom in that
country that a girl’s father gives her a dowry, the greater part of it consists in copper
utensils. They contract [their marriages] according to it, and regard it with great
pride.”'” His contemporary the moralist Ibn al-Hajj remarked that the trousseaux
of every Cairene bride consisted of three dikka chests, one coated with silver,
one with copper and one with brass.'® Al-Magrizi, writing in the beginning of
the fifteenth century and describing the practices of previous generations, reports
that a standard trousseau consisted of at least one copper-coated dikka, worth
200 dinars, accompanied by a set of drinking vessels (fasar) made of brass and
coated with silver, a set of platters, lamps, jewel boxes, a soda-ash container, a
fumigator, a basin and a ewer.'” The trousseaux of the daughters of amirs, wealthy
bureaucrats or merchants consisted of seven dikka chests, each inlaid with costly
materials.”’ In fifteenth-century Cairo, wealthy founders of religious institutions
sometimes stipulated that their daughters’dowries should be paid from the endowed
revenue.”!

Occasionally we hear about the struggles of lower-class families to raise dowries
for their daughters. One pious woman asked Ibn Taymiyya whether she should use
all her property, consisting of clothes worth 1,000 silver dirhams (about 50 gold
dinars), as dowry for her daughter, or, alternatively, sell the clothes and make
the pilgrimage to Mecca.”> A substantial part of most dowries must have been
heirlooms given by the bride’s mother out of her own trousseau.”® An orphan girl’s

wa'l-Tarjamah wa’l-Tiba‘ah wa’l-Nashr, 1962-64), vol. I, 21; Ahmad b. Muhammad Ibn al-Hims,
Hawadith al-Zaman wa-Wafayat al-Shuyiukh wal-Agran, ed. “‘Umar ‘Abd al-Salam al-Tadmurt,
3 vols. (Sayda: al-Maktaba al-‘Asriyya, 1999), vol. 1, 176, vol. 11, 275; B. Martel-Thoumian, Les
civils et l'administration dans l'état militaire mamlik (ix°/xv¢ siecle) (Damascus: Institut Francais
de Damas, 1991), 370.
16 Sy‘ad Mahir, ““Uqiid al-Zawaj ‘ala al-Mansijat al-Athariyya,” in al-Kitab al-Dhahabi li’l-Ihtifal
al-Khamsini bi’l-Dirasat al-Athariyya bi-Jami‘at al-Qahira, 3 vols. (Cairo: al-Jihaz al-Markazi
li'l-Kutub al-Jami‘iyya wa’l-Madrasiyya wa’l-Wasa’il al-Ta‘limiyya, 1978), vol. I, 39-54. See also
Haram document no. 47 (brief summary in Little, Catalogue, 302).
Text: wa-bihi yatabaya una wa-bihi yatafakharuna (Ibn Battiita, Rihlat Ibn Battiuta al-Musamma
Tuhfat al-Nuzzar fi Ghara’ib al-Amsar wa-‘Aja’ib al-Asfar, ed. *Abd al-Hadi al-Tazi, 5 vols. [Rabat:
Akadimiyat al-Mamlaka al-Maghribiyya, 1997], vol. I, 264).
18 Muhammad b. Muhammad Ibn al-Hajj, al-Madkhal ila Tanmiyat al-A‘mal bi-Tahsin al-Niyyat,
4 vols. (Cairo: al-Matba “ah al-Misriyyah, 1929-32), vol. II, 167.
Al-Maqrizi, Khitat, vol. I, 606-07. All these items appear regularly in the contemporary trousseau
lists of Jewish brides preserved in the Cairo Geniza (Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, vol. 1V,
132-47, 430).
For discussion of the materials mentioned in this paragraph, see M. Milwright, “Pottery in the
Written Sources of the Ayyubid—Mamluk Period (c. 567-923/1171-1517),” BSOAS 62 (1999), 515.
L. Fernandes, The Evolution of a Sufi Institution in Mamluk Egypt: The Khdngdh (Berlin:
K. Schwarz, 1988), 68.
Taqt al-Din Ibn Taymiyya, Fatawa al-Nisa’, ed. ITbrahim Muhammad al-Jamal (Cairo: Maktabat
al-Qur’an, 1987), 89.
23 As was the case in the Geniza (Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, vol. 1V, 130, 139, 143).
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guardian was expected to provide her with a dowry by selling off some of her
assets. Ibn Taymiyya allowed one such guardian to sell real estate so as to buy a
dowry consisting of textiles and jewelry appropriate to the orphan girl’s class.”*
When parents were unable to afford an adequate dowry, they could appeal for
charity. Ibn Battiita reported that some of Damascus’ endowments were dedicated
to providing dowries to the daughters of the poor.”

Supplying a poor bride with a dowry is also a common topos in contemporary
hagiographical literature. In one anecdote a poor widow begs a merchant to help her
raise a dowry for her daughter, who is to marry in three days. The merchant helps
her out, and in return only asks that the poor girl pray for his salvation.”® Another
generous merchant provided trousseaux for twelve hundred brides; indigent boys,
on the other hand, he helped by paying for their circumcision expenses.”’ In a
thirteenth-century anecdote, a wealthy merchant left 200 dinars with an old shaykh
for safekeeping. The shaykh’s wife took the money and used it towards the trousseau
of her daughter. When the merchant learned what had happened, he was pleased
that the money was spent on a good cause.”®

The documents of the Cairo Geniza provide us with plenty of data regarding
dowries in the marriages of the Jewish community in medieval Cairo. Under Jewish
law, and in contrast to Islamic law, the groom acquires a right of usufruct over his
bride’s dowry. Therefore, Jewish marriage contracts include a detailed evaluation
and itemization of the assets brought by the bride and handed over to the husband.”’
In spite of the difference in the formalities of the marriage contract, a similar pattern
of matrimonial gifts prevailed among the Jewish and the Muslim communities. The
trousseau lists of the Geniza enumerate copper utensils and bedding, as well as
the bride’s clothing and jewelry.”® Among the very wealthy, parts of houses are
sometimes included. But, as was the case among the Muslim majority, the dowry
almost never included cash or land.*'!

The Geniza documents also give us a clearer idea about the value of dowries in
urban society. During the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries upper-class Jewish
families endowed their daughters with trousseaux worth several hundred dinars.
The Jewish groom’s marriage gifts, like the Muslim sadag, were usually much

24 Ibn Taymiyya, Fatawa al-Nisa’, 202. For more examples, see al-Fazarl, “Fatawa,” fol. 81a; Abu
‘Abdallah Muhammad b. “Abdallah al-Hasani al-Jarawani (d. 813/1410-11), “al-Mawahib al-
Ilahiyya wa'l-Qawa‘id al-Malikiyya,” Chester Beatty MS 3401, fol. 77a.

25 Tbn Battiita, The Travels of Ibn Battita, A.D. 1325—1354, trans. H. A. R. Gibb, 2 vols. (Cambridge:
Hakluyt Society, 1958-62), vol. I, 149.

26 C. Taylor, In the Vicinity of the Righteous: Ziyara and the Veneration of Muslim Saints in Late
Medieval Egypt (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 103-04.

27 Ibid., 104.

28 A fifteenth-century version of the same story was adapted to inflation. Here, the shaykh had four
daughters, and each received a share in a deposit of 10,000 dinars (ibid., 145, and the sources cited
there).

29 Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, vol. 111, 125-26.

30 Ibid., 128-29.

31 The only two examples of dowries consisting of cash come from marriage contracts of Spanish
immigrants, dated 1499 and 1510 (ibid., vol. 111, 123-31).
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smaller. In one marriage contract, dated from the latter half of the thirteenth century,
the bride brought a dowry worth 230 dinars. The groom delivered an advance
payment of 15 dinars, and pledged an additional 35 dinars as a deferred marriage
gift.*> Lower on the social ladder were dowries of less than 100 dinars. In a
marriage contract dated 1301, the bride brought with her a trousseau worth 59
dinars. The groom paid 10 dinars in advance and pledged another 20 dinars as a
deferred marriage gift.>* Poor Jewish brides brought trousseaux worth 10 dinars,
and some brought nothing at all.**

When the dowry was substantial, the potential for friction was great, among both
Muslims and Jews. In particular, disputes over the dowry occurred after the wife
died childless. According to Islamic law, the widower of a childless wife is entitled
to a half of her estate, but parents wanted to reclaim the entire dowries of their
deceased daughters.” The author of a fifteenth-century legal manual recommends
parents to testify that they have given the trousseau as a loan, for the purpose of
beautification (li-tatajammala biha). According to the author, this was a popular
legal subterfuge designed to prevent the dowry from passing to the husband.*
Despite the careful itemization of the trousseau in Jewish marriages, the Geniza
papers reveal constant haggling over the dowry. In the Jewish community the
problem was accentuated, since under Jewish law the husband is the sole heir of a
childless wife. For this reason, special stipulations in rabbinic marriage contracts
assured that half of a childless wife’s dowry would return to her natal kin, and
Karaites even allowed the natal family to inherit the entire dowry.?’

Disputes could also occur between a father and his married daughter. In a case
from late thirteenth-century Damascus, a father transferred the title of a house to
his daughter, but she soon re-sold the property to her husband. The father then
testified in court that he gave the property as a revocable gift.’® Another father

32 g, Ashtor-Strauss, Toldot ha-Yehudim be-Mitzrayim ve-Suryah tahat Shilton ha-Mamlikim, 3 vols.
(Jerusalem: Mossad ha-Rav Kuk, 1944-70), vol. III, 32-37 (no. 19).

33 J. Mann, Texts and Studies in Jewish History and Literature, 2 vols. (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union

College Press, 1931-35), vol. I, 429-31. For more examples from the Mamluk period, see Ashtor-

Strauss, Toldot, vol. 111, 67-70 (no. 39), 72-74 (no. 41).

For examples from the Mamluk period, see the lists in Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, vol. 111,

410 (no. 259), 415 (no. 331). When dowries are completely absent from Geniza marriage contracts

it is difficult to know whether the bride was actually penniless or whether the dowry was written

separately and was subsequently lost.

Ibn Taymiyya, Fatawa al-Nisa’, 195, 203; “‘Umar b. “All al-Qattant Qari’ al-Hidaya, “al-Fatawa

al-Sirajiyya,” MS British Library Or. 5781, fol. 14b.

Al-Jarawani, “Mawahib,” fols. 30b—31a. See also Zakariya’ al-AnsarT (d. ca. 1520), al-I'lam wa'l-

Ihtimam bi-JamFatawa Shaykh al-Islam Abt Yahya Zakariya al-Ansart, ed. Ahmad “‘Ubayd (Beirut:

‘Alam al-Kutub, 1984), 312; ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha‘rani, al-Bahr al-Mawrid fi al-Mawathiq wa'l-

‘Uhid, on the margins of Lawagqih al-Anwar al-Qudsiyya ft Bayan al- Uhud al-Muhammadiyya

(Cairo, 1308/1890-1), 217-18 (cited by Qasim Darawsheh, “Celebrations and Social Ceremonies

in Egypt during the Mamluk Period, 648/1250-923/1517" [in Hebrew] [MA dissertation, Hebrew

University, 1986], 51).

