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Abstract: Tribal Symbolism Within the Built Form in 
the Middle East

Akram Rosheidat 
Graduate student 
School of Architecture 
University of Arizona 
Tucson - Arizona 85721

Anthropological and geographical accounts in the Middle East 
show a close cultural affinity between the beduin or the pastoral 
element of the population, and the sedentary one. The source of this 
essentially unified "cultural view" or "ethos" that exists across the 
segments of Middle Eastern population is the beduin, whose culture is 
considered as the precedent of the overall contemporary Arab culture. 
The study undertaken in this paper deals, first and foremost, with the 
spatial aspects of this culture. It examines the beduin's "cultural 
space" and the "Nature" and "Culture" opposition associated with it, 
as it is affected by his cultural view. This spatial system's influence 
is then traced within the sedentary culture in the Middle East. This 
analysis is done on the typical Middle Eastern village and city 
dwellings. The aspects of the beduin's system are then superimposed 
on these spatial types. In the analysis of the beduin's space, the study 
of the "culture/nature" opposition, which focused mainly on the 
"male"(Nature) and the"female"(Culture)spatial opposition.Futhermore 
the types of behavior associated with each were analyzed, and 
interpreted as they influenced the spatial system. This notion of 
"cultural space" and "cultural opposition" was then applied in the 
analysis of the village and city dwellings, where it was found to 
exist in a variety of forms. The genealogy and the segmentation 
system of the beduin are mentioned as they are pertinent in the 
analysis of territoriality and the special interrelationships within 
the neighborhoods in the urban context. Thus the paper basically 
attempts to establish a link between the beduin's perception of space 
and that of the sedentary. In conclusion, questions are asked about 
how this spatial pattern fits within other systems that affect the 
symbolism of space in the Middle East.
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INTRODUCTION:

Throughout history, the Middle East has been geographically 
divided into two distinct areas, the desert and the cultivated land. This 

geographic geographical division is followed by population division into nomads 
and and sedentaries. It should be noted here that this division is based on
population the indigenous native model of the Middle Eastern nomadic society, as 
division it divides its social groups into "bedu"(nomads) and"hadar"

(sedentaries).There has been extensive research done on both of these 
cultural groups as well as the interaction between them.

NOTES ON THE LITERATURE AND STUDIES ON THE MIDDLE EAST:

During the last century, the region has been the focus of the 
orientalist's movement. This movement was rather romantic in 
character, and left the legacy of stereotyping and generalization 

orientalists Since the beginning of the 20th century, there was a renewed interest 
in the Middle East by ethnographers and anthropologists, who also can 
be classified as orientalists, but whose work gave more scientific 
accounts on the life and culture in the region. From those I would 
mention only the more famous ones such as A Musil, who wrote on the 
geography of Arabia as well as a detailed account of nomadic life1. 
Another one of those is J.L Burckhart who wrote"Notes on the Bedouins 
and the Wahhabys", which is a detailed, even though mostly descriptive, 
work on beduin life, social organization, feuds, marriage customs and 

literature religious practices.2 In architectural or spatial terms there are some 
m accounts on the beduin tent-dwelling which are mostly recent
tents studies. C.G.Feilberg's "La Tente Noire"(1944) was one of the first

detailed works analyzing the beduin tent and its regional variations.3 A 
more recent work in that realm is "T.Faegre's" (1979) "Tents: the 
Architecture of the Nomads".4 Nevertheless both of these writers, as 
well as others writing on the subject, give details on the structure and 
materials used in the tent, without venturing in depth into the culture 
of the nomadic inhabitants. Furthermore, they were interested in a 
wide range of nomadic tent-dwelling and did not focus on a 
particular tent or culture, which made their work to be perceived 
general and simplistic, even though it remains the best available

'Alois Musil. The Manners and Customs of the Rwala Beduins. American Geographical Society. New 
York, 1928
2John Lewis Burckhardt.Afofes on the Beduins and the Wahhabys.London 1831.
2C.G.Feilberg.Lfl Tente Noir. , . .  10- Q
“T.Faegre. Term.- the Architecture of the Nomads. New York: Anchor publ., 1979.
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account of the subject. Another recent scholar who specialized in 
nomadic studies in the Arabian peninsula is D.Cole. His account of the 
Murra beduins in his "Nomads of the Nomads" is one of the best works 
available.5

On the other hand, there is an abundance of material on the 
architecture architecture and urbanizm of the Middle East. Yet the vast majority of 
and it can be classified as either pure archaeological material or material
urbanizm on "Islamic Architecture". The term "Islamic Architecture" implies that 

Islam as a religion is the only determinant of architectural form and 
space in the Middle East .The use of this term tends to ignore the many 
layers of culture and history that existed and still exists in the area. 
Even though the term is used by both Western and Middle Eastern 

Islam scholars for naming works that usually do take into consideration
other factors than Islam in the built form in the Middle east, the term 
itself does not indicate this reality .To mention but a few examples that 
are of this manner, the author can can cite works such as, 
G.T.Rivoira's"Moslem Architecture"6, and CreswelPs "A short Account of 
Early Muslim Architecture".7 Even though the content of these works 
might be well intentioned, the terminology used should be questioned 
for its many possible connotations.
There are many more dimensions to the culture and architecture of the 
Middle East that just what the over generalized label "Islamic" 
indicates. For example Ira Lapidus* book, "Muslim Cities in the Later 
Middle Ages", which explores the various solidarity ties within 
neighborhoods on the urban scene in the Middle east. Lapidus achieves 
this objective through studying the various relationships among which, 
in addition to the tribal aspect, he lists, ethnic, religious, and 

ancient economic factors.8Religiously, the works of W.Robertson Smith and 
religions S.l.Curtiss prove the survival of many pre-lslamic religious practices 

in the Middle East. Their works "The religion of the Semites" and 
"Primitive Semitic religion today" respectively, focus both on the 
nomad's and the settler’s religions and cultural concepts.9 Among 
recent scholars of the Middle East such as D.Eickelman the approach is 

recent an inclusive one, studying the Middle East as a cultural totality,
studies concentrating on the one hand on the overall Middle Eastern culture, and

on the other hand on specific cultural settings and population groups 
and their particular cultural backgrounds.

