Bedouin Women 
in Sinai Peninsula


Introduction 

Bedouin society has distinct characteristics that distinguish it from any other societies. It has its own specific problems, laws, habits and traditions. A cloak of secrecy surrounds the condition of women in Bedouin society, concealing their problems, challenges, sufferings and hopes. Writers and researchers in Egypt have not previously focused on the role and condition of women Bedouins. The Arab Penal Reform Organization believes that the actual conditions of their real life must be identified and reported in order to begin to look for solutions to the challenges that Bedouin women face. 

This report was written by Abdel Kader Mubarak, a journalist and a researcher who was raised in Bedouin society. This experience gave him first hand knowledge about the information he provides here about traditions, habits, challenges and characteristics of this society. This report is an ambitious effort to shed light on a society spread out over a geographic area of 60,000 square kilometers.  The author provides an honest and unflinching picture of the lives of Bedouin women and the suffering and difficulties they face every day. The tenth chapter of the report is devoted to suggestions by the researcher for ways to improve the condition of these women, and to get them access to the rights that they have as members of the greater society of Egypt. 
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President, 
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Sinai Peninsula

The Sinai Peninsula takes the form of an inverted triangle with its northern base extending along the Mediterranean coast from Port Said in the west to the city of Rafah in the east and with its southern tip at Ras Mohammed. It is bordered on the west by the Gulf of Suez and the Suez Canal, on the southeast by the Gulf of Aqaba, and on the northeast by Palestine. The area of the Sinai Peninsula covers 61,000 square kilometers, equivalent to almost three times the Delta area. Geologically, the Sinai Peninsula breaks down into three areas: the Coast in the north, Tih in the middle and Al Tor in the south.

The Coast in the north consists of vast plains of sand that include a part suitable for cultivation. This area extends from the Mediterranean coast to the Al Maghara mountain in the south and east to west from Rafah to Port Said. These areas are characterized as flat and sand-covered, although some areas support fruit trees including figs and plums. Palm and olive trees abound in the areas of Bir Al-Arish, Sheikh Zowid and Rafah.

Tih is in the middle of the Sinai: it is a huge, almost impassable wall that descends gradually towards the north. It consists of a huge plain with hard soil with some mountains covered by a thin layer of granite. It is bordered in the South by the North Valley and in the middle there is a region of palms. This region is defined by a series of mountains known as Tih which extend from the Suez to Aqaba. The Al Raha Mountains overlook the head of Gulf of Suez while the Khashm El Taref Mountains overlook the Gulf of Aqaba.

Al Tor country in the south is named for its most famous mountain. Other well known mountains in this region are Musa, Al Monagah and Al Ahman. This part of the Sinai Peninsula is approximately 16,000 square kilometers and is considered one of the most rugged territories in the world. To the west, the landscape changes, with large sand plains such as the Al Raha valley between Mount Al Raha and Suez, the plain of Al Merfaa, and the plain of Al Kaa which extends south to Ras Mohammed for a distance of 150 kilometers.

The climate of the Sinai Peninsula is dry with cold weather in winter and hot weather in summer. It can be divided into two main areas as follows:

Area I: the Northern area, which extends south from the Mediterranean seacoast to the latitude of 30 degrees north. It is characterized by deserts and plains, and does not rise much above sea level. Its climate is characterized by an erratic rainy winter moderated by the Mediterranean Sea, and by a stable hot summer without rain, and clear skies except for some low clouds in the morning. Weather in the spring and fall can be unstable, and is characterized by the hot Khamsin winds and occasional thunderstorms and torrential rains.

Area II: The climate of the second area has stable warm weather throughout the year at the coast line, but the mountains are cold in the winter and some summits are ice-covered year round. Temperatures at the coast are moderated by the Red Sea, with the temperature gradually rising over the spring into the hot summer and dropping again during the fall.

Locations of Bedouin Tribes

The Coast country in the north is the homeland for the tribes of Romilat, Al Soarkah, Bala, Al Doagrh, Bayadiah, Al Akharsa, Akayla and Ayayda. The largest tribe in this area is Alsoarkh.

The Tih area is inhabited by the tribes of Tiaha, Trabin, Al Ahiwat and Al Howitat. They do not revere education and live in a constant state of economic crisis.

The Tor area in the south is home to several tribes including Olikat, Maziana, Saed's sons, Kararsha, Al Gabalia Saed's sons, and Kararsha (which took the name of Sawalha). These are all indigenous peoples of the Sinai Peninsula.

City life: 

Sinai urban society is the outcome of ethnic mixing. There are descendants of Turks who remained in the cities after their termination of Turkish civil service, so it is a society of multi-ethnic origins.