37 Onthis stipulation in rabbinic marriage contracts, see Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, vol. 111, 104,
139. For Karaite marriage contracts, see Judith Olsowy-Schlanger, Karaite Marriage Documents
from the Cairo Geniza. Legal Tradition and Community Life in Mediaeval Egypt and Palestine
(Leiden: Brill, 1998), 241-45.

38 Al-Fazari, “Fatawa,” fol. 78b.
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attempted to recover textiles he had given to his daughter at her wedding. He
claimed that he had given the dowry to his daughter as a loan, while the daughter
argued that the property had originally belonged to her mother, and that her father
had no right over it. In his response, al-Subki ruled that after a father had declared a
certain property to be his daughter’s dowry, bought it specifically for her wedding
or presented it in the bridal procession, he could no longer revoke his gift.*’

Medieval marriages were a gradual process, in which the transfer of property
was done in several stages. In a study of matrimonial gifts in medieval North Africa
and al-Andalus, Amalia Zomeiio noted that each stage of marriage, beginning
with the search for a suitable match, was accompanied by the giving of gifts.
The dowry was promised during the premarital negotiations and delivered to the
groom’s house before consummation, but the bride did not acquire full ownership
over her dowry until the marriage was considered to be stable. This stage was
reached only several years after the wedding, when the parents were sufficiently
certain of the success of the match. Until then, the natal family retained the option
of taking the dowry back.*’ As a result, the vast majority of disputes over dowries
were intergenerational rather than conjugal. In the legal literature the question
is almost never usurpation of the dowry by the husband, but rather the parents’
attempt to revoke the gift. This intergenerational aspect of dowries was related to
their function in Mamluk society.

Dowry and inheritance

Broadly speaking, dowries can be viewed either as transfer of property from one
household to another (an economic—demographic model) or as transfer of property
from one generation to another (a devolutionist model). According to the economic
model, the demographics of supply and demand in the marriage market determine
the direction of matrimonial gifts. When the number of eligible grooms exceeds the
number of marriageable brides, men have to pay for a suitable match. When the
demographic balance is reversed it is the women who have to come up with dowries
in order to clear the marriage market.*' As we shall see in the next chapter, there
are indeed indications of a surplus of women in the urban centers of the late
medieval Near East, at least in some periods. However, the economic—demographic
model cannot explain the prominence of the dowry in Mamluk society. First,
the matrimonial gifts were reciprocal rather than unidirectional. Even though the
dowry was the financially larger gift, the groom’s marriage gift never disappeared.

39 Taqt al-Din al-Subki, Kitab al-Fatawa, 2 vols. (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Qudsi, 1937), vol. I, 347. For
similar views, al-Fazari, “Fatawa,” fol. 78b; Ibn Taymiyya, Fatawa al-Nisa’, 195, 203; Zakariya
al-Ansari, ““Imad al-Rida bi-Bayan Adab al-Qada’,” Chester Beatty MS 3420 (1), fol. 50b; Qari’
al-Hidaya, “al-Fatawa al-Sirajiyya,” fols. 8a, 14b.

40 Zomefio, Dote y matrimonio.

41 For the theoretical foundations of this model, see G. Becker, A Treatise on the Family (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1981), 84-87. For applicability in medieval Europe, see D. Herlihy,
“The Medieval Marriage Market,” Medieval and Renaissance Studies 6 (1976), 1-27.
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Second, the market in eligible men and women was not symmetric, for men could
and did marry several wives and take concubines. In fact, the demographic model
predicts that the incidence of polygamy is incompatible with a dotal regime. Third,
Muslim brides retained full ownership over their dowries. If the primary function
of the dowry was as a market price for a suitable match, it should have been handed
over to the groom.

The devolutionist model offers a more suitable explanation for the prominence
of dowries in Mamluk society.*” In this model, parents prefer to transfer wealth to
their daughters in the form of dowries, while sons receive property through other
mechanisms. The coexistence of the groom’s marriage gift and the dowry poses
no problem, since the two institutions had different purposes. The marriage gifts
protected the bride against unilateral divorce and abuse by her husband, while the
dowry was her share in her natal patrimony. As in Islamic law, the devolutionist
model primarily regards the dowry as a transaction between parents and daughters,
not between bride and groom. It fully accounts for the preoccupation of Mamluk
society with intergenerational conflicts over the dowry and the corresponding
marginalization of the husband’s interests in this property.

The correspondence between the devolutionist model and actual practice in
Mamluk society can be illustrated by the following example from the documents
of the Haram. Nasir al-Din al-Hamaw1, a merchant from Jerusalem who mainly
traded in olive oil and wool bought in the surrounding towns and villages, became
terminally ill in 788/1386, towards the end of the fast of Ramadan.** He made
three deathbed declarations on 1 Shawwal (26 October). In one, he appointed the
deputy preacher of the al-Aqsa Mosque as the executor of his estate.** In another,
he acknowledged holding in his possession 10,000 dirhams that legally belonged
to his adolescent son, Muhammad. Most probably, the source of this money was a
gift from Nasir al-Din to his son.* In the third deed, Nasir al-Din acknowledged
that he had endowed his daughter Fatima with a dowry, also in the value of 10,000
dirhams. Nasir al-Din noted that the money was spent on personal effects, as is
the custom in giving a dowry (dhalika hawa’ij ‘ala adat al-jihaz). At the time the
document was drawn, Fatima was already married to one Kamal al-Din Ahmad b.
Sa‘d al-Din Muhammad, about whom nothing else is known.*

When Nasir al-Din died, Fatima was required to produce an itemization of her
possessions in order to confirm her legal right over her dowry. The list is barely

27, Goody, “Bridewealth and Dowry in Africa and Euroasia”, in J. Goody and S. J. Tambiah (eds.),
Bridewealth and Dowry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973). See also M. Botticini and
Aloysius Siow, “Why Dowries?” American Economic Review 93/4 (2003), 1385-98.

3 For an assessment of the documents relating to Nasir al-Din and his financial affairs, see Little,
Catalogue, 18; Donald P. Little, “Six Fourteenth Century Purchase Deeds for Slaves from al-Haram
A§-Sarif,” Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenlindischen Gesellschaft 131 (1981), 297-337, reprinted
in his History and Historiography of the Mamlitks (London: Variorum, 1986).

4“4 Haram document no. 717; Little, Catalogue, 309.

4 Haram document no. 211, recto; published in K. al-‘Asali, Watha iq Maqdisiyya Ta rikhiyya, 3 vols.
(Amman n.p., 1983-85), vol. II, 83 (no. 25).

46 Haram document no. 209, recto; published in al-‘Asali, Watha ig, vol. II, 120 (no. 44).
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legible, but among the items of Fatima’s trousseau one can identify three tunics
of varying colors, a Venetian chemise, kerchiefs, a couple of pillows and several
cushions, a carpet, mats and rugs, and several pieces of silk. Fatima also brought
with her lamps, a fumigator, a basin and a ewer, and at least one gold ring. Some of
the items are designated as “new,” indicating that they were purchased specifically
for Fatima, while others are described as “old,” probably indicating that they were
handed over by her mother.*’ Unlike the trousseau lists preserved in the Geniza,
there is no separate monetary evaluation for each item. The list was nevertheless
sufficiently detailed to convince the court that Fatima’s possessions were worth
10,000 dirhams. The gadr certified Nasir al-Din’s acknowledgment concerning
Fatima’s dowry on the following day, 7 Dhii al-Qa‘da (30 November).*® Earlier, on 2
Dhi al-Qa‘da (25 November) the gadr had certified the deathbed acknowledgment
made by the late Nasir al-Din in favor of his son.*’

The case of Fatima bt. Nasir al-Din al-Hamaw1 demonstrates the functions of
dowries in Mamluk society. First, the dowry was the financially significant gift
at marriage. Fatima received a dowry worth 10,000 dirhams, equivalent to about
400 dinars, much more than the average marriage gift in the city. No information
is available on the marriage gift paid by Fatima’s husband, but we know that her
father Nasir al-Din pledged only 40 dinars as the deferred marriage gift of his own
wife. This sum was above the average marriage gift encountered in the Haram
documents, which range from 5 to 20 dinars (or their equivalent in dirhams).”’
Second, Fatima received her dowry in the form of a trousseau — that is, a gender-
specific type of property. Fatima’s father supplied her with “personal effects,” such
as copper utensils, furniture and clothing. As far as we can tell, Fatima’s dowry
did not include cash or real estate. Third, the transfer of ownership did not take
place at the time of the wedding. The dowry was already in Fatima’s possession,
probably since her relocation to her husband’s house, but she did not acquire
formal ownership until her father’s death. On his deathbed Nasir al-Din still found
it necessary to affirm his daughter’s right to her dowry.

Most important, Fatima’s dowry represented her share of her father’s patrimony.
Under Sunni inheritance law, daughters receive half the share of their brothers,
and, when no brothers survive, only a half or two-thirds of the estate. There is
little doubt that, at least in the urban centers, Islamic law was carefully followed
when the estates of deceased persons were divided.’' But the application of Islamic
inheritance law did not exclude other means of handing down property from one
generation to another. One way was gifts inter vivos, such as the dowry. It is surely

47 Haram document no. 830.  *8 Haram document no. 209, verso.

49 Haram document no. 211, verso; published in al-*Asali, Wathaig, vol. 11, 84 (no. 26).

50 Haram document no. 287; published in al-‘Asalt, Watha’ig, vol. 11, 111 (no. 39). For the common
amounts of sadag found in the Haram documents, see Little, Catalogue, 300-06; Lutfi, al-Quds,
285-90.

When contemporary authors encountered the disinheritance of daughters in Bedouin tribes, they
regarded the practice as uncivilized and un-Islamic. Taj al-Din al-Subki criticizes Bedouin amirs
for not allowing daughters to inherit property (Kitab Mu ‘id al-Ni‘am wa-Mubid al-Nigam [Beirut:
Dar al-Hadathah, 1983], 55). Ibn Battuta noted that the Beja tribes near the Red Sea port of “Aydhab
disinherit their daughters (Rihla, vol. 1, 230).
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not a coincidence that Nasir al-Din has given his daughter a trousseau equal in
value to the gift her brother received in cash; he must have wanted his wealth to be
divided equally between his two adult children. Yet, he still divided the property
along gender lines. Fatima received hers at marriage, while the marital situation of
her brother appears to have been immaterial to the timing of the gift; she received
a trousseau, while he received cash. Although it was equal in value, Muhammad
and Fatima still received gendered property.

This pattern of dividing the patrimony along gender lines between daughters
and sons was common in Mamluk urban elites. Giving a trousseau to a daughter
was one side of the coin, for at the same time daughters were not allowed to inherit
other parts of a family’s patrimony, reserved exclusively for sons. Among the reli-
gious elite, this meant the exclusive right of sons — and not of daughters — to inherit
office from their fathers. The law recognized the right of professors in madrasas,
preachers and other endowed office-holders to appoint their successors, subject
to confirmation by the administrator of the endowment. This right was known as
nuzil or “handing down.”” Examples of “handing down” positions from father to
son abound in Mamluk chronicles, and the Haram documents demonstrate that the
nomination of a son as a successor was formally recognized in judicial practice. In
one estate inventory a shaykh hands down to his son ten different appointments as
teacher, administrator and an official witness in various institutions in Jerusalem.
In another estate inventory a glassmaker hands down his appointment as the atten-
dant (farrash) in the Madrasa al-Tankiziyya in favor of his son.’® Holding office
was gender-specific. While the dowry was, by definition, reserved exclusively for
daughters, the right to hold office was fundamentally the prerogative of sons.