5D.Cole. Nomads of the Nomads. Chicago:Aldine publ.co., 1975.
6G.T.Rivoira. Moslem Architecture: Its Origins and Development. N.Y.: Hacker Art Books,1975.
7K.A.C. Creswell. A Short Account of Early Muslim Architecture.Pcngum Books Ltd.,1968.
8 1. Lapidus.MMs/i'm Cities in the Later Middle Ages. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1967.p.

9W.R. Smith. Lectures on the Religion of the Semites. London: A&C Black ltd.and S.l. Curtiss.
Primitive Semitic Religion Today. London: Hodder&Stoughton,1902.
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The most critical issue of research, as it pertains to this paper, is 
the relationship between the nomad and the sedentary, which was the 
subject of a number of anthropological studies,most prominent of 
which is C.Nelson's "Desert and the Sown".10 It is this relationship 
between the beduin's social organization, and its effect on the spatial 
aspect of his culture, and the sedentary social organization and its 
cultural and spatial aspects (rural as well as urban) that is to be 
investigated in this research.

DEFINITIONS: THE AREA OF STUDY:

The area that this research is applied to is a part of what is 
The Middle conventionally called the Middle east. The term "Middle East" though, is 
East a controversy in itself. The origin of this term goes back to European
defined military strategists. British geopoliticians, for example, used this

term to refer to the area between the Nile and the Oxus.11Thus the term 
does not take into consideration cultural or civilization boundaries.
In modern usage, the term covers roughly the region stretching from 
Morocco and Mauritania in the West to the western parts of Pakistan 
and Afghanistan in the East. This is a vast area which includes many 
varieties and complexities in linguistic, historical, ethnic, religious, 
and political terms. As D. Eickelman states in his book, "In this broader 

mosaic sense the Middle east has often been characterized as a 'mosaic.'
Despite the popularity of this metaphor, it has significant drawbacks,
... for it does little more than indicate the fact of significant internal 
regional differentiation."1 ̂ Eickelman goes on to define the area 
indicated by the term "Middle east" through historical terms, by 

Muslim describing it as the area that roughly coincides with the greatest
Empires extension of the largest Muslim empires - namely the Urn may ad,

Abbasid, and the Ottoman. Another geographical characteristic that 
two Eickelman attributes to the Middle East is its semiarid nature and the
ecological prevalence of two ecological groups, the irrigational agriculturalist
groups and the pastoral nomad.

Overall, when studying the Middle East, one has to beware of using 
certain generalizations and stereotypes because of possible distortions 

Islam of the true facts. For example, in socio-cultural terms, the Middle East 
is usually seen as the main domain of Islam. Yet, even though Islam's 
origins stem from the Middle East, the population of Islam today is

10C.Nelson.Desm  and the Sown. Institute of International Studies, Univ. of California,
Berkeley,1973.
11 Most of this information is from: D.Eickelman. The Middle East: An Anthropological approach. 
Engelwood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1981. 
i^Ibid. p. 4
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spread over a much larger area which stretches as far East as 
Indonesia, and as far South as Central Africa, including regions such as 
the Philippines and Soviet Central Asia. The epicenter of the Muslim 
population actually lies somewhere between Iran and Pakistan, which 
is on the Eastern edge of the area of the Middle East..13Likewise, the 
Arabic language is considered the main language of the Middle East, and 
although this fact is mostly true today, it has not been always the case. 
Before the Islamic conquests, and even for some time after it, Arabic 
was not the prevalent language of the conquered population.14

However, and despite all these internal differences and seemingly 
superficial generalizations, the Middle East enjoys a certain cultural 
homogeneity. Geographically, the vast majority of the surface area of 
the Middle east is arid and semiarid desert. This geographical fact 
resulted into the division of the population into two ecological groups, 
ones who depend on irrigational agriculture, and ones who depend on 
pastoral nomadism. This ecological division of the population is 
important especially in this particular study which attempts to 
identify the similarities in socio-cultural and spatial patterns between 
these two groups. Within this vast area, both geographically and 
culturally, one is tempted to generalize. Scholars, such as D.Eickelman 
for example, dedicated large parts of his book explaining the 
complexities of studying the Middle East as a whole, in an attempt to 
avoid oversimplification.

AREA OF FOCUS:

To avoid certain generalizations, and because of the theme of the 
study, the author chose an area of the Middle East which has strong 
nomadic elements and fairly recently settled population, in both the 
rural and urban sectors. This region (shown on the map in Fig .2 ) 
includes the majority of the Arabian peninsula, and the Southern part 
of the "Fertile Crescent", which includes the country of Jordan, and the 
southern parts of Syria and Iraq. This region, as contrasted with the 
neighboring Middle Eastern regions such as the Nile valley or the 
northern part of Syria and Mesopotamia, is fairly homogeneous 
geographically, historically, and culturally. Geographically, the vast 
majority of the area is arid and semiarid desert inhabited by nomads. 
The desert forms the heartland of the region, with limited agricultural 
existence on the outside fringes of the area, both in the North and the 
South. Extensive urban settlements were rare and limited to the 
coastal regions of Arabia and the southern parts of the Fertile

13Ibid. p. 5 
14Ib id
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Fig. 2 Map of southwest Asia with the area of study enclosed by the rectangle.

throughout the ages. The invaders generally avoided the vast deserts, 
and were content only with the coastal regions. Even up to the reign of 
the Ottoman empire the area, with the exception of Mecca and Medina, 
was either neglected or at best poorly administered. Culturally, the 
majority of the area is inhabited by nomadic tribes, with the outside 
fringes being the domain of agricultural villages and urban cities.
These two modes of ecological existence, and the interaction between 
them, is one of the major cultural features of the Middle East, and the 
major focus of this research. This.interaction is actually most visible 
in the area previously described and shown on map (Fig. 2 ). this is so 
because of the geographical, historical, and cultural reasons just 
mentioned. Furthermore, if we contrasted this area with other areas in 
the Middle East, we would have extreme difficulties extracting the 
factors caused by this nomadic vs. sedentary existence, within a vast
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number of other overlapping influence factors. For example, the 
immediately adjacent regions to our area of study are the Nile valley 
and Mesopotamia(modern Egypt and Iraq), domains of the two earliest 
civilizations known to mankind. Despite the existence of evidence of 
some nomadic cultural influence, especially in Mesopotamia during the 
decline of Sumer, one can imagine the difficulty of determining the 
cause and effect of any phenomenon because of the many layers of 
different influences exerted over long periods of time.