Arish is the largest population center in the Sinai, and the biggest desert city in Egypt. The city can be divided into four groups: the indigenous tribes, Turkish descendants, Palestinians who relocated after the war of 1948, and government officials from the Nile Valley. 

Customs and traditions of Sinai Bedouins:

The traditions observed by the Bedouins include: hospitality, preservation of neighborhood rights, recognition of favor, honoring camels, defending personal honor and keeping commitments, pride, courage, high enthusiasm, granting of favors, self-esteem, restraint of hatred, and courage to demand the rights of freedom, equality and consultation in community affairs. Even a poor man is required to show hospitality to visitors. If a poor Bedouin man is surprised by a guest and does not have the wherewithal to entertain him he can take a goat or sheep directly from a neighbor of his tribe to slaughter it for his guest with the requirement that he replace the animal within 24 hours. Courage in Sinai Bedouins is a natural instinct, and the biggest shame is to flee before the enemy. The maintenance of honor is fixed by the law, and the fate of the adulterer is to be killed. If a Bedouin cannot achieve vengeance in his lifetime for affronts to his honor, the duty is transferred to his son or descendants. One of the most positive qualities of the Bedouins of Sinai is that they offer help to everyone asking for help. A Bedouin who denied assistance would be despised to point of being rejected for marriage.

The Sinai Bedouins live in houses made of woven hair fabric which is held up with nine poles. The hair and wool used to make the fabric comes from rabbits, camels and sheep. There is a gallery leading to the east door of the tent, which remains open except on cold days or in the case of severe or heavy rain. 
Before 1948, the Bedouin survived by herding sheep and camels, and cultivating wheat and barley after the winter rainfall. In addition, they cultivated melons. The nomads traveled to Palestine because of its the fertile land, and because there was rain during the winter. After Israel occupied Palestine, many tribes were hit by poverty when access to previous pastures was cut off. The nomadic travels of the Sinai Bedouins were the basis for poverty and illiteracy. The traveling Bedouins did not engage in teaching their children, so illiteracy spread in the country particularly in the Tih and Tor areas.

The Sinai has suffered from the greed of colonial ambitions. Because of its unique geographical location and historical and religious reasons, the Sinai has been a focal point for imperialist circles. When England colonized the Sinai to exploit its natural wealth it failed to provide for adequate services for the citizens, including medication. This resulted in the spread of disease. The people of the Sinai found that they had only themselves to depend on. Their response to this situation was to fall victim to the hands of ignorance, backwardness, and isolation within their triangle of desert, pleading with God for rain and following it wherever it goes. Colonization also managed to isolate the Sinai land and its people. Until the Egyptian revolution of July 1952, a Bedouin who wanted to visit Egypt would have to obtain permission from the military administration governing the Sinai. Residents in other Egyptian territories did not require such permission.

 Administrative divisions of Sinai 
The North Sinai Governorate has six administrative centers (Arish – Be'r Al Abd - Sheikh Zuwaid - Rafah – Hasana – Nakhl). 

The South Sinai Governorate has eight administrative centers (Taba - Nuweiba - Dahab - Sharm El Sheikh – Al Tor – Abou Zenimah - Abu Erdis - Ras Sedr). 
The population of the Sinai Peninsula, according to the latest census in 2006, is about 450 thousand people. The ethnic origins of Sinai Bedouins extend to the Arab tribes, which moved from the Arabian Peninsula over history. If we wish to differentiate tribes in the Sinai Peninsula, they must be described according to their areas.

Social life of the people of Sinai 
The social life of the people of Sinai relies on blood ties. They gather according to tribes, clans and families. The Sheikh represents the top of the social pyramid and has the cooperation of traditional judiciary and tribal dignitaries. But at the present time, a change has taken place in this system which has led to the emergence of many problems with the sons of the tribes. State interference with the traditional social system is the main cause of problems in this area. The tribal system in Sinai is limited to the following components: tribe - clan - quarter - five - family. It is noted that all these people are originally sons of one man.

Dialects vary among tribes throughout the Sinai. Each tribe has a dialect which distinguishes it from other tribes. All the dialects in Sinai are derived from the classical Arabic language, but the larger Sinai tribes tend to have dialects that are closest to classical Arabic.


The only common element shared by the tribes of Sinai is a traditional court. Each tribe has its own specific customs in areas including food and drink, housing and clothing.

Each tribe has its own territory with set borders with neighboring tribes. They look for pastures and water only within this region. Bedouin people abandon their area only for compelling reasons. They are loyal first to their tribe, then to their clan and then to their family. They take pride in their heritage and learn by heart the chain of names of their ancestors and pass it on to their children. The association of kinship is the foundation of tribal membership. Bedouin people are careful to cultivate their relations with tribe members and to focus on the development of their social status. They try to disregard problems that might spoil relationships.