The igta“ of a member of the military elite — that is, the right of usufruct of
land in return for military service — was similarly seen as part of one’s patrimony,
and attempts were made to pass it from father to son, or to other members of the
extended household. While igta ‘was in principle revocable, and its inheritance sup-
posedly prohibited, there were many exceptions to the rule.’* D. S. Richards found
several hundred examples of fourteenth-century awlad al-nas (sons of mamluk
soldiers) appointed as amirs. In some cases, there is clear indication that they
inherited the igta's of their fathers or other male relatives.”>> Again, as with civilian

52 Al-Subki, Fatawa, vol. 11, 224. See also the discussion in M. Chamberlain, Knowledge and Social
Practice in Medieval Damascus, 1190-1350 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 94 ff.
Lutfi, al-Quds, 309-11 (Haram documents nos. 161, 347). For the handing down of menial positions,
such as that of a janitor or a gatekeeper, see also al-Sakhawt, Daw’, vol. 1, 247, vol. 111, 79, 305,
vol. VI, 295.

For arecent overview of the literature on the inheritance of igfa‘, and on the one-generation Mamluk
aristocracy in general, see U. Haarmann, “Joseph’s Law — the Careers and Activities of Mamluk
Descendants before the Ottoman Conquest of Egypt,” in Phillip and Haarmann (eds.), The Mamluks
in Egyptian Politics and Society, 55-84.

D. S. Richards, “Mamluk Amirs and their Families and Households,” in Phillip and Haarmann
(eds.), The Mamluks in Egyptian Politics and Society, 32-54. See also U. Haarmann, “The Sons
of Mamluks as Fief-holders in Late Medieval Egypt,” in T. Khalidi (ed.), Land Tenure and Social
Transformation in the Middle East (Beirut: American University of Beirut, 1984), 141-68; R. Irwin,
“Iqta’ and the End of the Crusader States,” in P. M. Holt (ed.), The Eastern Mediterranean Lands
in the Period of the Crusades (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1977), 62-77.
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office-holders, the transfer of an igfa“ from father to son was recognized by law.
The author of a fifteenth-century legal manual provides several model documents
for transfer of igta‘through the mechanism of “handing down.”°

Dowries and igta‘s were seen as two complementary gender-specific mecha-
nisms of transmitting property, as is exemplified in the following anecdote regard-
ing the redistribution of igta ‘following the outbreak of the plague. Faced with high
mortality rates among the igta *-holders, the vice-regent of Egypt handed over the
iqta’s of deceased soldiers to one of their surviving sons. When a soldier’s widow
prostrated herself before the vice-regent and told him that her husband had left her
with only two daughters, the vice-regent sold the deceased soldier’s igfa ‘to another
officer for 12,000 dirhams. He then gave the money to the widow, telling her to
use it to provide dowries for her two daughters.>’

Land, cash and credit: elite women in the economy

Possessing a large dowry did not necessarily mean economic independence for
elite women. The gender division of property among the Mamluk elites meant that
daughters received their share of patrimony in the form of trousseaux, “personal
items” or heirlooms that were not easily exchanged in the market. Elite daughters
did not receive cash, nor were they entitled to positions in the military and religious
hierarchy and to the landed revenue that came with these positions. The exclusion
of elite women from landed revenue was a distinctive feature of Mamluk political
institutions, and marks a clear departure from earlier practice. Female members
of the Ayyubid family received hereditary appanages as late as the middle of the
thirteenth century.”® In the Ayyubid principalities of Syria women of the ruling
households held villages and agricultural land in what appears to have been full
private ownership. The daughter of the Ayyubid prince al-Malik al-Amjad Hasan,
for example, owned several villages in the Jordan Valley and, upon her death,
passed them on to her son.”” A question put to the Syrian jurist Ibn al-Salah
(d. 643/1245) deals with a woman who owned a village on a riverbank, and let her
husband assume the daily administration of the property.*’

56 Al-Jarawani, “Mawihib,” fol. 23a. Another legal manual provides a model document that lays down
the rights of the minor orphans of an Amir of Ten. The revenues of their late father’s igta “ are to be
used towards their own military equipment and personnel, and to finance a follower (taba ) who will
take up their place in royal military expeditions (Shams al-Din Muhammad al-Minhaj1 al-AsyitT,
Jawahir al- ‘Uqiid wa-Mu Tn al-Qudah wa’l-Muwaqqi ‘in wa'l-Shuhiid, 2 vols. [Cairo: Matba‘at al-
Sunnah al-Muhammadiyyah, 1955], vol. II, 226-27). In the chronicles there are only occasional
references to nuzil over igta“ (al-Safadi, A ‘yan, vol. I, 699; Chamberlain, Knowledge, 94, n. 16).
Al-Safadi, A ‘yan, vol. II, 86.

R. S. Humphreys, From Saladin to the Mongols (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1977),
371-75, 415; H. Rabie, The Financial System of Egypt, AH 564-741/1169-1341 (London: Oxford
University Press, 1972), 42-43.

Shihab al-Din Ahmad al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-Arab fi Funun al-Adab (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-
Misriyya; al-Hay’ah al-Misriyya al-‘Ammah li’l-Kitab, 1923-), vol. XXX, 193.

Ibn al-Salah al-Shahraziri, Fatawa wa-Masa’il Ibn al-Salah, ed. “Abd al-Mu‘ti Qal‘aji (Beirut: Dar
al-Ma'rifa, 1986), 502 (no. 490).
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A tangible product of Ayyubid women’s access to landed property was their
unusual prominence among patrons of public institutions. In Ayyubid Damascus
(1174-1260), the womenfolk of the ruling elite established twenty-six religious
institutions, including fifteen madrasas and six Sufi hospices. All in all, twenty-one
individual women, mostly wives or daughters of Ayyubid rulers, established about
15 percent of the total number of charitable institutions. The financial backing
came from endowed rural revenues.®' In other cities female patrons were not as
visible, but still managed to leave an impact on the urban landscape. In Cairo
female members of the Ayyubid household established two madrasas, as well as
other religious buildings, such as Shajar al-Durr’s mausoleum.®” Dayfa Khatiin,
who effectively ruled Aleppo in the name of an Ayyubid prince, established one
of the largest madrasas in the city.®

During the second half of the thirteenth century the Mamluk sultans confiscated
or bought much of the privately owned land and then distributed it as igfa . Women,
it seems, were especially vulnerable. The life of Khattin, daughter of the Ayyubid
ruler of Damascus al-Malik al-Ashraf Musa, illustrates the way Ayyubid women
were stripped of their landed assets.* In 685/1286, when Khatiin was in her
seventies, officials in the Syrian administration went to court and claimed that
she had been in a state of mental incompetence (sifh) when she sold her lands in
several villages near Damascus thirty years earlier. Because of her supposed mental
incapacity, she had been under the interdiction of her uncle and was not qualified
to dispose of her property. The proofs brought by the state’s representatives were
accepted, and the sale was retroactively invalidated.

Legal mechanisms, and especially that of interdiction, were frequently deployed
to limit the control of elite women over their property. Interdiction (hajr) is a legal
mechanism that allows a responsible adult to exercise control over property owned
by individuals whom the law considers unfit, such as minors and the mentally
incapacitated.®> In late thirteenth-century Damascus a Shafi‘T gadi granted the
request of a minor grandson, himself under interdiction, to impose interdiction
on his sixty-year-old grandmother on the grounds of her mental incapacity.®® In a
case from Upper Egypt, an orphan girl remained under interdiction even after her

61 R.S. Humphreys, “Women as Patrons of Religious Architecture in Ayyubid Damascus,” Mugarnas
11 (1994), 35-54.

62 Berkey, “Women and Islamic Education,” 144; Howyda al-Harithy, “Female Patronage of Mamluk
Architecture in Cairo,” Harvard Middle Eastern and Islamic Review 1 (1994), 157; D. Behrens-
Abouseif, Islamic Architecture in Cairo: An Introduction (Leiden: Brill, 1989), 91-93.

63 Humphreys, “Women as Patrons,” 35; Y. Tabbaa, Constructions of Power and Piety in Medieval
Aleppo (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), 44-49, 193.

64 J_Sublet, “La folie de la princesse Bint al-ASraf (un scandale financier sous les mamelouks bahris),”
Bulletin d’études orientales 27 (1974), 45-50; Fadlallah b. Abi al-Fakhr Ibn al-Suqa‘i, 7ali Kitab
Wafayat al-A yan, ed. J. Sublet (Damascus: Institut Frangais de Damas, 1974), 72, 159; al-Nuwayrf,
Nihayat al-Arab, vol. XXXI, 147. On her father, see Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya (Beirut), vol. XIII, 257;
Humpbhreys, From Saladin to the Mongols, 208-38.

65 M. Shatzmiller, “Women and Property Rights in al-Andalus and the Maghrib: Social Patterns and
Legal Discourse,” ILS 2 (1995), 229-30.

66 Al-Fazari, “Fatawa,” fol. 23a; cited in ‘Isa b. ‘Uthman al-Ghazz1 (d. 799/1397), “Adab al-Qada’,”
Chester Beatty MS 3763, fol. 170a.
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marriage, and the court’s representative sold her property without her permission.®’

The fourteenth-century jurist and gadr al-Subki warned his colleagues that prov-
ing women’s mental incapacity had become too facile. He specifically criticized
judges who maintained that a proof of mental incapacity prevails over any counter-
evidence the woman may produce. These gadis did not require any substantial tes-
timony or circumstantial evidence, but only the signatures of two men who were
ready to support the claim.%®

As more and more land was alienated in favor of men, and as the economic
activity of elite women was subject to increasing controls, the number of public
institutions founded by women fell dramatically. Against the twenty-six religious
and charitable institutions women established during less than a century of Ayyubid
rule in Damascus, only four were founded in the following century. In Cairo the
womenfolk of the royal court had more of a chance to contribute to the city’s
landscape, especially in the days of al-Nasir Muhammad. Urdutekin bt. Nogay,
the Mongol wife of the sultan, funded the establishment of a tomb for her son by
endowing tenement houses, a covered market, two bathhouses, and agricultural
land.®” Sitt Hadaq, a slave-girl and wet-nurse who became the senior governess
in al-Nasir’s court, established a mosque that has survived to our day.”’ Overall,
however, women’s representation among the patrons of public buildings in Cairo
remained low.