Thus, what is needed at this point is a more detailed focus on the 
area of study in general, and on the duality of the nomadic vs. 
sedentary existence in particular.

THE NOMADIC VS. THE SEDENTARY ELEMENT:

One of the most distinct characteristics of the area that this 
research is concerned with, is the twin ecological pattern of the 
nomadic and sedentary population groups. This pattern is a translation 
of the geographical realities that exist in the region. As mentioned 
before the majority of the land area(about 90%) is desert. The regions 
that are suitable for cultivation exist only in limited areas along the 
seashores, mountainous regions where there is an abundant rainfall, 
and along the banks of rivers such as the Jordan. This geographical and 
ecological duality is then translated into cultural patterns in both the 
nomadic and the sedentary societies. It should be mentioned though that 
this basic division into nomads and settlers is a simplification of the 
real situation. As mentioned before this categorization follows the 
native, and more expressive, categorization of the "bedu" and "hadar", 
which simply indicates the beduins and the settled population. In 
reality, there is a much larger range of groups and categories that one 
can list. Peter Gubser, for example in his book about the town of al- 
Karak in Jordan, divides the population of the area into "nomadic, semi- 
nomadic, semi-sedentary, and sedentary" groups.15 The "nomadic 
category refers to the group that practices only a nomadic lifestyle by 
herding camels, and they live exclusively in "black" tents. The "semi- 
nomadic" group raises mainly sheep and goats, which is why they are 
only able to move short distances. Because of that fact they tend to 
live in one general area, and depend partly on agriculture. This type of 
nomadism is probably older than the "true"nomadism of the camel 
nomads.Historical records show that the Amorites were a nomadic 
people who moved on the outskirts of the desert, venturing occasionally

15P.Gubser. Politics and Change in Al-Karak, Jordan: A Study of a Small Arab Town and its
District.London: Oxford University Press, 1973. p. 14
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17Ibid p.14

into agricultural areas even invading the cities of Mesopotamia. The 
Amorites could not venture deeply into the desert because their herds 
were mainly comprised of goats and sheep which gave them only 
limited mobility16. The Amorites lifestyle is very similar to that of 
todays semi-nomads, occupying an intermediate position between the 
"camel" nomads and the semi-sedentaries. The "semi-sedentary" group 
depends more on agriculture, even though they still practice animal 
husbandry to a certain extent. This group lives both in permanent 
dwellings as well as in tents. The "sedentaries" depend largely on 
agricultural crops, and live in permanent dwellings. Even though they 
raise goats,sheep, and cattle, they never move with their animals, 
instead they entrust them to specialized shepherds.17 This group is 
called the "fellahin" in Arabic, and comprised about 80% of the 
population of the Middle East up until the last two decades. These 
numbers are changing though, because of the massive migration from 
rural areas to urban centers. Another population category, that should 
probably be added to the previously mentioned ones, is the urban 
category. This group lives in the larger urban centers on, or just 
outside, the fringes of the previously defined area.in cities such as 
Kuwait, Basra, Damascus, Amman, Mecca, Medina, and Jeddah. This 
"urban" group rarely moves outside of its cities, and works in a large 
variety of professions.

EFFECTS OF CHANGE IN SOCIAL AND POLITICAL SYSTEMS:

These groups coexisted together for centuries, but todays fast 
development and new political systems have had a profound effect on 
the nature and size of these groups. The governments that came into 
place in the early 20th century, were very different than the 
traditional government forms that ruled the Middle East for ages. Most 
of these governments embraced Western political concepts and 
rejected past methods as reactionary ideas halting progress. Thus, 
procedures such as the centralization of power and economy in certain 
large urban centers, made other modes of existence unviable 
economically. The new state forced the "fellah" to be dependent on it 
economically, and thus rendering his lifestyle and economy obsolete; 
forcing him to either move to the city or starve. The nomads suffered 
as much, if not more. The creation of states, borders, passports and 
other bureaucratic systems, limited the nomad’s mobility and forced 
him to settle, abandoning a lifestyle that survived for centuries. One of 
the most obvious examples is the case of the Rwala tribe, whose

Golden River to Golden Road.Society,Culture and Change in the Middle East, p.78
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territory was suddenly under the control of the governments of Saudi 
Arabia, Jordan, and Syria. Thus different Rwala groups became citizens 
of different countries, and their mobility was considerably restricted. 
In addition to that, some governments perceived the nomadic 
confederations and alliances as a political threat, and subsequently 
started a process of forced settling of the most powerful tribes in the 
area.

This forced settling of the nomads by the governments in the area, 
is only one reason for the nomads to settle and adopt a sedentary 
lifestyle. In order to find out the extent of tribal influence within the 
village and city in the Middle East, we have to look closer into the 
nomads' settling patterns and the interaction patterns between the 
nomadic and settled parts of the population throughout history up until 
today.
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NOMAD/SETTLER RELATIONSHIP, AND THE PATTERNS OF 
THE SEDENTARIZATION OF NOMADS:

Throughout the history of the region, we can find many instances 
of contact between the two segments of the population. The most 
frequent point of contact was the commercial interaction between the 
nomads and the settlers. The nomads visited the villages' and urban 
centers' marketplaces regularly, to sell livestock and livestock 
products, such as milk, yoghurt, cheese, and so on. In return they bought 
utensils, various tools, and on occasions tent cloth(which was made by 
villagers.18Thus there was a constant interaction between those 
segments of the population throughout history.