The Bedouin loves his land and cannot stand to stay away even if the land is poor. They have a saying "Every land to its people is like Cham." (Essentially, you love what you have). 

Bedouin are always attuned to their environment, and are experts in predicting weather events including rainfall or unexpected drought. A Badawi (the name for a Bedouin man) is ready to protect his people from injustice and danger, and is characterized by the principles of sanctity, chastity, honesty and truthfulness. A Badawi is known for courage, generosity, and having understanding and respect for the elderly warrior and for courageous and decent men whether members of his clan or not. 

The Bedouin community in Sinai is slow to respond to cultural and economic changes. This is because they are keen to glorify the past, take pride in their traditions and customs, and greatly value the conduct of their parents and grandparents. 

It is a closed society to a large extent, and it is not easy for strangers to gain their trust without knowing them well for years. 

The state of Egypt has plans to develop the Sinai, and to break its isolation and integrate the Sinai Bedouin community into the country's national community. In order to properly accomplish this, we must first study the heritage of Sinai Bedouins in order to understand their ways of thinking, philosophy, morals and social development.

Frequent childbearing within clans is a very important part of life of the desert. The status of the tribe and clan depends on the number of its members. They have a saying, "A big clan means pride."

If the pregnancy period passes peacefully, the Bedouin women undergo another tough period, childbirth itself. In desert childbirth, the Bedouin woman does not have access to specialists but relies on her older close relatives. If the woman faces problems during the process of childbirth they call an experienced woman called a "Shatera" to help them in birth. The Bedouin women have an extraordinary ability to bear pain, and quietly suffer the birth pangs without complaint up until the moment that the baby is born. 

If the baby is a girl, there is silence other than blessing and congratulating the woman for a safe birth. But, if the baby is a boy the women express their joy and cheer because this is good news for the men and for the mother, who after a period of suffering has given birth to a boy who will be a support for his father.

For the birth of a boy, the family slaughters two sheep, and for a girl, just one. The sheep is preferably male. The entire family and relatives are invited to a big banquet, and the poor are included in the invitation. This tradition is connected to Islamic legislation stating that the father has a debt that must sooner or later be paid. On the seventh day, the baby is named. Only the father of the grandfather is entitled to name the baby. If the baby is the first boy for his father, it is most likely to be named after his grandfather. If the birth coincided with a divine or social occasion they may name the baby for that occasion (ex. Ramadan, Eid, Arafat, Farah, Mobarak, etc). 

Circumcision is called purification. Bedouins regard it as a religious obligation, and they consider it the dividing line between Muslim and Infidel. A father who does not circumcise his baby is not entitled to slaughter the celebratory sheep. Circumcision is a family festival during which the family slaughters a sheep and has a good time. They also raise white flags in front of the houses, and friends and relatives join the baby's family and offer food and presents. Usually the baby is circumcised at the age of 6 years. Unlike for boys, circumcision of girls occurs in secret with no celebration. It is performed by an old experienced woman, and the only people who know that it has been performed are the circumciser, the mother, and the girl. 

Social upbringing for Bedouin woman in the desert of Sinai is the responsibility of the mother. It is important in this upbringing for the girl to keep her honor and dignity, and be prepared to become a wife and look after a family. The mother trains the girl to cook, weave, embroider, take care of children and to adhere to Bedouin traditions concerning women. They must be decent, not sit with men or married women, not turn around while walking, and not pass in front of men.

Divorce is the man's right, and it can be exercised whenever he wishes. Despite this, it is rare occurrence in Sinai because often the wife is the daughter of one of his relatives, and the family wishes to prevent such a divorce in order to maintain the ties of kinship within the family or clan. Divorce happens when a husband says directly to his wife "You are divorced." If a woman brings a complaint to her father about the man, and the man agrees with the father that if he repeats the offensive behavior that he will divorce his wife, this is called a divorce agreed upon in advance. These are the most common types of divorce based on the will of the husband. Upon a man's statement of divorce, a woman can invoke one hundred days until she is sure she is not pregnant. If she is pregnant, she can invoke the term of the pregnancy. The consequence of the divorce to the husband is that he loses the dowry that his wife brought to the marriage, and everything he bought in her life with him. If there are sons from the marriage, they remain in their mother's care until the age of six years for boys and ten years for girls. The woman loses custody if she remarries after the divorce. 
Bedouin houses 