The relative exclusion of elite women from control over land must have pushed
them towards the credit market, although the extent of this involvement remains
vague. On a rudimentary level, a woman could rent out the jewelry and textiles
of her trousseau for weddings or other social occasions.”! But women were also
involved in the cash economy. A couple of cases put to Ibn Taymiyya deal with
women buying textiles or jewelry, and then re-selling them for a higher price (in
one instance, a third more), to be paid at a later date. These were most probably
fictitious sales, intended to circumvent the prohibition on interest.”> In a case
brought before the court of Damascus, a certain “Umar al-Kurdi from Jerusalem
took a loan of 200 silver dirhams from a Jewish woman called Husniyya, pawning
his vineyard as security. When the debt was not paid, the woman appealed to the
local deputy gadi, who proceeded to register the vineyard in her name.”*

67 Ja‘far b. Tha‘lab al-Udfawi, al-Tali ‘al-Sa id al-Jami li-Asma’ al-Fudala ‘wa’l-Ruwat bi-A 1a al-Sa id
(Cairo: al-Dar al-Misriyya li'l-Ta'lif wa'l-Tarjamah, 1966), 227; al-Safadi, A yan, vol. II, 231.

68 Al-Subki, Fatawa, vol. I, 340-44.

% Al-Harithy, “Female Patronage,” 157-59.

70 C. williams, “The Mosque of Sitt Hadaq,” Mugarnas 11 (1994), 55-64. The khangah of Tughay,

a concubine of al-Nasir and the mother of his eldest son, was most probably established before the

founder’s death in 749/1348. On these structures, see A. “Abd al-Raziq, “Trois foundations féminines

dans 'Egypte mamlouke,” Revue détudes islamiques 41 (1973), 97-126.

Ibn Taymiyya, Majmii* Fatawa Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad Ibn Taymiyya, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman b.

Muhammad al-*Asimi al-Najdi, 35 vols. (Riyadh: Matba “at Riyad, 1381-86 [1961-66]), vol. XXX,
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The deathbed declaration of Nafisa bt. “‘Al1, wife of a baker in Jerusalem, shows
that she was engaged in extensive credit operations, apparently geared towards the
family business. Two villagers owed her about 30 dirhams each, one man owed her
350 dirhams, and a bean-maker in the city owed her as much as 500 dirhams. Her
husband owed her 1,000 dirhams as the late payment of her marriage gift. Finally,
the couple co-owned a vineyard in the vicinity of Jerusalem, and at the time of
her death she still owed her husband 60 dirhams as the price of her share.”* But it
is much more common to find husbands who owed money to their wives. Bird, a
shaykh of a Sufi zawiya in Jerusalem and one of the richest persons to appear in
the Haram documents, owed his wife 1,600 dirhams.”> Shams al-Din al-Ba‘albaki,
a merchant, owed his wife 10,000 dirhams, and his entire estate had to be sold in
order to cover this sum.”® A Jewish man from Jerusalem owed his wife a total of 500
dirhams, half of which were the remainder of her marriage gift and the rest aloan.”’
One Cairene husband, who went on a business trip to the Red Sea, not only bor-
rowed money from his wife but also had to promise on pain of divorce that he would
pay back by the end of the month.”® This aspect of marriage — the creditor wife and
the indebted husband — becomes a standard feature of fifteenth-century marriages.

A striking illustration of women’s credit activities comes from the legal responsa
of the Cairene jurist Wali al-Din Ibn al-Traqt (d. 826/1423). The question put to the
jurist deals with the legality of exclusively female credit associations. According
to the question, the “well-known practice” was that several women pooled their
financial resources by appointing one of them, known as “the Collecting Woman”
(al-mar’ah al-jam‘iyyah), to collect a fixed sum from each of them. The woman
would collect 1,000 dirhams every week from ten participating women. She then
gave the entire sum to each woman in her turn, and continued doing so until the
end of the term agreed to in advance. The legality of this communal fund was
questioned because the collecting woman received a fee for her efforts — in the
example cited, 5 percent of the money she collected — and this profit was suspect
as interest.”” The description clearly fits the female rotating savings and credit
associations found up to this day in many urban societies in the developing world,
including contemporary Cairo. As with the modern institution, the appearance
of savings associations may have been related to the entry of a large number of
women — not necessarily from the upper classes — into the cash economy.*’

74 Haram document no. 607, published in Lutfi, al-Quds, 54—60.

75 Haram document no. 210, published in Lutfi, “Igrars,” 278 ff. and in al-‘Asali, Watha’ig, vol. 11,
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Late Fourteenth-Century Jerusalem,” Journal of Semitic Studies 30 (1985), 233 ff.
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Impact of the Black Death

The plague that hit the Near East in the middle of the fourteenth century posed an
immediate challenge to the prevailing gender division of property. Those daughters
of military and civilian elite households who survived benefited by inheriting
unusually large fortunes. A treatise written in Damascus immediately following
the first outbreak reveals a deep anxiety about the sudden surge in wealthy young
heiresses.®! The following decades saw a revival in female patronage of religious
buildings, part of a general spate of building activity.®” In Jerusalem, after a long
hiatus, women established at least three madrasas.®® In Cairo, female members of
the military elite founded as many religious institutions in two decades as they
had in the preceding century. These include Madrasat Umm al-Sultan, the most
remarkable achievement of female patronage in Mamluk Cairo, established by the
concubine mother of al-Ashraf Sha®ban in 770/1368.5*

Yet this side-effect of the plague was temporary. The high visibility of the wives
and daughters of the military elite as patrons of religious buildings was short-lived,
like the contemporary political prominence of awlad al-nas.*® In the long run,
however, the impact of the plague on the gender division of property was twofold.
First, the lavish dowries of elite women circulated more easily. In the fifteenth
century we often hear about spendthrift women who converted their trousseaux
into cash only to squander them completely. Sitt al-Khulafa’, the daughter of the
caliph al-Mustanjid Yasuf, wasted away the major part of her dowry. Ibn Qawan,
her third husband (she was divorced twice), inherited her debts when she died in
892/1487 at the age of 32.%° Fatima, daughter of Sultan al-Zahir Tatar, received
a trousseau estimated at 100,000 dinars upon her marriage to al-Asharf Barsbay.

Women of Cairo. Playing with an Egg and a Stone (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1993), 5 ff. See also
W. Jordan, Women and Credit in Pre-industrial and Developing Societies (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 1992).
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Society, 229.
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by Sufra Khattin bt. Sharaf al-Din al-Bartid1 in 768/1367, has survived (Haram document no. 76;
discussed in Donald P. Little, “The Haram Documents as Sources for the Arts and Architecture of
the Mamluk Period,” Mugarnas 2 [1984], 69).

‘Abd al-Raziq, La femme, 22-23; al-Harithy, “Female Patronage,” 161-67; Behrens-Abouseif,
Islamic Architecture, 129-31. For biographical details, see al-Maqrizi, Suliik, vol. 111, 210; Abu
Bakr b. Ahmad Ibn Qadi Shuhba, Ta rikh Ibn Qadr Shuhba, ed. *‘Adnan Darwish, 3 vols. (Damas-
cus: Institut Frangais de Damas, 1977-94), vol. 111, 429, 439.

On the prominence of awlad al-nas in this period, see R. Irwin, The Middle East in the Middle
Ages: The Early Mamluk Sultanate, 1250-1382 (London: Croom Helm, 1986), 143; Jamal al-Din
Yisuf Ibn Taghri Birdi, al-Manhal al-Safi wa'l-Mustawfa Ba ‘d al-Waft, ed. Muhammad Muhammad
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She left the Citadel after the death of her husband and moved to a private residence
in the city. In order to finance an elegant lifestyle, which was condemned by some
chroniclers, Fatima pawned her expensive clothes with Cairene female brokers.
Eventually, she was unable to pay back the loans and was heavily in debt when
she died in 874/1469.%7

Another important change in the gender division of the economy was the re-
entry of elite women into the land market. By and large, women were still excluded
from holding official positions and collecting the tax revenues that came with
them (although even this happened towards the end of the fifteenth century, when
a widow of a Sufi shaykh was elected to head his zawiya).®® Yet, the share of
agricultural surplus that was channeled to these positions was gradually decreasing.
More and more land was alienated to support endowments that were for the most
part private or familial, although charitable in appearance.®” This was especially
true in Egypt. By the end of the fifteenth century it was estimated that two-fifths of
all Egyptian arable land was endowed in some way or another.”’ The rapid growth
of family endowment at the expense of igta ‘allowed elite women greater access to
landed revenue; they could — and did — become beneficiaries, administrators and
founders.

Overall, women profited from the establishment of endowments more often
than not. While Islamic law allows the founder of an endowment complete free-
dom in choosing its beneficiaries, many founders still stipulated that the revenues
of the endowment would be divided according to Islamic inheritance law (bil-
farida al-shariyya). Most of the endowment deeds preserved in the legal literature
explicitly state that males should receive twice the share of females.”' In these
cases, we may assume that the endowment was established with the sole pur-
pose of protecting the property from confiscation. But some family endowments
were intentionally designed to circumvent the Islamic inheritance law in order to
improve the lot of daughters. It was quite common for a founder to stipulate equal

87 Petry, “Class Solidarity,” 131-32; al-Khatib al-Jawhari Ibn al-Sayrafi, Inba al-Hasr bi-Abna’ al-
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as a Great Power (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), 190-219; J.-C. Garcin and
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Lala,” JESHO 38 (1995), 262-304.
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105-98.

For examples of endowment deeds in which males receive twice the share of daughters, see al-Subki,
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shares for sons and daughters, or males and females.’” There are several examples
of family endowments in which the primary beneficiaries are daughters or their
children.”® Some founders specifically excluded male descendants,” while others
excluded females.”” Yet, in a sample of preserved endowment deeds from late
fifteenth-century Damascus, the portions of what women obtained as beneficiaries
are explicitly higher than what they would have received by the Qur’anic laws of
inheritance. The reverse does occur, but is considerably rarer.”®

By the latter half of the fifteenth century, elite women were often nominated
as administrators of their families’ endowments. A standard endowment deed
specified that following the founder’s death the supervision should pass to the
“most discerning” (al-arshad) among the founder’s descendants. As shown by
Carl Petry, this vague definition was often understood to include women.”” It is
possible to identify thirty-eight individual women who served as administrators of
family endowments in late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century Cairo, represent-
ing one-fifth of the total number of known administrators.”® The daughter of the
dawadar Azbak was appointed as supervisor of the endowment established by her
mother’s second husband, ‘Abd al-Ghant b. al-JT1‘an. She attracted the attention of
the chroniclers in 841/1437—-8, when she sold the main asset of the endowment, a

92 Al-Subki, Fatawa, vol. 1, 473, 478, 481, 485, 506, 509, 514, vol. II, 143; al-Ansari, Iam,
162, 170, 174, 187. Equal shares for females are also stipulated in a fifteenth-century endow-
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1987).
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des doucments d'archives du Caire de 239/853 a 922/1516 (Cairo: Institut francais d’archéologie
orientale, 1981), 441 ff.
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big house in Cairo worth tens of thousands of dinars, for a ludicrous price.” In a
case from 877/1472, Shaqra’, daughter of the former sultan al-Nasir Faraj, brought
a lawsuit against an amir who refused to pay the rent on agricultural lands he had
leased from her.'”’ The same Shaqra’ also contested the control of the family’s
endowment with her sister’s daughter Asiyya.'! In 884/1479-80 an elderly aunt
who managed the endowment of the gadi Wali al-Din al-Siftt was deemed “the
most discerning” in the family line in spite of a legal challenge by her young
nephew.'*> These examples clearly show that women were now trusted to manage
family property. The legal mechanism of interdiction, popular in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries, is hardly mentioned in later sources.