Another, more violent, type of interaction, was the constant 
raiding and pillaging of villages by various tribes in the area. 
Furthermore, the villagers were forced to pay the "khawa" or protection 
money to the tribes. If not paid, the result was a raid on the village, 
in which the nomads pillaged the village. This was the reason for the 
strong antagonistic feelings by the villagers towards the tribes. 
However, this practice was outlawed by the governments as their 
power and control grew and extended over the remote regions of the 
desert. Nevertheless, if we are looking for similar patterns between 
the nomadic social and spatial organization and that of the settler, the 
most probable reason is the sedentarization of nomads in villages and 
cities.According to P.H.Salzman "sedentarization" is defined as the 
shift from a nomadic way of life of almost constant movement, to a 
more settled life. This does not mean however, a total change from 
nomadism to a village mode of existence. This is because in certain 
instances a recently settled tribe would revert back to nomadism once 
the conditions that forced them to settle subside.19

According to Salzman, there are three reasons, or models as he 
identifies them, for sedentarization, these "models" are "drought and 
decline", "defeat and degradation", and "failure and fall away". The 
"drought and decline " model deals with the situation when climatic 
conditions, especially in their extreme, have a negative effect on 
nomads and their animals. If for example temperatures soar and 
pastures become scarce, the animals start dying off. With their animals 
dead, the nomads' economic base is gone, and they are forced into 
seeking other ways of making a living. Usually they seek employment 
during harvest seasons in the villages or in different industries in the 
city. Some nomads stay in the village or city permanently, but others

Manners and Customs of the Rwala Beduins. New York, 1928. p. 
When Nomads Settle. NcwYork: Praeger Publishers, p. 10
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stay only until the conditions that forced them there pass, and return 
to their nomadic lifestyle again. This usually happens in cycles every 
ten years or so to whole tribes.

The "defeat and degradation" model deals with the situation of 
intertribal conflict when a tribal war starts, and as a result, the 
defeated tribe loses its herds and pasture land. This forces them to 
seek a settled life, for their animals and pastures are the reasons for 
their nomadic lifestyle. This tends to be a more permanent arrangement 
and rarely does a tribe return to nomadism after this situation.

The "failure and fall away" model simply indicates an economic 
failure to make a viable productive entity for different reasons. This 
follows the inability to continue a pastoralist way of life. Nomads in 
this category are forced to seek alternatives, which are usually 
moving with their families into agricultural areas and seeking an 
employment there. There is a result of a sedentarization process as 
well in the opposite of this model in the "succeed and surpass" model.
In this situation, the tribe becomes so powerful, and rich that they 
start to have problems looking after their vast herds of animals. Some 
of them are able to convert this wealth into land and property. 
Consequently, they move into the city, becoming part of the upper class 
e lite.20

These three models share a common denominator which is 
essentially economic hardship, followed by migration into the cities or 
agricultural areas seeking employment. There are other ways however, 
through which nomads settle. One of these ways is through military 
conquest and subsequent settlement in the conquered lands. Thus this 
"model" might be termed the "conquer and settle" model. An example of 
this is the Arab/lslamic conquests of the seventh century. On the eve of 
the Islamic conquest wars the Islamic armies were composed largely 
of beduin tribesmen. After the conquest wars, these beduins settled in 
the conquered lands. The most notable examples are the cities of Basra 
and Kufah in Iraq. These two cities started as two large beduin 
encampments of beduin soldiers, and later transformed into prospering 
urban centers.21

In his article "Sedentarization of Nomads in the Seventh 
CenturyiThe Arabs in Basra and Kufa", Richard Bulliet presents an 
interesting hypothesis about these "nomadic" cities and their growth 
into prosperous centers of intellectual activity. The question that 
Bulliet is asking here is: given the character of nomadic life and the 
assumed animosity of the idea of settling to the beduin, what are the 
psychological reasons of the nomad that made him willing to settle and

20Ib id
21R. Bulliet. "Sedentarization of Nomads in the Seventh Century: The Arabs in Basra and Kufa. In. 
When Nomads Settle. P.H. Salzman ed. N.Y.: Praeger publ.,1980
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live within the urban environment? Bulliet goes on, explaining the 
perceptions of the relationship between the nomad and the urbanite as 
one of economical independence and primitive lifestyle(nomads), versus 
the economic interdependence and sophistication and difficulty of the 
urban life. The nomad has always been perceived as an alien to city life, 
and as having great difficulties in coping with a society which he 
supposedly knew little about. Bulliet's hypothesis is essentially that 
there is not such a radical and vast difference between the two groups. 
He explains his view of this difference in his article where he states:

" ... the discussion of the sedentarized nomad has been predicated in part upon the 
existence of a great gulf between the Arabian nomad and the Iraqi city-dweller. If 
this hypothetical gulf (cultural gulf between the nomad and city-dweller) were to be 
removed and replaced by the opposite assumption, namely, of a close, mutual,and 
productive relationship between city and nomadic tribe, a 
relationship,moreover, in which the nomad was at least an equal if not a 
dominating partner, then the impact of city life upon the Arab immigrant might 
be judged to be very different indeed".22

Bulliet's premise in this hypothesis is basically economic. That is 
to say that the beduin, with his camel as transportation, was an 
integral part of Middle Eastern economy at the time. Thus, in Bulliet's 
opinion, there was not a great "gap" between the nomad and the city- 
dweller , at least economically, on the contrary, they were very 
similar, according to Bulliet, this started between the 3rd and the 5th 
century A.D. when, for convenience, the camel caravan became the 
primary source of the transportation of goods between the Arabian 
peninsula in the South, and Iraq in the North. This gave the nomads, who 
were the almost exclusive proprietors of the camels, unprecedented 
economical power.
This economic power through the control of the caravan trade, was 
the reason for the settling of the nomads, in that particular period, and 
the building and flourishing of caravan cities such as Petra, Palmyra, 
and Mecca. There is certainly a considerable validity to Bulliet's 
hypothesis, especially if we consider the attitude of the nomad 
towards the settled lifestyle. Even though, on the one hand, the beduin 
views the lifestyle of the settler with contempt. Because he views the 
peasant as a prisoner bound to his land with restricted mobility and 
freedom. On the other hand the nomad envies the peasants relative 
economic prosperity and security. This attitude is expressed very well 
by a poet of the Shammar tribe after a number of visits to settlements 
in southern Iraq. In this poem the poet, a nomad, yearns for a life in the 
settled lands.