A Bedouin house, which is called a hair house, is considered the most important component in Bedouin life in the Sinai Peninsula. Therefore, it is the most important cultural component to address. The Bedouin woman plays the largest role in the hair house since without her there would be no house. Additionally, the house reflects many of traditions of the Bedouin society in Peninsula. Nomads do not have a fixed residence, and hair homes go with the Bedouin people whenever they go. Bedouin people themselves make these homes from the hair and wool of goats and camels. The Bedouin woman plays a key role in that mission as she weaves the hair and wool in long strips that are stitched together to form the walls and roof of the house. One of the characteristics of this house is that it is light and can be moved easily. It also maintains temperature and repels rainwater. Houses are built according to a specific system. If the house is in north it is built with a door in the direction of the east and in the middle and south of Sinai, the door faces the west. This is to take into account wind direction since the house is always opened in the opposite direction of the prevailing wind. The hair house is known as a house, and is not called a tent. The hair house is composed of strips woven by the Bedouin woman from black goat's hair with a width of about 60 cm. The length depends on the internal design of the house. The Bedouin women sew these parts together to create the needed sizes. The side of a hair house is usually composed of six strips (3.6 meters). If the owners are rich, it has twelve strips (7.2 meters).

Parts of the hair house:

The hair house is divided into two or three parts and each part is called a raffa. The division is done according to a process known as "Mo'ned." Most of the houses in Sinai are divided into two parts, but rich people usually divide their houses into three parts. In this case the house is called a "Faza" house. The first part of the house is for women, and the second part is for men and guests. Traditionally the women's part is on the left side, but the Bedouin people of the south and middle Sinai put it on the right. The house has an exclusive perimeter out to forty paces, and it is not allowed to approach any nearer except with the express permission of the house owner. The Bedouin house gives protection to anyone who is inside it, even if he is an enemy to the people of the house. It is never permissible to enter the house from the rear. 

Contents of the Bedouin house:

· The contents of the Bedouin house are made by themselves from raw materials available in the desert with the exception of tools and crockery that are made from wood and brass. These are purchased in the markets of neighboring towns.

· The contents of the house tend to be lightweight and easy to carry, in keeping with the nomadic life.

· The contents of the Bedouin house are simple and do not represent a significant financial burden on the family. 

· The Bedouin women play a prominent role in the manufacture of some of this contents.

· The Bedouin house relies on self-sufficiency, especially in light of the simplicity of their lives.

· The ownership of the contents of the house belongs to Bedouin family's breadwinner, even if the source of this property is a woman. If she is divorced she is not entitled to take anything of the contents of the house despite participating in its establishment and furnishing.

Clothing of the Bedouin woman:

She must wear clothing that covers her body in accordance with the instructions of Islamic Sharia law. It must not show or outline her body, and it should be loose to allow her to work in the desert. The garments of married women are different from those of girls.
Items of clothing for married Bedouin women:

1. Habr: Underdress of black cloth. 

2. Kana: Made of black silk cloth. It covers the head and falls to the middle of the body.

3. Wekah: A head covering beneath the Kana which is decorated with pieces of silver and old coins. 

4. Belt "Soufia": Made of white or red silk.

5. Burka: A covering for the head composed of small parts of light cloth to cover the face. The Burka gives the woman freedom of movement in and outside of the house. It is worth mentioning that every tribe has a different Burka style that identifies the woman with her tribe It is composed as follows:

Forehead: Fabric embroidered by hand

Gadila: Colored wool thread to tie the Burka to the woman's head

Salaba: Pieces of gold arranged together that extend from the middle of the forehead to the hem of the Burka 
Al Shakka: Pieces of silver arranged together horizontally on the hem of the Burka.

Special occasion wear is completely embroidered with red threads except for the area of the belt, which the woman wears on special occasions only.

Clothing for unmarried Bedouin women:

Like the married woman, the unmarried woman wears the Habr, Kana, Wekah and belt. But she never wears the Burka—instead she wears a Lathma. This is a black piece of fabric that covers the face to the nose and is attached at the sides to earrings. Special occasion wear for unmarried women is embroidered with blue threads and is usually wedding wear. You can tell by the clothing whether a woman is married or not.

Ornamentation: 

Women have been women since ancient times. Women love to be beautiful, whether old or young, rich or poor. The only difference is in financial ability. The financial situation of Bedouin women dictates that their cosmetics are simple. The most important make-up tools are comb, mirror and eyeliner. Bedouin women know nothing about perfume except for cloves and water. Bedouin women also use the following means of decoration:

Burka: Women use gold and silver beads and colored beads 

Tattoo: Drawn on the lips and back of hands

Shinafiyah: A ring of gold worn by a married woman in her nose 

Masts: Bracelets

Sulaitat: Silver bracelet

Rings

Necklaces: Made of gold, silver or colored beads. 

Bedouin women are particularly skilled in embroidery, and use their skill and color selection talents to create beautiful clothing.

Food habits:

Austerity and simplicity are major characteristics of the food habits of Sinai Bedouins. Foods are prepared by the women from the simple resources available in the desert environment. 