Most important, fifteenth-century elite women were not only beneficiaries and
administrators of endowments, but also a sizable minority among the founders.
The best-known example is that of the lifelong wife of Sultan Qa’itbay, Fatima bt.
‘Al Ibn Khassbak (d. 909/1504). Fatima started acquiring real estate in 878/1473,
when she bought ten units of urban property and six agricultural tracts located in
the Delta provinces of al-Gharbiyya, al-Shargiyya and al-Qalyiibiyya. According
to the purchase deed, all six units had originally been held in the Army Bureau for
distribution as igfa " In the next thirty years Fatima constantly bought urban and
rural real estate, and continued to invest at the same rate even after the death of her
husband — a clear indication that her hold over this property was real. The agri-
cultural units formed between one-third and one-half of her overall investments,
estimated to be several tens of thousands of dinars.'*

Female founders of endowments appear to constitute about 15-20 percent of
the total number of known founders in fifteenth-century Cairo.'"* As opposed to
the grand institutions built following the first outbreak of the plague, fifteenth-
century elite women endowed relatively small family tombs and neighborhood
mosques, of which few survived.'? Elite women, mostly from military households,
established eleven out of the twenty-three charitable endowments providing bread
for the poor in fifteenth-century Cairo. The purpose of these endowments was to
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support a family tomb and the pious works associated with it, while simultaneously
protecting the family’s property.'’® In 871/1477 the amir Jagmaq al-Mahmidt
established one such endowment together with his wife, a daughter of a civilian
dignitary. The endowment supported the tomb of the wife’s father, where food
was distributed, and a large share of its revenue was reserved for the couple’s
descendants.'”” While married couples established only a small proportion of
fifteenth-century endowments,'”® their mere existence demonstrates the changes
that occurred in the gender division of property in the aftermath of the plague.
The lines dividing specifically male and specifically female property became so
blurred as to allow some husbands and wives to merge their assets into one marital
fund.

Did dowries make women financially independent? Could women rely on their
trousseaux if they wanted to get out of an unwanted marriage? The answer is
yes, but only for the wealthy. Dowries were a form of gender-specific pre-mortem
inheritance and represented a daughter’s share in her parents’ patrimony. The value
of a dowry of a princess, or even the daughter of an amir, was often fantastically
high, and certainly much higher than the marriage gifts offered by the groom. But,
while dowries were important in the marriages of all social classes, the less affluent
could not have provided their daughters with long-term security, and the value of
the dowries they donated was much more modest. Even for elite women dowries
came with restrictions attached. Dowries were given in the form of trousseaux,
reinforcing a gendered division of the economy. As long as elite women had
limited access to landed revenue — and this was the case until the second half of
the fifteenth century — they were not fully incorporated into the economy, and
were unable to make the most out of their share of their families’ inheritance.
However, the opening up of the market in land and the general monetization of the
fifteenth century allowed for greater economic integration of elite women, and, as
a by-product, enhanced their position vis-a-vis their husbands.

106 A Sabra, Poverty and Charity in Medieval Islam. Mamluk Egypt, 1250-1517 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 90-93.

197 Ipid., 93.

108 Qani Bay (d. 863/1459), the governor of Damascus, needed the contribution of his wife in order to
fund improvements to the minaret of the Umayyad Mosque (Ibn al-Himst, Hawadith, vol. 1, 144).
The amir Hosgeldi (Khushkaldi) and his wife, Zahra” bt. Yahya al-Muhajiri, established a joint
trust in 864/1460, which they administered together for at least thirty-five years (Amin, Fihrist,
nos. 389, 403, 428, 525, 526, 527, 529, 557, 560, 561). For other joint endowments, see Amin,
Fihrist, nos. 163, 404, 405, 194, 247, 254.



CHAPTER 2

Working women, single women and the rise of
the female ribat

In the year 655/1257-58, after ten years of marriage, the Damascene scholar Shihab
al-Din Abi Shama composed a poem in praise of his wife, Sitt al-‘Arab bt. Sharaf
al-Din al-‘Abdari. After mentioning her noble lineage, Abii Shama proceeds to
commend her impeccable character. Sitt al-‘Arab is modest and obedient to her
husband, attends to her family and shows mercy to orphans. She is wise, while
striving to understand what she does not know, and eloquent, her words are like
pearls. She guards the secrets of the house, and the property of her husband:

Better still, to her all this virtue/
is no burden, but comes natural/
Do not reproach me for my love for her/
for few of the women of her age are her equal/
At our wedding she was a girl of fourteen/
with all these traits already installed/
She never strayed from that path/
and each passing year her virtue increased manifold/
What more to say: in ten years with me/
she has never given me any reason to complain. !

An extraordinary feature of the poem is the realistic appreciation of Sitt al-
‘Arab’s contribution to the household economy. Abt Shama writes:

She always attends to household chores

despite her youth she shies away from nothing

tiraz embroidery, needlework with golden threads

cutting cloth, sewing and spinning

She moves from this to that and from that to this

not to mention the cleaning, the cooking and the washing.’

! “Abd al-Rahman b. Isma'7l Shihab al-Din Abd Shama, Tarajim Rijal al-Qarnayn al-Sadis wa'l-
Sabi‘al-Ma'raf bi'l-Dhayl ‘ala al-Rawdatayn, ed. M. Zahid al-Kawthart (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-
Malikiyya, 1947), 196-98. On the birth of his son, see ibid., 189. It is rare to find husbands expressing
their love for their wives so openly. On this poem see also Joseph Lowry, “Time, Form and Self:
The Autobiography of Abt Shama,” Edebiyat: Special Issue — Arabic Autobiography 712 (1997),
313-25.

2 Abi Shama, al-Dhayl, 196.
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Thus, Sitt al-*Arab did not just bring honor to her husband. Abti Shama appre-
ciated the way she fulfilled her domestic duties. In particular, the poem gives the
impression that Sitt al-‘Arab spent most of her day working on various stages in the
production of textiles — from the spinning of yarn to the final touches of embroi-
dery. Atleast some of these tasks, and especially the spinning of yarn, were almost
certainly done for wages. The cleaning and the cooking were a second priority,
and the little baby Ahmad, born a year earlier, is not even mentioned.

Whatever dowries they brought to their marriages, the vast majority of wives
had to work hard, even the wife of a scholar like Aba Shama. Moreover, much
of what they did had a market value, even if the male authors of the texts at our
disposal seldom give credit to women’s contribution to the urban economy. A large
proportion — perhaps the majority — of urban women, regardless of their marital
status, worked for wages. Some worked outside their homes — hairdressers and
midwives, as well as the omnipresent female peddler, had to go around the city
in order to offer their services. But even when women worked at home, and this
was true for the vast majority of working women, their work was an integral and
indispensable part of the urban textile industry. The garments worn by everyone in
Mamluk cities, from the elite to the paupers, were embroidered, sewn, and certainly
spun, by women.

Women’s remunerative work, both within and outside marriage, is crucial for
understanding the balance of power between husbands and wives, and the phe-
nomenon of frequent divorce. Even if women received lower wages than men, they
still gained a substantial degree of economic independence. Wages from work in
the textile industry allowed many women, not necessarily elite women, to remain
single for long periods of time. Mamluk cities always had a large population of wid-
owed and divorced women, who did not remarry but lived on wages they received
for their work as spinners and seamstresses. The existence of these single women
posed a problem to the patriarchal self-image of Mamluk society, and occasionally
there were futile attempts to ban women from the streets of the cities. Mamluk
society accommodated these single women by the establishment of exclusively
female religious houses, built with the purpose of providing them with their own
moral and physical space within the male public sphere. It is the large and unprece-
dented number of female religious houses established in the Mamluk period that
demonstrates how many women managed without husbands.

Women and the textile industry
In Mamluk society, as in the Jewish community of the Geniza and in other medieval

Muslim societies, women were represented in a limited range of gender-specific
professions.” Women performed services directly related to female life, such as

3 Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, vol. 1, 127-30; M. Shatzmiller, Labour in the Medieval Islamic
World (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 347-68.
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midwives,* hairdressers,” matchmakers,® washers of the dead,” and female atten-
dants in baths and hospitals.® Midwives and hairdressers were paid generously,
and were considered quite profitable professions.” In his diary, Ibn Tawq records
the gifts his wife regularly sent to her midwife, and the hefty sums she paid to
her hairdresser before going to a wedding. The women attending her during visits
to the bathhouse received smaller fees.'” As in the Geniza period, women appear
mostly as peddlers rather than as shopkeepers.'' The female cloth-peddlers were
a familiar sight, and had a crucial role in the distribution of the textile industry’s
products. They also had privileged access to the private domains of elite house-
holds."” In non-skilled professions, wet-nurses and prostitutes had to compete
with the unsalaried services of slave-girls.'? Salaried domestic servants were com-
pletely absent. Women competed with men only in a few skilled crafts. There are
references to both male and female instructors of girls.'* Female and male barbers
performed a variety of services, such as bloodletting, cleansing and whitening
teeth, or removing excessive hair, mainly for women. '

4 Ibn al-Hajj, Madkhal, vol. 111, 290; anonymous Shafi‘T treatise on marriage, Chester Beatty MS
4665, fols. 28a—29b. See also ‘Abd al-Raziq, La femme, 62, §3.

5 ‘Abd al-Raziq, La femme, 82, and the sources cited there.

6 Muhammad Ibn Daniyal, Kitab Tayf al-Khayal, ed. Paul Kahle, with a critical apparatus by

D. Hopwood (Cambridge: Trustees of the E. J. W. Gibb Memorial, 1992), 22 ff. See also Ibn

Baydakin al-Turkumani, Kitab al-Lumafi al-Hawadith wa'l-Bida", ed. Subht Labib (Wiesbaden:

F. Steiner Verlag, 1986), 163.

‘Abd al-Raziq, La femme, 81; H. Lutfi, “Manners,” 106; Ibn al-Hajj, Madkhal, vol. 11, 172, vol. 111,

246; Ibn al-Ukhuwwa, Ma alim al-Qurba fi Ahkam al-Hisba, ed. R. Levy (London: Luzac & Co.,

1938), 101-02.

Female orderlies (farrashat) were employed in the hospital of Qalawtn in the beginning of the

fourteenth century (Sabra, Poverty, 76). On bath-attendants, see ‘Abd al-Raziq, La femme, 44.

On the career of al-Nasir Muhammad’s midwife, see al-Jazari, Ta rikh, vol. III, 701. In one case,

we are told that a hairdresser employed a slave-girl as her assistant (al-Jazari, Ta rikh, vol. 111, 939;

al-Maqrizi, Suliik, vol. I, 521).

10 See examples in Ibn Tawq, TaTig, vol. I, 35 (3/12/885), 132 (16/1/887), 150 (27/2/887), 154

(12/3/887), 196 (5/10/887).

An exception is the widow of a Cairene bookseller, who continued to sell his books nine years after

his death. The husband, Shafi‘b. “Ali Nasir al-Din Ibn “Asakir, died in 730/1330 (al-Safadi, A ‘yan,

vol. II, 503).