22Ib id



"Oh may I be of the settlers and live on lands cultivated,
In regions where gardens and palms thrive
To a large well with a round footboard
I would bring tried, fat, sterile she camel
Our buckets no one would call small
And when emptied they would pour forth, water with floods
Thus I say, how sweet it were if many palm trees
with yellow luxuriant twigs would sprout
If we had a house hospitable, not to be ashamed of
Sighted from afar by men who have consumed their supplies
And a mortar with pan for roasting coffee by heap of red hot coals
And Damascus pots with cups at hand
My soul would desire a slender waisted
Mistress who would cut out my heart
O twig of the gentle banana in the orchard
With its head moistened by the dew and its roots by the creek
They pleaded: 'But she is so small yet,'
O my dearl O twig to whom for its youth respite must be given 
Her breast is a 'zbejdi' growing in an overflowed vale,
The drops of sweat of the black clouds, pouring forth a rain shower"23

Thus despite the contempt that the beduin feels towards the 
peasant, he is drawn to the advantages and pleasures of settled life.lt 
is not clear yet which came first, nomadism or sedentary lifestyle.
It is clear though, that those two modes of existence exerted a 
considerable amount of influence on each other throughout history.
The constant waves of nomads settling the villages and cities and the 
cases where, especially villagers, picked up nomadism, are clear 

similarities indications of this phenomenon. Thus, it is logical to look for nomadic 
between influences within the cities' culture, architecture, and spatial system,
patterns Even today one can detect many cultural features and patterns in the 

city that bear similarities to nomadic patterns.

23A.Musil. The Manners and Customs of the Rwala Beduins. American Geographical Society New 
York, 1928. p.321-22
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THE CONCEPT OF “CULTURAL SPACE” :

Space, and its organization, is significant in terms of reflecting 
certain patterns of social organization in addition to other patterns of 

symbolism symbolism that relate to the cultural and religious aspects in certain 
of cultural settings. Space is important mainly because it is " immideately 
space integrated with or influenced by social reality."24 In this paper, the main 

emphasis is this link between the spatial order and social organization 
aspects of the Middle Eastern culture.

To analyze aspects of this interaction between the different 
segments of Middle Eastern society spatially, we have to study the 

cultural notions of cultural space and the oppositions associated with it in the
space Middle Eastern spatial system. To first define these terms, let us look

for an example in D.Doxtater's article "Cultural Space as a Needed 
Research Concept in the Study of Housing Change:The White Pueblos of 
Andalusia",where he defines the term "cultural space" as :"....the actual 
physical settings which are both symbolic and structured "25 Thus this 
"cultural space", as the term indicates, is a space, whether in a 
tent,dwelling, or settlement, that is embeded with symbolic meanings 
and significance as it draws them from the cultural system of the 
inhabitants. This study concentrates primarily on the cultural notions of 
the kinship system in the area of study in the Middle East. As D.Doxtater 
further argues, in such an approach one does not look only for "objects" 
with symbolic meaning, but rather for the positioning of these symbols 

domains into "distinguishable areas" which then become "domains". Doxtater goes 
on to say :

" The emotional power or content of domains comes from the attached 
symbols. These symbolic places are utilized, that is, emotionally "turned on," 
by entering, occupying, denying, or otherwise controlling, during 
everyday and more specifically ceremonial events. The purpose is social 
influence or legitimization. The often very formal structure between 
domains is essential not only to the definition of all groups involved but also 
to these processes of manipulation, often involving actual movement, hence 
ubiquitous "oppositions" between domains, either dominant/subordinate or 
complementary, and the usefulness of positions of "threshold".26

Thus, the research would first concentrate on the study of the 
beduin's notion of "cultural space", and then it would investigate 
certain spatial patterns in the city and village comparing them to the

24D.Doxtater. "Cultural Space" as a Needed Research Concept in the Study of Housing Change: The 
White Pueblos of Andalusia. In S.M.Low and E.Chambers ed.. Housing,Culture and Design a 
Comparative Perspective. Univ. of Pennsylvania Press. Philadelphia, 1989. p 116
25Ibid p. 120
26Ibid p. 117
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analysis performed on the beduin environment. The reason for the 
anticipated similarity between some of the patterns, whether in the 
beduin or the settled environment, is due largely to the oppositions 
that exist within the "cultural space". The main opposition seems to be 
between the male and female spaces, and the rest of the oppositions 
are associated with it. For example within the opposition between the 
the "interior" and the "exterior", the interior is associated with the 
female and the exterior with the male and so on. The male's realm is 
usually identified with violence and competitive behavior, while the 
female's realm is associated with peace, quiet, and family life. The 
author elected to define these oppositions within the categories of a 
"Culture" and "Nature" opposition, which is a structure widely used by 
anthropologists.To define this opposition let us again take a look at 
D.Doxtater's article, where he defines the "Culture" and "Nature" 
opposition in the following manner:

"Nature... represents places and activities that are closer to the 
self-interest often biological motivations of individuals or family 
units, which if left unchecked would obviously limit the size, 
complexity and durability of socio cultural organization. Thus 
Culture ... relates to things, particularly symbols and structure, 
which must be socially created, maintained, and manipulated in 
order to control and redirect the energies of Nature".27

This opposition functions in the Middle Eastern society as it applies to 
the previously mentioned male and female oppositions. This is 
especially true in a tribal setting, and becomes clear once we examine 
the behavioral aspects of the male's "realm and the female's "realm" of 
the society. The beduin male's activities are associated with violence, 
raiding other tribes ,as well as villages and towns, blood feuds, and 
similar "Nature" types of activities. On the other hand the female's 
activities are oriented more towards the dwelling and the family. The 
tent itself(representing "Culture") is actually owned by the woman, and 
is repaired,cared for, and even built exclusively by her.

One of the main oppositions is between "one's tribe" and "other 
tribes". This may be shown through the examination of the 
manipulative character of the beduins genealogy. As will be explained 
in the following chapter, and in greater detail, a tribe is an

27Ibid p.123-124



organization that claims common ancestry. As P.Gubser explains 
however, the tribe is definitely not a kin group, that is to say that all 
its members are related by kin in reality. Many groups and subgroups in 

common the tribe became part of the tribe through different conditions such as
ancestry marriage, political alliances, and so on. The kin group is a basic part of

the tribe however, as the beduin himself explains his relationship with 
the rest of the tribe only through the genealogy.28

The status of each tribe depends on a number of things among 
s ta tu s  which are, the size of the tribe, the status of their ancestry, and so on. 
of The other tribes are generally looked down upon and considered of
tribes lower status. This is probably one of the reasons for the high level of

endogamy within each tribe. This fact then produces values such as, 
tribal honor, bravery, hospitality, generosity ... etc. which then act as 
"disciplines of competition" between "one's tribe" and "other tribes".
The genealogy, as will be shown later, is very dynamic and fluid; 

thus when seeking political goals, such as a tribal alliance, the 
genealogy is manipulated as such that the two tribes activate real or 

fictive fictive kinship ties to justify their present relationship.(see Lancaster
kinship 1981 )29The reason for this comparison and similarity of this