Bread, milk and dates are the main components of the Bedouin diet throughout the year, in addition to meat on special occasions. Meat generally means sheep meat, because it is considered shameful for Sinai Bedouins to present chicken meat to guests. Some of the most common types of food: 

· Bread: either cooked on a steel plate or in the ground. The first is called "Lafrachih" and the second is called "Lobba" 

· Fatta: bread cut in small pieces in milk or meat broth. This is the most common food.

· Gravy: bread with milk and wild herbs

· Madhana: wide flat bread

· Garisha: ground wheat or corn. 

· Kalia: wheat or corn sprouts

· Farica: dried green wheat

· Porridge: a paste of wheat and milk with butter

· Almansaf: presented on special occasions and in celebration of guests and wedding parties. It consists of sheep or goat meat, cut into joints and cooked with salt water 

· Tahakok: a meat sandwich 

· Alchimah: an unripe melon grilled with bread, green pepper and olive oil 

· Fish: Bedouins near coastal areas often eat fish grilled or cooked. 

· Almkpos: rice cooked with small pieces of meat 

· Vegetables: Bedouins use some green herbs in food 

· Agwa: a snack food popular with the children

· Bazzi: dough is cut into small pieces, cooked in milk, and served with butter

Population activity 
Sinai is considered a natural environment, and its resources are highly unstable. The economic activities of the population include grazing, agriculture, fishing and some commercial activities.

Agriculture 
The Bedouins in Sinai depend on agriculture allowed by seasonal rains. They greatly fear drought and late rainfall, which results in dry wells and scarcity of water. Agriculture is concentrated in the northern Sinai and Wadi valleys in the center and south. Wheat, barley and sorghum are planted once the rainy season begins in winter. Camels are used to plough the fields. Harvest season begins in early summer, when the nomadic families, both men and women participate in the process of harvesting.

Grazing 
The Sinai is a dry area where rain falls in the winter. Bedouin engage in seasonal agriculture, which is concentrated on the coast line and some valleys in central and south Sinai, especially valley of Al-Arish and Ferran. The rest of the Sinai Peninsula consists of desert and mountainous areas that are difficult to cultivate. In winter, weeds and grasses grow, thereby providing an environment suitable for grazing. Although Bedouins have certain types of agriculture in these regions, their economy depends mainly on grazing. Their animals are their capital—what they use to measure their heritage and their wealth.

Women's activities 

In the economic activities of Bedouin society, men and women work side by side. Women and men herd and milk sheep, gather firewood, and engage in agricultural activities. However, the woman is also responsible for all knitting and weaving.

Knitting 

The Bedouin woman has to knit the clothes of men and children in addition to the design and creation of her own garments. She does not hesitate to utilize her talents in stitching and embroidery to create garments for sale to rich women. Many widows work in this way and also as professional dressmakers to earn and save money. Her skills in this area can allow her to support herself and her family. 

Textiles

Fabrics and textiles are created by the Bedouin woman from hair and wool from the desert environment. One of the most important domestic tasks is making the hair house and making wool covers and sheets. She does this hard work for her entire lifetime without complaining, and tries to do it perfectly. First, she prepares the hair and wool for weaving by cleansing it and them forming it into a ball. She then dyes the wool if needed, an operation that can take two to three months. Usually, the hair is not stained, but retains its original black color. 

Then the balls are pulled into threads that are spread out on the ground in the form and width of the article to be woven. This operation should be completed by sunset. The entire weaving process can take several months.

Marriage 

Breeding and reproduction are the most important purposes of marriage as the Bedouins do not seek wealth or beauty other than origin and parentage. Bedouin people marry their daughter first to sons within their own tribe and only look outside if none are available. It is considered shameful to marry her to a Fallah (non- Bedouin) man. The following demonstrates the marginalization women face in Bedouin life:

Bedouin women and marriage 
Marriage in Sinai is a decision made by the community, including women, but the choice of husband and the marriage decision is primarily in the hands of the father and family. Too often a woman's choice is not taken into account before marriage. The decision is made in a meeting between the male family members and sometimes members of the tribe, in the event of marriage for girls to someone from outside the tribe. Throughout this process the girls do not have a role in the selection, and no right to express an opinion. Only "the word of a man" counts and the girl must be satisfied by the obligation imposed upon her by her male guardian. 

A woman from the Bedouin community described the process of marriage in this way: "The potential husband and his father bring the matter to the girl's father and ask for him for her hand. After discussion, they agree on the day on which the girl will be taken to the place of the husband. The father of the girl does not ask her for an opinion about her life partner. She may be surprised by the timing of marriage in a public announcement made by her father before relatives. At this point the father cannot backtrack from his statement, because that would bring shame to the family..Another Bedouin woman told me, "I was with my friend herding sheep in the desert and left her in the evening to return home. I was surprised on the second day to find that my friend had been married. She found out only on the morning of the wedding day and she does not know anything about her husband. But it is the father's decision and she cannot stand against it and cannot object".