For female peddlers (dallalat) who acted as government spies, see al-Yasufi, Nuzhat al-Nazir,

261-64. On the type of transactions made by female brokers in fifteenth-century Granada, see M.

Shatzmiller, “Women and Wage Labour in the Medieval Islamic West,” JESHO 40 (1997), 196.

For a comprehensive study of wet-nurses in medieval Islam, see A. Giladi, Infants, Parents and Wet

Nurses: Medieval Islamic Views on Breastfeeding and their Social Implications (Leiden: Brill, 1999).

See also ‘Abd al-Raziq, La femme, 83—85; Shatzmiller, “Women and Wage Labour,” 183-88. For

model contracts for the hiring of wet-nurses in Mamluk legal sources, see al-Jarawani, “Mawahib,”

fols. 37b, 99b; al-Asyitt, Jawahir al- Uqid, vol. 11, 206. For references to wet-nurses in Mamluk
chronicles, see al-Jazari, Ta rikh, vol. 11, 522; al-Magqrizi, Suliik, vol. IV, 1116. On prostitutes, see

‘Abd al-Raziq, La femme, 45 ff., and the rich sources cited there.

14 “Abd al-Rahman b. Nasr Al-Shayzari, Nihayat al-Rutba fi Talab al-Hisba, ed. al-Sayyid al-Baz
al-"Arin1 (Cairo: Matba‘at Lajnat al-Ta’lif wa’l-Tarjama wa’l-Nashr, 1946), 104; Ibn al-Ukhuwwa,
Maalim al-Qurba, 261; Muhammad b. Ahmad Ibn Bassam, Kitab Nihayat al-Rutba fi Talab al-
Hisba, ed. Husam al-Din al-Samarra’l (Baghdad: Matba‘at al-Ma‘arif, 1968), 161-63. See also
Shatzmiller, Labour, 355.

15 Ibn al-Hajj recommends the use of female barbers in order to limit unnecessary physical contact
between men and women, but then warns that these women try to show off their merchandise by

N

=3

©



34  Marriage, Money and Divorce in Medieval Islamic Society

The vast majority of women, however, worked in the production of textiles,
traditionally “the main field of female remunerative occupation.”'® Spinning and
embroidery were the female professions par excellence, as demonstrated in an
anecdote told by the historian Ibn Kathir. During a visit to Baalbek in 754/1353—
54, Ibn Kathir met a hermaphrodite who was brought up as a girl until the age
of fifteen. Then a tiny penis appeared, and the local governor gave an order to
celebrate the transformation of the girl into a man by bestowing a military uniform
upon him. The young soldier boasted before Ibn Kathir that he was “skilled in
all the professions of women, including spinning, decorating with firaz bands and
embroidery with gold and silver threads (zarkash).”'” Girls were taught spinning
and embroidery at a young age. Al-JazarT mourns with sadness and pride two of his
young nieces, who were not only beautiful and pious, but also excelled in the arts
of embroidery and sewing.'® While spinning was done by women, weaving was
generally done by men. There were, however, a few exceptions. Zayn al-Nisa’bt.
‘Imad al-Din Ibn al-Mulhim (d. 735/1335) was known for her cooking, sewing,
embroidery and weaving.'” ‘A’isha bt. Muhammad Ibn Muslim (d. 736/1336), an
impoverished daughter of a Damascene scholarly family, made her living out of
working the loom.”’

The women who worked in embroidery and sewing, and in particular spinning,
could perform these tasks at home.?! Ibn al-Salah ruled that a husband could not
prevent his wife from working at home in embroidery, spinning or sewing.”> Most
women spun at home and organized domestic chores around their work. Ibn al-Hajj
describes the domestic work cycle of women, and admonishes those who refrain
from spinning and carding on Fridays, making it their day off.”> But working
women had to go out of the house at some point, if only to buy raw material and
sell the finished product. Women congregated in front of the cotton and flax traders’
shops, waiting for the carding process to be finished,’* and later sold the threads

going about their business unveiled (Madkhal, vol. IV, 105-07). See also “Abd al-Raziq, La femme,

75, and the sources cited there.

Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, vol. 1, 128. See also Shatzmiller, Labour, 352.

Ibn Kathir, Bidaya (Beirut), vol. XIV, 198. On the social reaction to hermaphrodites see Tamer

al-Leithy, “Of Bodies Chang'd to Various Forms . . .: Hermaphrodites and Transsexuals in Mamluk

Society” (unpublished paper, Princeton University, 2001).

18 The two sisters followed each other to the grave in 737/1336-37 (al-Jazari, Ta rikh, vol. III, 976,
980).

19 Ibid., 827-28.

20 Al-Safadi, Ayan, vol. II, 640; Shams al-Din al-Dhahabi, Siyar A Tam al-Nubala’, ed. Shu‘ayb al-
Arna’ut and Husayn al-Asad, 25 vols. (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1981-88), vol. XVII, 520.

21 Shatzmiller, Labour, 351.

22 Tbn al-Salah, Fatawa, 452 (no. 415). Cited by al-Ghazzi, “Adab al-Qada’,” fol. 154a.

23 Ibn al-Hajj, Madkhal, vol. 1, 278-79; Lutfi, “Manners,” 105. There is a striking similarity between
Ibn al-Hajj’s comments and those of a seventeenth-century Franciscan moralist, who admonished
women in Lyon for not spinning on Saturdays out of superstition. See N. Davis, “Women and the
Crafts in Sixteenth-Century Lyon,” in B. Hanawalt (ed.), Women and Work in Pre-industrial Europe
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 180.

2 Al-Shayzari, Nihayat al-Rutba, 69, 70; Ibn al-Ukhuwwa, Ma alim al-Qurba, 225; Tbn al-Bassam,
Kitab Nihayat al-Rutba, 74. Ibn al-Ukhuwwa notes that spindle makers and flax traders have dealings
mainly with women (Ma alim al-Qurba, 279).

>

N =



Working women, single women and the rise of the female ribar 35

directly to the yarn trader, who weighed the finished product.”> Alternatively,
women brought their yarn to mosques, where they negotiated the prices with a
male broker acting as their agent. Ibn al-Hajj was infuriated, not least because
these women often brought with them toddlers who urinated in the mosque.?®
The need of working women to go out was recognized by contemporary jurists.
Widows and divorcées in their waiting periods, when their contact with strangers
should be kept to a minimum, retained the right to leave their homes during the
day in order to purchase raw material or sell the finished threads. At night these
women were also allowed to go to neighbors” houses to spin together and chat.”’

The routine work of female spinners comes alive in the stories about the miracles
of saints. In one case from Jabal Nablus, we find a woman who used to donate
half of her annual production, sixty cubits of spun yarn, to the local shaykhs. The
amount was so extraordinarily high that one shaykh refused the gift, suspecting
the woman of association with the devil.”® One of the miracles associated with
al-Sayyida Nafisa concerns a widow and her four daughters who made their living
from spinning. Each Friday the old woman would take the week’s yarn to the market
and sell it for 20 dirhams. With half the money she earned she would purchase the
raw flax needed for spinning the next week’s quota of yarn. With the other half
she would buy necessities for herself and her daughters. One Friday, however,
while she was on her way to the market, a bird suddenly swooped down and seized
the woman’s bundle of finished yarn. The story ends well — the bird dropped the
yarn just in time to allow the merchants on board a foundering ship to plug the
hole in their vessel. Through the intercession of al-Sayyida Nafisa, the old woman
was repaid many times over for the yarn she had lost. Although al-Sayyida lived
many centuries earlier, the story was tailored to a late medieval audience that must
have recognized the situation as familiar — the poor spinner who came to market
every Friday and so sustained herself and her children.””

The biography of Dayfa bt. ‘Umar (d. 728/1328) provides a touching illus-
tration of the difficulties facing a female wage-earner, and also provides precious
information about wages and standards of living. Dayfa’s husband, Muhammad Ibn
al-Irbili, suffered from an eye disease that prevented him from working. As the sole
provider for the family, Dayfa used to sew for remuneration,”” and received half
a dirham for a day’s work. Things got difficult during a famine, almost certainly

25 Ibn Bassam, Kitab Nihayat al-Rutba, 73.

26 Tbn al-Hajj, Madkhal, vol. 11, 226; Lutfi, “Manners,” 106.

27 AI-Rafi'i, al-‘Aziz Sharh al-Wajiz, ed. “Ali Muhammad Mu‘awwad and ‘Adil Ahmad ‘Abd al-
Mawjud, 14 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 1997), vol. IX, 510; al-Subki, Fatawa,
vol. II, 314-20. According to the established doctrine, such permission was granted only to single
women not entitled to marital support.

28 Daniella Talmon-Heller, “The Cited Tales of the Wondrous Doings of the Shaykhs of the Holy Land,
by Diya’ al-Din Aba ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. “Abd al-Wahid al-MaqdisT (569/1173-643/1245),”
Crusades 1 (2002), 123 (Arabic), 141 (English).

29 Taylor, In the Vicinity of the Righteous, 131. The reference to flax — rather than cotton — sets the
story in an Egyptian context.

30 Text: tukhitu bil-kawafi (al-Jazari, Ta rikh, vol. II, 375).
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the one that began in 694/1295.%' On Ramadan food prices went up, and the 1
dirham she received every other day from the master artisan could only buy them
ten ounces of bread, some beans or a bit of cauliflower. When evening came the
couple would cut a big slice of the bread for their daughter, and divide the rest
between them. On the following night, with nothing to eat, all they could do was
drink water and look at each other in despair. Eventually, things got better when the
husband was appointed a tax-collector. He continued, however, to entrust his wife
with all his financial affairs. Al-JazarT adds that, following Muhammad’s death,
Dayfa managed on her own to marry off their three daughters and bring up their
minor son.

Judging by this anecdote, the wages paid for the sewing performed by Dayfa
were low, but not insubstantial. Thanks to Adam Sabra’s study it is possible to
calculate that in that period, with a moderate level of prices, a monthly salary of
15 dirhams could buy about 200 pounds of bread — enough for two adults and
one child to subsist on.** Dayfa’s family was severely affected by the famine, but
so were, most probably, many male-headed households. While one should keep
in mind that embroiderers and seamstresses were probably better paid than the
majority of simple spinners, Dayfa’s case does prove that some women did receive
a living wage, and that a woman’s work in the textile industry could even support
a small family.

An ample demonstration of the importance of women to the urban economy
came in 841/1438 when Sultan Barsbay, who blamed the debauchery of women
for the current outbreak of the plague, issued an edict banning all women from
frequenting the streets and markets of Cairo, with catastrophic results. Al-Maqrizt
notes the plight of widows and other single women, women practicing a profession,
and female beggars. The damage extended also to the markets for clothes and
perfumes, now emptied of their usual customers.** Partial relief came only after
three days, when slave-girls were allowed to go out in order to purchase basic
household supplies, so long as they did not veil and could easily be distinguished
from free women. Old women were also allowed to go out for their necessities.
The general ban remained in force for at least another week.*” The chroniclers are
unanimous in dismissing the whole affair as a blunder.>® There was no consistent

31 1f the price of bread cited here is correct, the shortages must have been severe and indicate a famine.
The crisis of 694/1295 represents the only major famine of that period. See Sabra, Poverty, 141-44;
M. Chapoutot-Remadi, “Une grand crise a la fin du XIIIe siecle en Egypte,” JESHO 26 (1983),
217-45.