"cultural pattern" to the patterns in the village and the city is basically 
because the tribal structure as a social organization was retained by 
the village and city dwellers. This is supported by works of scholars 

tribal such as P.Gubser who analyzed the traditional political leadership in
structure the town of al-Karak in Jordan on the basis of tribal structure and
in the organization.30 Other works, describing the social organization in 
settled villages and cities in the area of study include R.Antoun's work on the 
environment village of Kufr al-Ma in Jordan, A.Lutfiyya's book on the village of

Bay tin in Palestine, and A.Cohen's work on Arab border villages in
Israel.31 All these scholars description of the village's or the town's 
social organization, through the analysis of the "hamula" or the "ashira" 
organization, shows similar patterns of organization and cultural ethos 
to that of the beduin. This then translates into similar notions about 
"cultural space"(and the associated oppositions within it) in all the 
segments of society in the Middle East. 32

28P.Gubser. Politics and Change in Al-Karak . Jordan: A Study of a Small Arab Town and its District. 
London: Oxford University Press, 1973. p.42
2^W.Lancaster. The Rwala Beduin Today. Cambridgc.Cambridge University Press, 1981.
30peter Gubser. Politics and Change in Al-Karak, Jordan: A Study of a Small Arab Town and its 
District. Oxford University Press. London, 1973.
3 Richard T. Antoun. Arab Village, A Social Structural Study of a Transjordanian Peasant 
Community. Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1972.Abdulla M. Lutfiyya. Baytin, A 
Jordanian Village, A Study of Social Institutions and Social Change in a Folk Community. The  
Hague: Mounton & CO., 1966.A.Cohen. Arab Border Villages in Israel : A Study of Continuity and 
Change in Social Organization. Mancester: Manchester University Press, 1972.
32For a documentation on the similarity between beduin's and the settlers social organization
patterns see the section on the social organization in the village, p. 36
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Fig. 3 Diagram representing the "own tribe" vs. "other tribes" opposition.
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To further explain this "tribe "and "other tribes" opposition's 
origin,we have to explore it's context. Actually, this opposition is only 
one level of a larger structure oppositions set, which occurs among the 
whole population of the Middle East. R.Patai wrote about the "dual 
organization" of Middle Eastern social structures, Which according to 
Fatal, has existed from pre-lslamic times to the present time in many 
areas of the Middle East, as well as across all population segments 
regardless whether nomadic or sedentary,rural or urban, Muslim or 
Christian.33This "dual organization" may be considered as an opposition 
which functions in the same way that the "own tribe" and "other tribes" 
opposition functions; this is so because it produces essentially 
identical political results. Results such as noble and inferior status,
"attributed character traits"(hospitality, generosity.......etc.) and so on.
Fatal states that the evidence of the existence and effect of this 
system is so vast that it can be generalized as a major trait throughout 
the Middle Eastern culture.34 To briefly comment on these oppositions 
let us examine one of the ancient and more general. In it the tribal and 
the settled populations are divided into two groups that are opposed to 
each other on a "South and North" axis, and then each tribe(southern as 
well as northern) is further divided along an "Eastern and Western"

3^R.Patai. Golden River to Golden Road: Society, Culture and Change in the Middle East. 
Philadelphia: University of Penn. Press, 1962. p. 178
34Ibid. p. 179
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axis.(Diagram Fig. 4 )The southern group claims descent from "Qahtan" 
and the northern group claims descent from "Adnan".

"Qahtan was identified with the Biblical Yoqtan(Gen. 10:25) 
son of Ebher(in Arabic Abar), son of Shelah(Shalakh), son of 
Arpakhshad(Arfakhshad), son of Shem(Sam), son of 
Noah(Nuh)(Gen. 1 0 : 1 ,  21-25). ... Adnan, the father of all the 
North Arabian tribes, is regarded by Arab genealogists as the son 
of Ishmael (Ismai'l), son of Abraham. "35

These two groups were historically in opposition to each other, 
which is evident through numerous historical incidents. The most 
prominent of which was the strong support by the people of Medina for 
the prophet Muhammad after he moved to it from Mecca. This support 
was probably the result of the opposition between the people of 
Medina, who were of the southern Qahtani origin, and the people of 
Mecca,who were of the northern Adnan origin. According to R.Fatal, this 
incident furthered the division between the two groups, because each 
claimed a superior status: the northern Adnan group for their 
genealogical kinship to Muhammad, and the southern Qahtan group for 
being among his first supporters.36

Furthermore, and besides the general subdivision into the Qahtan 
and Adnan tribal groups, each tribe is sometimes subdivided into 
smaller factions (all of which are opposed to each other)until one gets 
to the family unit where the rivalry and oppositions stop.
The individual tribe(whether Adnani or Qahtani) is usually divided into 
two large sections which are opposed to each other on a "East/West" 
axis(diagram Fig. 4). An example of this division, which is mentioned by 
R.Fatal, is the Qahtani tribe of Shammar who live in Syria and Iraq.

"The Shammar, the hereditary enemies of the 'Aneze, are also 
divided into two groups: the Western Shammar whose tribal 
territories is in Syria, and the Eastern or Northern Shammar of 
Iraq."37

This is not a rule from which one could generalize, but the pattern 
is that tribal alliances usually took form on a directional axis whether 
it was North/South or East/West axis. For example, in P.Gubser's study 
of Al-Karak, the major alliance was on an East/West axis, Figure 
number four shows an alliance on a North/South axis and so on.