 The Bedouin people do not recognize a marriage certificate: the contract is the verbal agreement between the girl's father and the father of the boy. This is called a traditional marriage and it is not documented. This contract between the parties creates a marriage without any guarantees and rights for women. It is rare to find a Bedouin man married with a certificate or to have an official to certify the marriage when it occurs. This is not their custom. Nonetheless, they often have to work to document the so-called marriage several years later when the government requires a marriage certificate to issue a passport or national identity card. Generally, Bedouins do not resort to this without dire need. Additionally, Bedouin women in the Sinai often do not have a birth certificate, because the father has not officially recorded her birth. I have met with a large number of nomads who are now issuing birth certificates for their wives or daughters. Bedouins suffer from red tape in the issuance of birth certificates.

The customs and traditions of Sinai dictate specific duties for wives. The most important duties of the Bedouin wife are herding sheep; collecting firewood; spinning the wool and hair used to make the hair house, mattresses, and blankets; fetching water from the well, milking goats and camels; making dairy products including butter; milling grains; and kneading and cooking bread. The main duties of the husband are herding camels, acquiring pottery and items made of copper; and sometimes buying fruit and clothing from the market.

If the wife believes that her husband is failing in his duties, she brings the matter to her father or brother. They must represent the woman in discussions with the husband, or in front of a judge who specializes in issues such as divorce, dowry and lack of commitment to marriage. 
Types of marriage:
Early marriage 
According to customs and traditions cherished by the people of Sinai, it is preferable for young people of both sexes to marry before reaching the age of 17 years old. Girls are married off at age of 15 years, and are committed to all of the duties enumerated above despite the fact that the girl is still essentially a child. Once married, any schooling is abandoned. However, the incidence of 15 year old brides has begun to decline, and marriage at the age of 18 is now more common. This is due to higher unemployment, poverty, and lack of resources to support an early family.

Intra-family marriages

Marriage between relatives is still widespread in the Bedouin society in Sinai despite the incidence of children born with birth defects from inbreeding. According to tribal custom, a girl will first be made available in marriage to a cousin (even if he is already married) before she will be made available to any strangers outside of the family. An outside marriage can only take place with the approval of the clan. This custom is still followed by Bedouins, particularly in remote areas. 

Hence it is clear that women have no right to an opinion, and no opportunity to represent their own interest. A woman must passively wait for the family's decision on the man to be her husband, and must commit to the choice. This situation creates marginalization and intellectual and mental exclusion for women.

Marriage in exchange

A marriage in exchange takes place when two families each agree to marry one of their daughters to a son in the other family. In this case, the grooms' families are not obligated to provide a dowry in cash or camels, but instead trade a woman for a woman. 

This type of marriage leads to many problems and the destruction of many marriages. For example, if one of the two wives involved leaves her husband; or is harmed or has her rights violated; the other husband (her brother) can take revenge on his wife (the first husband's sister), even though it is not her fault. The husband may also dismiss or divorce her if the other wife has been dismissed or divorced. 

Traditional Protection for Bedouin Woman 

The Bedouin judiciary in the Sinai Peninsula has throughout history provided women with a special legal status. The law is specifically designed to afford the Bedouin women maximum protection from assault in the desert environment by incorporating provisions intended to make men fearful of offending women. According to this law, any claim that a woman makes against a man is assumed to be true, and if a woman claims that a man has violated her rights, the man must prove that the act did not occur, and must produce witnesses to this fact. In this case, women are assumed not guilty, and men are assumed to be guilty. However, in civil and criminal procedures, only the statement of an adult male may be taken into account. The testimony of women and children is considered void in such proceedings. 
Types of recourse

Settlement is a procedure requested by the defendant through mediators to protect his life and property from the revenge of the victim. When requesting settlement, he should either admit or confess the crime or not confess and request settlement on that basis. The following are types of settlement: 

Admission: Where the defendant admits the crime and will bear responsibility and judiciary judgment. 

Acquittal: Where the defendant denies the crime and declares that he is innocent; and during the period of settlement investigations and inspections takes place between the two parties before a competent judge.

Settlement always has a financial value determined by the victim and subject to the victim's assessment without any interference from mediators or the representatives of the victim on the condition that it does not exceed the value of the judgment. This is because the value of the settlement is always deducted from the value of the judgment at the end of the conflict resolution.

The termination of the settlement: it is terminated only at the end of the case after reconciliation and the assessment of the judgment by the judge.

Settlement in cases of honor is a sum of money paid to prove that he is innocent of this accusation whether by swearing or by licking hot surface ("Besh'a") after submitting all proofs. This is different from a settlement in which the defendant submits all evidence and brings his case before a judge. 