32" Al-Jazari, Ta rikh, vol. II, 375. For a contemporary reference to a seamstress in the legal literature,
see Ibn Taymiyya, Majmii* Fatawa, vol. XXIX, 397; Ibn Taymiyya, Fatawa al-Nisa’, 169.

33 Sabra, Poverty, 119-21.

34 A century earlier, Ibn al-Hajj wrote a vivid description of women shopping in these markets
(Madkhal, vol. 11, 17, vol. IV, 32; Lutfi, “Manners,” 103).

35 Al-Maqrizi, Suliik, vol. IV, 103 ff.; al-Khatib al-Jawhari Ibn al-Sayrafi, Nuzhat al-Nufiis wa [-Abdan
ft Tawarikh al-Zaman, ed. Hasan Habashi, 4 vols. (Cairo: al-Hay’ah al-Misriyya al-‘Ammah 1i’l-
Kitab, 1970-94), vol. II, 404-09; Ibn Taghri Birdi, Nujim, vol. XV, 93-96; Ibn lyas, Bada’i",
vol. II, 182-83. For a short summary, see Sabra, Poverty, 60-61.

36 Another ban on the appearance of women in public was pronounced three years later, in 844/1440.
But slave-girls and old women were exempted, and the ban lasted only a day (al-Maqrizi, Suliik,
vol. 1V, 1209).
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state policy against working women, and towards the end of the fifteenth century
state authorities even made attempts to protect the livelihood of female spinners
against adverse market conditions. In 873/1468 the dawadar Yashbak min Mahd1
abolished taxes imposed on yarn sold by women.?” During the famine of 892/1487,
when the value of copper coins was debased, merchants were given orders to pay
women in silver for their spinning.*®

Among the Jewish community of the Geniza women’s remunerative work
became more widespread during the Mamluk period. Most Jewish marriage con-
tracts from the Mamluk period included a clause allowing wives to retain their earn-
ings.* This stipulation, which was very rare in earlier centuries, was needed since
under rabbinic law (and contrary to Islamic law) a wife’s earnings belong to her
husband, as compensation for his marital support. In some cases, the bride retained
her rights both to her earnings and to the clothing owed by the husband. Usually,
however, prospective wives absolved their grooms from the obligation of providing
them with clothing. In this kind of settlement the bride chose to keep her wages
even at the price of giving up part of her husband’s monetary support. As Goitein
concluded, Jewish marriage contracts from the Mamluk period reflect a society
in which women’s salaried labor was considered the norm. Goitein suggested that
this change was symptomatic of the economic decline of the Jewish community of
Cairo, as only the poor would allow their wives to work for wages. But when one
considers the extent of women’s work among the Muslim majority, it is evident
that the phenomenon could not have been limited to the Jews or to Cairo.

The explanation for the normative attitude towards female labor, among both
Muslims and Jews, should be sought in the expansion and technological innovation
of the contemporary textile industry. The volume of textile production significantly
increased in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.*’ Evidence of this expansion
comes, first of all, from the great variety of materials and designs in early Mamluk
textile fragments.*' Official dress in the Mamluk court was gradually beautified
and elaborated, a trend that reached its peak under Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad in
the first half of the fourteenth century.*> The industry attained a higher degree of
specialization, also indicating an expansion in the volume of production and in the
number of persons employed.** This was also a period of technological innovation.
The introduction of the draw-loom in the middle of the thirteenth century facilitated

37 Ibn al-Sayrafi, Inba al-Hasr, 39.

38 Al-Sakhawi, Wajiz al-Kalam, vol. III, 1000; cited in Sabra, Poverty, 163.

39 Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, vol. 1lI, 132-35. For published documents, see Ashtor-Strauss,
Toldot, vol. 111, nos. 39 (dated 1310), 41 (fourteenth century), 43 (1316), 53 (1379), 54 (1379).

40 For general summary, see Bethany J. Walker, “Rethinking Mamluk Textiles,” MSR 4 (2000), 167—
95. 1 would like to thank the author for elucidating several points in a personal communication.
For a very different view of the textile industry in the Mamluk period, see R. B. Serjeant, Islamic
Textiles: Material for a History up to the Mongol Conquest (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1972).

41 For a summary of these changes, see Walker, “Rethinking,” 176-78; S. Mahir, al-Nasij al-Islami
(Cairo: al-Jihaz al-Markazi li’l-Kutub al-Jami‘iyya wa’l-Madrasiyya wa’l-Wasa’il al-Ta‘limiyya,
1977), 88.

2L A Mayer, Mamluk Costume: A Survey (Geneva: A. Kundig, 1952), 21 ff.; Walker, “Rethinking,”
168.

43 Shatzmiller, Labour, 240-49.
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the weaving of repeat patterns, large figures and inscriptions.** In addition to the
draw-loom, spinning-wheels, apparently previously unknown in Egypt and Syria,
are mentioned in the Haram documents from the late fourteenth century.*> The
introduction of the spinning-wheel may have increased the productivity of spinners
threefold, as well as the uniformity of the threads. Together with the draw-loom, the
spinning-wheel allowed for rapid and cheap production.*® Since the vast majority
of working women participated in the production of textiles, the expansion of
the industry and the introduction of the spinning-wheel may have meant growing
employment opportunities for Muslim and Jewish women alike.

Single women: the ribat

Our understanding of Mamluk divorce rates hinges on the way Mamluk society
treated non-married women. To a large extent, this is an economic question. Deci-
sions about divorce must have been directly related to the question of whether
the dowries of the elite, or the wages of the vast majority of working women,
could provide economic security for a woman who was no longer married. But
this was also a question of public morality. Was it acceptable for women to remain
unmarried for long periods of time? Could they live on their own without fear for
their reputation or safety? Did they have a physical and moral space that would
accommodate their existence in a patriarchal society?

At first sight, the near-universal marriage pattern in Mamluk society appears
to suggest that unmarried women had no place in the public sphere. Authors of
biographical dictionaries do mention women who never married, but they seem
to be the exception rather than the rule.*’ Moreover, the majority of girls were
married off in their early or mid-teens, probably not long after reaching puberty.

4 Walker, “Rethinking,” 174 ff.: L. Mackie, “Towards an Understanding of Mamluk Silks: National
and International Considerations,” Mugarnas 2 (1984), 127-46. For a reference to the use of the
draw-loom in the Dar al-Tiraz in Alexandria in 770/1369, see Muhammad Ibn al-Qasim al-NuwayrT,
Kitab al-Ilmam bi'l-1'lam fima Jarat bihi al-Ahkam wa’l-Umiir al-Mugqdiyya fi Wagq ‘at al-Iskandriyya,
ed. A. S. Atiyya, 7 vols. (Hyderabad: Da’irat al-Ma‘arif, 1968-76), vol. VI, 4; cited in M. Marzouk,
History of the Textile Industry in Alexandria, 331 BC—1517 AD (Alexandria: Alexandria University
Press, 1955), 65-67.

Lutfi, al-Quds, 297. A woman working with a spinning-wheel appears in a thirteenth-century illus-
tration of the Magamat (Ahmed Y. al-Hassan and Donald R. Hill, Islamic Technology: An Illustrated
History [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986], 186). There are no references to spinning-
wheels in the Geniza (Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, vol. 1, 99). Ibn al-Ukhuwwa, writing at
the beginning of the fourteenth century, discusses the proper manufacture of a spindle (mirdan), but
does not refer to spinning-wheels (Ma alim al-Qurba, 279).

On spinning-wheels in the Italian cotton industry, see Maureen F. Mazzaoui, The [talian Cotton
Industry in the Later Middle Ages, 1100—1600 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 78.
Eliyahu Ashtor-Strauss famously argues that the Mamluks stifled any technological innovation, and
that the treadle loom and the spinning-wheel were never introduced to the medieval Near Eastern
textile industry (“Levantine Sugar Industry in the Later Middle Ages —an Example of Technological
Decline,” Israel Oriental Studies 7 [1977], 262—66). On this point, his argument seems to be off the
mark.

Zaynab bt. Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Kartm (646/1248-49-740/1339-40), a traditionist from Jerusalem,
never married during her long life. Her celibacy is attributed to an eye-disease from which she had

4

[

4

=N

4

=



Working women, single women and the rise of the female ribar 39

Sitt al-‘Arab married Abu Shama when she was fourteen. Rabi‘ah, the daughter
of the scholar Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalant, first married at the age of fifteen, and his
granddaughter married at the age of sixteen.*® Some married earlier. Al-Sakhaw1
married an eleven-year old girl.** Al-Magqrizi’s mother first married when she was
twelve.”’ Orphan girls were usually married off while still minors, between ten
and twelve.’' But it should be noted that some women were married at an older
age. The historian al-Birzali’s daughter first married when she was nineteen.’” The
virgin bride of Ibn Hajar was eighteen.>”

Yet, even if we assume that almost all girls were married off and at an early age,
there were still a lot of single women in Mamluk cities. After their first marriage,
women still faced a real possibility of having to live on their own. Marriages
were of relatively short duration, a result of high mortality rates and of high rates
of divorce. Many remained unmarried for long periods far beyond the legally
prescribed waiting period of three months, and sometimes for the rest of their
lives. These women were often removed from their natal homes, and had to make
a living on their own, usually as spinners, seamstresses and embroiderers. Many
found shelter in an unprecedented number of exclusively female religious houses,
usually known as ribats.

The ribat came to be identified with female piety from the Fatimid period. The
involvement of women in mystical movements was not new, and dates to the early
Islamic period.’* But the establishment of exclusively female Sufi institutions
started only in the sixth/twelfth century. According to al-Magqrizi, the wives and
slave-girls of the later Fatimid caliphs established a number of female hospices in
the Qarafa cemetery, in which old widows and pious women lived in seclusion.”
Similar institutions appeared in Mecca and Baghdad.”® Along with the zawiya and

suffered since childhood (Ibn Hajar, Durar, vol. I, 117). See also the biographies of Fatimah bt.
Salman (d. 708/1308-09) and Habiba bt. Zayn al-Din al-Maqdisiyya (d. 733/1332-33) (al-Dhahabf,
Siyar A‘lam al-Nubala’, vol. XVII, 376; Ibn Hajar, Durar, vol. 11, 5). One daughter of the Ayyubid
prince al-Malik al-Salih Isma‘Tl never married (Ibn Kathitr, al-Bidaya [Beirut], vol. XIV, 87).

The daughter married in 826/1423 (Ibn Hajar, Inba al-Ghumr, vol. 111, 374; al-Sakhaw1, Daw’,
vol. XII, 199). The granddaughter married in 852/1448—-49 (al-Sakhawi, Daw’, vol. XII, 122 [no.
747]; Muhammad b. “Abd al-Rahman al-Sakhawi, Kitab al-Tibr al-Masbiik ft Dhayl al-Sulik [Bulaq:
al-Matbu‘atal-Amiriyya, 1896],211). Similarly, adaughter of a Cairene Hanbali scholar first married
when she was fifteen (al-Sakhawi, Daw’, vol. VI, 321, vol. XII, 104 [no. 657]).