35lbid. p. 182 
36ibid. p. 184 
37lbid. p. 210
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Fig.4 Diagram of the ancient Adnan/Qahtan opposition
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and
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This "tribal" opposition does not exist among the nomads alone 
but, as mentioned earlier, among sedentaries as well. In Lebanon and 
Palestine, as R.Fatal observed for example, this opposition exists 
in towns and villages strongly to the present day.38

"In this area an entire town or village may belong to one faction 
while a neighboring town or village may belong to an opposite 
faction; or else, one and the same locality may be split up between 
both factions. ... Jerusalem, as the largest town in this 
neighborhood, was divided between Qaysis and Yamanis. The two 
foremost families of Jerusalem, who competed for leadership not 
only in the city but also in the whole of Arab Palestine down to the 
very end of the days of the British Mandated948), were the 
Yamani Husaynis and the Qaysi Khalidis."39

This pattern though, is much stronger and influential in its rural 
setting, as opposed to its urban setting where different factors

3 8It should be noted here that this description applies only on the area of focus (Fig. 2 ) and docs 
not extend to neighboring regions such as northern Syria, Iraq, or Egypt.
39 R.Patai. Golden River to Golden Road: Society, Culture and Change in the Middle East. 
Philadelphia: University of Penn. Press, 1962. p. 219
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influenced and transformed some aspects of it. This is because the 
"tribal" structure has remained intact in the village almost to the 
present day.

Traditionally,each village is composed of two or more "hamula" 
who are in opposition to each other.40This is documented in a number of 

"hamula" works such as A.Cohen's "Arab Border Villages in Israel".41 In his book, 
Cohen describes the social structure in a number of Arab villages in 
Israel during the 1959 elections.

"Four of the Triangle villages - Tayyiba, Tira, Baka el-Gharbia and Dm el-Fahm- 
have large populations, averaging between them about 5000 souls, ... Each village had 
divided into two to four homologous wards, each ward consisting of a number of 
hamulas which tended in certain circumbstances to stand in structural opposition 
vis-a-vis the other wards."42

This type of opposition is much simpler to identify on the village 
scale, because of the role of the "hamula" in the village's social 
organization, which is a similar organization to that of the beduin. 

•hamula" Whereas, especially in the larger and older cities, the population 
as intermixed and the tribal identity became vague and diffused.Despite
tribe this fact, this opposition influenced the urban scene in a considerable 

way. As I.Lapidus writes, this opposition was connected with various 
tensions and fighting within the quarters of cities such as Damascus 
and Aleppo in the middle ages.

"In the struggle between the quarters in the late fifteenth century the same 
outside districts were involved. In 885/1480 Al-Qubaybat and Maydan Al- 
Hasa were at loggerheads attributed by Ibn-Tulun to the ancient Qays- 
Yemen rivalries."43

There is evidence that this pattern existed, and still exists today, 
though in lesser intensity, on the Middle Eastern cultural landscape. The 
author'spurpose in this research is to identify the basic elements of 
this system, concentrating on the general definition of the "cultural 
space" and the oppositions related to it in its tribal as well as rural 
and urban setting

40"hamula" is a term used by both nomads and villagers which means the same as "ashira" which 
is a section of a tribe on the level of a "lineage" (in Fig. 2 : Beduin Chapter)
41 Abner Cohen. Arab Border - Villages in Israel: A Study of Continuity and Change in Social 
Organization. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1965.
42Ibid. p.176
43I.Lapidus. Muslim Cities in the Later Middle Ages. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
1967.p. 88
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THE BEDUIN:

tribal
identity

segmentary
ideology

endogamy

The notion of tribal identity throughout the Middle East is 
essentially identical,except for local variations. Generally, it is built 
on the idea of a political identity which is manifested through common 
patrilineal descent. The tribesmen themselves base their reasoning on 
political action upon the segmentary lineage ideology. Thus it is 
important for us to understand the basis of the segmentary 
ideology.44This is especially pertinent if we are to explore the 
opposition that exists between "one's tribe" and “other tribes”, for 
which the genealogy and specifically the segmentary theory is a base. 
As mentioned before this opposition results in such concepts as 
hospitality, bravery,honor, and other values that are used as 
“competitive disciplines” that, in turn, have a profound effect on the 
spatial settings of the nomad’s environment.45

The segmentation ideology provides only a general framework for 
the interrelationships of the tribal society. It is a genealogical system 
that is referred to when the need arises to justify a certain situation. 
Actually it is manipulated quite freely and often, as in the example in 
Figure number one. Thus, for an instance, it would not be permissible 
for a lineage of the Murra tribe to have an alliance with another 
"foreign" tribe, but if it is shown, through genealogy, that this tribe is 
related to the Murra then the alliance is made. This emphasis on close 
kinship ties, as a prerequisite for cooperation, is a direct result of the 
“one's tribe” and “other tribes” opposition. The focus of the members 
of each tribe on their own lineage is one of the probable reasons for 
“results” such as the high endogamous character of nomadic tribes, 
which ,in the Middle East, is manifested in such practices as the 
patrilineal first cousin marriages. So in reality the system works 
largely to justify the present social and political relations between 
groups, while the actual genealogy might be totally different. As 
Lancaster explains, genealogy is fluid and passive and thus "It is not 
the genealogy leading to a relationship, but rather the relationship 
leading to a genealogy."46

This is clear in Cole's diagram of the genealogy of the Murra 
beduins of Saudi Arabia, where some of the names within the lineage 
are persons who never existed, but are used as connecting links to 
legitimize the present situation of the tribe.47

^ 4D. Eickclman. The Middle East, an Anthropological approach. Engelwood cliffs: Prentice 
^all,1981. p. 88
^ 5This description is applied only on the nomadic tribes of the Arabian peninsula, not to other 
Xype of tribes such as the north African or the Iranian type, because of differences in aspects of
socia l organization.
"^W.Lancaster. The Rwala Beduin Today. Cambridge N.Y.: Univ. Press,1981. p.151 
' ^ 7D.Cole. Nomads of the Nomads.Chicago: Aldine publ.co.,1975. p. 92
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Fig 5 The Al-Murra clans-Names in capitals are 
actual clans, the other names are used only 
as connections, (after D.Cole, Nomads of the Nomads)

The "tribe" group actually exists only as a vague concept. In 
reality,it is only a loose coalition between groups and sub-groups 
claiming a common descent through patrilineal ties.In this type of 
organization, balance is kept through the opposition of all the groups 
on all the levels(as in Fig. 6). Alliances and coalitions are made then by 
either manipulating the genealogy(as in Fig. 5), and “creating” ties, or 
by resorting to “female ties of kinship. The following example 
illustrates the way that this manipulation occurs.