Settlement of admission: that is, to admit the crime. This kind of settlement is given from the defendant to the victim through mediators named by a guarantor. The guarantor determines three people and each one of the two parties determines one. Litigation begins at the third and the guardian of the victim submits his evidence to the judge as the defendant remains silent because he has admitted his offense according to the settlement and evidence of the victim. 

The circumstances surrounding the time and place should be taken into account in these cases because of the large fines and criminality as the testimony of the defendant is not accepted or his guarantee which is considered a moral punishment. The competent judge for such types of cases is called a Monshed.

Monshed: Generally a reputable traditional judges in criminal cases and competent in considering cases of honor and ransom. All Monshed judges are members of the tribe to which the girl's father belongs, because he is concerned with girls' rights and takes the place of a father.

Ordinary cases and cases of marital conflict are brought before a judge called an Okba.
Okba: Generally a traditional judge competent in the consideration of cases of marital problems such as dowry and divorce; non-completion of the marital house; and violence towards and abandonment of wives. The judge is called this because such judges originally came from the tribe Beni Okba. Presently, any judge from the Al Makhatit tribe can judge this type of case. 

A woman who screams in the day
This is a woman or the girl who screams loudly for help when she is assaulted during the day time. This situation is highly compelling to the judge.

Attempted rape of a woman at night 

A woman who is assaulted at night in her house by a man and cries, screams and sets a fire in order to be heard and attract the attention of neighbors and others. However, if she does not seek help neither she nor her family has any right to go before any judge in the Sinai. 
The role of Bedouin women in jihad and struggle 
The Bedouin women of the Sinai Peninsula played a great role along with the men in the resistance to the Israeli occupation of Sinai from1967-1979. In this sense, they were a link in a long chain stretching from past history to the present. We cannot discuss the Sinai women who supported their men and were heroes themselves without addressing the historical legacy which created and defined them. The location of the Bedouin put them in directly in the center of the Arab-Israeli conflict. The Sons of Sinai played a great role in the resistance during the occupation, and the women were vital supports to them in many ways that were not always immediately apparent but nonetheless were impressive and effective. Their role required preparation of children physically and psychologically for the resistance; support and motivation of the men; preparation of food and drink; transportation of equipment, and even herding grazing sheep in such a way as to cover the tracks of resistance members and prevent their arrest by enemy patrols. This is a part of the Bedouin culture—the women always love to see the heroism of their husbands and brothers and sons, and support them by raising the highest standards for manhood and gallantry. In this way, they are in fact, mothers of the resistance.

One of the greatest examples of a Bedouin woman who directly participated in the resistance is Salma Chmeit, nicknamed Om Mosa ('mother of Mosa'). She played a prominent role in raising her sons to resist the occupier. She lost her husband in an artillery explosion that scattered his body, and she pledged to continue the road of struggle with her sons Mohammed and Mosa. She received a second blow when her son Mohammed was martyred while placing an explosive device, leaving her with only her son Mosa and daughter Maryum. Despite the loss of her husband and her elder son she continued to work with her son Mosa. She learned to make and install explosive devices, and used the cover of herding sheep in the desert to deliver and place these devices at locations determined by her son. For over ten years the occupation soldiers had no idea that these explosive devices were being placed by a Bedouin woman under orders from no one. The strength of this Bedouin women was again demonstrated when a mine exploded near her son Mosa and he was arrested while he was wounded and could not speak nor move. She received the news that her son had died but she did not believe it. She was finally allowed to visit him in an Israeli jail in order to put pressure on her to confess that he was behind the recent bombings. When she came to her son, who was lying in bed heavily wounded, he started to cry. She said to him, "Stop your crying, boy, and be a strong man. Our land is still occupied." The interrogators were surprised at her will, endurance and courage, and sent her out of the jail with the threat that her son would be killed. Her words instead provided a great motivation to Mosa's will. 

This situation shows that the Bedouin woman in the struggle against the occupier could be as strong as the men. Mothers and wives suffered the bitter loss of sons and husbands and brothers over a prolonged period.
Women also kept the secrets of the resistance without fail, despite the reputation of women to be talkative. There are no known instances of a Bedouin woman giving up information to the enemy. Moreover, these women planted the values and sense of belonging to homeland and religion that convinced their men folk to make the sacrifices that they made. That is what Egyptian mothers and sisters and wives did. We can find that in stories of aunts and mothers as well as through parents and grandparents. This is a community that selected resistance as the most honorable and greatest way to liberate the land and preserve the sacred soil, and thus emerged as a symbol of heroism.