49 The marriage took place in 848/1444 (al-Sakhawi, Daw’, vol. XII, 144 [no. 895]; al-Sakhawi, al-Tibr
al-Masbiik, 93).

Taqt al-Din al-Magqrizi, Durar al-‘Uqud al-Faridah fi Tarajim al-A‘yan al-Mufidah, ed. ‘Adnan
Darwish and Muhammad al-MisrT, 2 vols. (Damascus: Wizarat al-Thaqafah, 1995), vol. 11, 225. For
a girl who was already a widow at the age of thirteen, see al-Jazari, Ta rikh, vol. 11, 134.

In all the cases of child marriages put to Ibn Taymiyya, the brides are described as orphan girls who
“need someone to provide for them” (Ibn Taymiyya, Majmii* Fatawa, vol. XXXII, 43-51).

52 Al-Jazari, Ta’rikh, vol. 11, 477; al-Safadi, A ‘yan, vol. IV, 30.

53 Al-Sakhawi, Daw’, vol. XII, 11 (no. 55).

54 Ina study of female asceticism in the first three Islamic centuries, Rkia E. Cornell found no evidence
for female hermitages or religious houses (Early Sufi Women. Dhikr al-Niswa al-Muta‘abbidat as-
Sufiyyat by Abin ‘Abd ar-Rahman as-Sulamfi [Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 1999]).

Al-Maqrizi, Khitat, vol. 111, 652.

A. Schimmel, My Soul is a Woman: The Feminine in Islam, trans. Susan H. Ray (New York:
Continuum, 1997), 48-49.
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the khangah, the ribat was associated with the Sufi mystical movement, but the
functions of these institutions became somewhat differentiated during the Mamluk
period. While the zawiya was usually linked to a specific Sufi order and the khangah
to prayers for the dead, the ribat emerged as a hospice for the needy, with social
welfare as its main goal.’” In principle, ribats could also be exclusively male, and
there were some ribats for men in the Mamluk period. It seems, however, that
women came to be considered the natural recipients of the ribat’s charitable role.

The establishment of ribats in all Mamluk urban centers reached a peak in the
latter half of the thirteenth century and the first half of the fourteenth. The Ribat
al-Baghdadiyya, established in Cairo in 684/1285, was the most famous ribat
devoted exclusively to women. The daughter of the Sultan Baybars, Tidhkarbay
Khattin, endowed the institution for the benefit of a female mystic called Zaynab
al-Baghdadiyya, after whom it was named. Zaynab had already acquired a large
following among the women of Damascus when Tidhkarbay invited her to come to
Cairo. The ribat was located next to Baybars’ khangah, and was probably intended
as a sister institution.”® In 694/1295, the amir ‘Ala’ al-Din al-Barabah established
a ribat for the use of Sitt Kalila, the widow of another senior amir. In 715/1315,
the amir Sunqur al-Sa‘di attached a women’s ribat to the madrasa he endowed in
the city. Al-Maqrizt and Ibn Hajar agree that the primary function of these ribatrs
was to provide shelter for widows, divorcées and abandoned women.”’ At least
six additional ribats for widows and old women operated in the Qarafa cemetery
during the fourteenth century.®”

Syrian cities had an even larger number of women’s religious houses. Six were
established in Aleppo during the thirteenth century, although there they were called
khanqahs rather than ribats. An inscription on one of the khangahs, erected by
an Ayyubid princess in the first half of the century, said that it was built “for the
poor women (fagirat) who wish to reside in it, so that they would perform the five
daily prayers and sleep there.”®' In Damascus the term ribat had come to mean
a specifically female place of worship. A Damascene author, Ibn Zufar al-Irbilt
(d. 726/1326), remarks that a ribat is a khangah devoted exclusively to women
(al-rubut hiya al-khawaniq allati takhtassu bil-nisa’). He then enumerates twenty
such institutions, fifteen within the city itself and an additional five in its suburbs.%?

57 T. Emil Homerin, “Saving Muslim Souls: The Khanggh and the Sufi Duty in Mamluk Lands,” MSR
3 (1999), 67. For a somewhat different view, see D. Little, “The Nature of Khangahs, Ribats and
Zawiyas under the Mamliks,” in W. Hallaq and D. Little (eds.), Islamic Studies Presented to Charles
J. Adams (Leiden: Brill, 1991), 91-107; Sabra, Poverty, 25.

58 On Ribat al-Baghdadiyya, see al-Safadi, A ‘yan, vol. 11, 181; Ibn Hajar, Inba al-Ghumr, vol. 1, 480;
al-Maqrizi, Khitat, vol. III, 602-03; Sabra, Poverty, 84.

5 On the Ribat al-Sitt Kalila, see al-Maqrizi, Khitat, vol. I, 603. On the ribat built by Sunqur, ibid.,
523. See also Fernandes, Evolution, 11; Berkey, “Women and Islamic Education,” 150.

0" Al-Maqrizi, Khitat, vol. 111, 652, 660, 672.

61 Anne-Marie Eddé, La principauté ayyoubide d'Alep (579/1183— 658/1260) (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner
Verlag, 1999), 428.

%2 Ibn Zufar al-Irbili, Madaris Dimashq wa-Rubutiha wa-Jawami‘uha wa-Hammamatiha, ed.
Muhammad Ahmad Duhman (Damascus: Matba‘at al-Taraqqi, 1947), 11; cited in L. Pouzet, Damas
au VII®/XIIIC siecle. Vie et structures religieuses d une métropole islamique (Beirut: Dar el-Machreq
Sarl, 1988), 211.
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Some of the the money for these institutions came from the pockets of the wom-
enfolk of the Damascene elite. In 730/1330, the wife of the governor of Damascus
endowed the largest female ribat in the city, next to her own tomb.*?

Quite a few elite women lived in these ribats, whether established by themselves
or by others. The daughter of a HanafT gadi established one around the middle of
the thirteenth century, and assumed its leadership.** The position then passed in
her family line. Al-JazarT reports the death of one of her successors, a woman
called Zaynab bt. Shams al-Din Ibn ‘At@’, in 733/1333.%° Fatima bt. Ahmad Ibn
Qadrt al-‘Askar (d. 685/1286), originally from Aleppo, was the shaykha of a ribat
in the suburb of al-Mizza near Damascus.’® Asiyya bt. Zayn al-Din Ahmad b.
‘Abd al-Da’im (d. 686/1287), known as Umm ‘Abdallah the Qur’an-reciter, was the
teacher of the female occupants of a convent (dayr).®” Zayn al-‘Arab al-Juwayrani,
a scholar’s daughter, divorced in 658/1259-60 and never remarried. She lived in the
Ribat Darb al-Naqqashah until her death in 704/1304. Sitt al-‘Ulama’(d. 712/1312)
was the shaykha of the Ribat Darb al-Mahrani. An Ayyubid princess led one of
the Damascus ribats until her death in 697/1298.%

A fifteenth-century legal manual provides a detailed model document for the
endowment of a women’s khangah. At this time the movement was past its heyday;
what this document says may be extended to earlier institutions only with caution.
Here we find a mixture of spiritual meditation, strict discipline and charitable
purposes. The endowment should provide living quarters and assembly rooms for
about ten women, who are expected to be old, pious and poor. Except for a monthly
visit to the public baths, the women should remain confined in the khangah, where
a small team of household personnel takes care of their basic needs. Their duties
consist of attending the dhikr ceremony and prayers. Spiritually, they are placed
under the guidance of a resident shaykha, who preaches to them every Friday. The
author of the legal manual adds a short discussion of model endowment deeds for
men and women'’s ribats. The ribats are intended to house the old and the destitute,
including poor widows who have no financial resources of their own.%’

Al-Magqrizi dwells on the authoritarian element in the Ribat al-Baghdadiyya.
According to his description, widows and divorcées stayed there during their wait-
ing period so as to protect them from forbidden sexual contacts. The shaykha
enforced the performance of the five daily prayers and other devotional acts.”’

63 Ibn Kathir, Bidaya (Beirut), vol. XIV, 121; ‘Abd al-Qadir b. Muhammad al-Nu‘aymi, al/-Daris
i Ta’rikh al-Madaris, ed. Ja'far al-Husayni, 2 vols. (Damascus: Matba‘at al-Taraqqi, 1948-51),
vol. II, 274-75. Zaynab bt. “‘Umar (d. 699/1300), the wife of a military official in Baalbek, is also
said to have built a women’s ribat (al-Safadi, A yan, vol. II, 388).

64 Her name was Safiyya al-Qal‘iyya. According to al-Nu‘aymi, she died in 633/1235-36, but this date
is questioned by Humphreys (al-Nu‘aymi, Daris, vol. II, 193; Humphreys, “Women as Patrons,”
40).

5 Al-Jazari, Ta rikh, vol. 111, 656.

66 Shams al-Din al-Dhahabi, Ta'rikh al-Islam wa-Wafayat al-Mashahir wa'l-A lam, ed. “‘Umar ‘Abd
al-Salam Tadmuri (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-*Arabi, 1987-), vol. LXIX, 230.

7 Ibid., 297.

68 See their respective biographies in al-Safadi, A ‘yan, vol. I, 387, 402, vol. V, 501.

69 Al-Asyuti, Jawahir al- Uqid , vol. 1, 364—66. Discussed in Little, “The Nature,” 99—102.

70 Al-Magqrizi, Khitat, vol. 111, 602. Cited in Sabra, Poverty, 84-85.
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It would seem that at least some women were put in the al-Baghdadiyya against
their will. In an anecdote told by al-Maqrizi, a woman came before Husam al-Din
al-Ghiir1, chief Hanafl gadr in the first half of the fourteenth century, to claim
a debt from her husband. When the gadi gave orders to put the husband in jail,
the latter demanded that his wife would be put in al-Baghdadiyya, in order to
safeguard her chastity during his term in prison. The gadi, by the way, refused,
suspiciously suggesting that the woman would be better protected in his own private
residence.”!

But reducing the female ribats to their authoritarian aspects does an injustice
to the spiritual aspirations of medieval Muslim women. Some of the founders
were female, and quite a few elite women chose to spend their widowhood years
there. Rather, the ribatrs should be considered as an aspect, albeit a unique one,
of the spread of the mystical orders during the thirteenth century. Women must
have been moved by the same ideals of asceticism and inner reflection as men,
but were not integrated into the exclusively male institutions. An indication of
the primarily religious function of the ribats was their status as sister institutions
to male Sufi establishments. The Ribat al-Baghdadiyya was adjacent to Baybars’
khangah. Al-Irbili regarded the female ribats of Damascus as the counterparts
of the male khangahs. Moreover, not all the women who took the mystical path
resided in ribats. Ibn al-Hajj, writing in the first half of the fourteenth century,
notes the growth of exclusively female Sufi groups in Cairo, but does not mention
any association with an institution or establishment.”” As we have seen, Zaynab
al-Baghdadiyya had a large following even before she was appointed as shaykha
of a ribat. In her case, and most probably in others, the establishment of a ribat was
intended to support existing groups of pious women. Thus, the ribats represented
only the physical manifestation of a wider religious and spiritual phenomenon.

Besides their spiritual functions, the female ribats catered for the needs of poor
single women who were excluded from other Sufi found