Education and women in the Sinai Bedouin 
It is well known that education in Sinai suffers from many problems with its schools and the lack of qualified teachers, but in spite of the slight increase in the percentage of education among Bedouin women in cities, the proportion of educated women in the Sinai, especially the centre of the Sinai, is still virtually non-existent compared to men. This is due to several reasons including the social constraints imposed on the education of girls by family and a society which still believes that a woman going away to school without an escort is a direct threat to customs and traditions. In addition, the government supports ignorance over education in Sinai through its lack of support of the teachers and its neglect in providing them appropriate housing and transport. Teachers often have to walk over 5 km to reach their school, which contributes to fatigue and frustration. Not surprisingly, few teachers are willing to work under these conditions. There are no students enrolled in higher education in nomadic areas, especially the Central Sinai and South Sinai Governorate.


The non-education of nomadic girls is due to several reasons:

· Ignorance regarding the education of girls and lack of interest in the educational process, particularly the education of girls, as they are needed to assist in herding sheep. Since a girl will ultimately get married, the family does not see any benefit to her education. 

· Interaction between boys and girls is one of the reasons that the community opposes education. 
· The long distance to school villages and places of residence is also another reason that nomads do not want to send their daughters away. This is not a consideration for boys. 
· When nomads travel they are prepared to leave their sons but not their daughters with relatives so they can continue their studies.

Problem of dropouts 
The problem of students dropping out of schools is common in the Sinai. The definition of a dropout is the absence of the regular student in any stage from primary or preparatory school at the beginning or during the start of the academic year. Dropouts begin already at the primary level, particularly in remote villages, and continue through the secondary stages. Girls represent the majority of dropouts, and subsequently there is a corresponding problem with female illiteracy. Unfortunately, those Bedouin girls who do manage to graduate from secondary schools are usually forbidden to attend any institutions of higher education.

Women in Sinai 
Sadly, women in Bedouin society are still seen as inferior. They are subject to the control of a society which does not appreciate their potential and capabilities. In the view of the Bedouin community, women should not have any role beyond the traditions of the community, to the extent that the women are effectively hidden away from the outside world, and kept in illiteracy and ignorance. Despite this, they have natural talents and skills that can be valuable to the outside world including embroidery, animal husbandry, knowledge of natural herbs, etc. 

Women's work 
Bedouin women in Sinai form the backbone of nomadic life. However, their work, even work for which they can receive payment and support themselves (sewing, embroidery) is all domestically oriented, and does not allow or require them to go out into the world. Bedouins believe that a woman going out for work is shameful to the Bedouin man.

Solutions and suggestions
Improving the situation of Bedouin women in the Sinai is a long and complicated project, with ancient traditions and laws standing in the way. Nonetheless, Bedouin women are a great potential resource to the country and should be supported in developing their role. 


The following are suggestions to improve the situation of women in the Sinai, and to reduce the injustices they are currently subject to. Implementation will require a concentrated effort by the state and society. 

The role of state institutions: 
• enact and implement laws and legislation maintaining woman's right to choose a spouse; criminalize traditional marriage without documentation; create penalties for marrying off girls under 18 without their consent; work with the legislature to raise the age of marriage to 18. 

• create a dropout law that calls for imprisonment instead of a fine for violations by parents; change the laws to determine that a girl must decide for herself it she wishes to leave secondary school; expand basic education and fund a school in every village. • organize seminars for religious scholars in villages to raise awareness about the role of women and the prevention of traditional marriages, exchange marriages, and early marriages which violates religion. Also focus on women's rights in inheritance, which their society does not address.
• include classes in schools for girls who have fallen behind in their education.

• provide health care for women in all stages and provide for doctors at health centers. 

•create a law to penalize those who do not vote in order to get women to become more politically active. 
• pass laws giving women a proportional number of seats in parliament and local council. 
• create the condition that a Bedouin woman should be a university graduate to assume the presidency of some units of local Bedouin villages as an attempt to break through the wall of negative habits and traditions in society. 

• to provide support to Bedouin women in agricultural production, sewing, embroidery and weaving, livestock and the establishment of demonstration centers in the desert to develop the skills of Bedouin women in this activities and find a financial fund to lend to women's businesses.

The role of intellectuals and educated members in Bedouin community: 
• intellectuals should call for the registration of associations concerned with increasing the role of women in every village in Sinai and to provide material and moral support to these associations. 

• intellectuals should assume responsibility to convince their young people, elders and wise people of the tribe about the importance of women's role in the development of society, and convince them of the need for women's education. 

• the creation of movements or associations defending Bedouins women's rights by intellectuals and educated people who believe in woman's right to education, employment and political participation. 

• intellectuals should fight the injustice, ignorance and outdated habits that marginalize and constrain the women of the Sinai in order to build strong society. 

• educated people throughout the Sinai Peninsula should stand united together against fanaticism and tribal violence. 
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