A

1 l
B 4 ----------1 C
1 . , |1 1 I ' 1

E l— »F #—t G4— ►Hnnnn
[ i^ q  [K^Ll fFWfl lo^p]

Tribe

Clan

"FakhcT-Lineage

Camping clusters

Fig.6: The segmentation diagram with the oppositions between the groups 
(After D. Eickelman: The Middle East: An anthropological approach)
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Fakhd

The groups in the camping cluster level(Fig.6) are the ones that 
actually camp together. So we might find, for example, groups J, and 1 
camped together in one camp. The genealogical segmentary diagram 
(Fig-6) explains this grouping. The camp cluster consists usually of 
10-15 camping clusters that belong to the same "Fakhd" or lineage. 
Each cluster containing 2-3 tents-households, Usually of brothers or 
close relatives, each with his extended family. The extended family is

extended
family

usually composed of three generations, the man of the tent with his 
wife, his sons with their wives and children, and his unmarried 
daughters.The political and social ties are stronger between the groups 
that are closer related, since the opposition is easily overcome by

balance

strong kinship ties. For example, if group L and group M were having a 
feud group N would side with M and group K would side with L. Yet, as 
soon as the tribe is threatened by an outsider, all the groups unite 
against the aggressor.480n the other hand, This diagram could be 
misleading in terms of size and power of the individual groups. The 
beduins themselves perceive it like it is because of the need for 
equality and balance within the tribe. So group H might be larger and 
stronger than group I, yet they are perceived as balanced 
complementary equals. All the groups are also opposed to each other on 
each level, for the same reason of balance and equality. As C.Nelson 
explains about the beduin segmentary "model":

". . .  the opposition of various groups, at each level of size, is the main agency 
for maintaining order,and(2) in the maintaince of order and in defining the 
groups, that balance each other the most important, but not the only, 
criterion is coextension with the kin and territorial definitions which 
operate within the society itself."49

women in 
genealogy

Another aspect of the segmentary system, that is usually 
overlooked, is the role of women in the genealogy. Formally, women 
are not recognized as factors in kinship relations, but informally, they 
do play a part. This is obvious through the observations of W. Lancaster 
in his studies of the Rwala beduins. In (Fig 6) if groups M, I, J, K, and L 
are camping together, for example;they would justify this arrangement 
by claiming descent from B, even though M does not belong. When 
questioned about this fact, They would switch levels and claim that 
they are all really descended from A. In fact, Lancaster reports, that 
M's mother was E's sister; thus M is more closely related through 
female lineage.50

48W.Lancaster. The Rwala Beduins Today, p.157
4^C.Nelson. The Desert and the Sown: Nomads in the Wider Society. Berkeley: University of 
California,1973. p. 4
50Ibid. p. 157
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Thus, formally, the female lineage is never used , instead the 
levels are changed to A. Informally, when a discrepancy is brought out, 

" r e a l i t y "  then female lineage lines are used. This means that the actual “reality” 
of the is brought out when female kinship is used, and when it is not then 
genealogy "assumptions" are made. This, informal/female versus the

formal/male duality or opposition, will be explained further when 
discussing the space in the tent.

ECONOMY:

pastoralism

camels

"khawa"

modern 

occupations 

of nomads

fem a les  

as w ea lth

The beduins are pastoralist people. Their economic dependence 
relies almost exclusively on their animals, especially camels. Before 
the domestication of the camel(circa 12th. cent B.C.) beduins herded 
only goats and sheep.;it was the camel, and its endurance, that allowed 
the nomads to venture deep into the desert. Thus the beduins and their 
camels, as D. Cole explains, live in a close symbiosis and are 
interdependent on each other.51 The beduin uses his camel for 
transportation, drinks its milk, occasionally eats its meat, and uses its 
hair. Rarely does the beduin trade his camels; instead he usually trades 
camel products such as milk, yoghurt, and woven fabrics. Cash is rare 
among beduins, and aside from trading, it used to come from the now 
illegal"khawa" which is protection money which used to be paid by 
villagers and even some city-dwellers. Furthermore, raiding other 
tribes used to be a source of camels, and thus wealth, but this is 
another practice that has been outlawed by the governments recently. 
Today the members of various tribes work in a number of professions, 
mostly in the armed forces of Saudi Arabia and Jordan. Some of them 
earn some money as wage laborers in the oil industry of Saudi Arabia 
and the Gulf states. Some tribes picked up smuggling of goods and 
hashish between Syria, Saudi Arabia and Egypt.(see Lancaster 1981)

The fact is though, that camels were the wealth of the beduin, and 
the source of his economic well-being. Even though this is changing 
rapidly today, perceptionally it still holds true. Each household had its 
own herd which was usually inherited from the senior grandparent, but 
some of it came as part of the dowry and inheritance of the women who 
enter the household through marriage. One of the reasons of the 
endogamous pattern of marriages in the Middle East was to keep the 
wealth within the family When the groom's family paid the "mahr" to 
the bride, sometimes in the form of camels, the camels would stay 
within the lineage since both the bride and the groom are from the 
same clan

There is a connection then, between the female and the source 
of wealth, the camels. Another aspect of the beduin culture, that

5 I d , Cole . Nomads of the Nomads, p.26
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supports this this connection , is in D.Cole's observation of the Murra 
beduins.

"The carriers number between twenty and thirty five and include a single
stud camel which characteristically belongs to the senior woman of the
household."52
From this and other facts, it becomes obvious that the women 

within the tribe are perceived as symbols of wealth. This symbolism 
becomes apparent when we discuss the larger context of the role of 
women in the beduin society, especially as it relates to the space of 
the tent, its use and symbolism.

SPACE IN THE BEDUIN S ENVIRONMENT :

The beduin tent is called "Beit sha'ar", Which literally means a 
house of hair. This refers to the material of the tent which is made of 

tent's goat hair. A tent made exclusively of goats hair is the most
material prestigious and expensive. Other types of tents have sheep's wool or

camel's hair added to them, which makes them weaker and more 
perishable. In Arabic the word "belt" means both house/dwelling, and 

"belt" family. According to R. Fatal, this is also true in all the ancient 
dwelling Semitic languages. 53This shows the strong association between the 

family unit and dwelling. The common similarity between all the 
dwellings in the Middle East, both tent and permanent structure, is that 
each is, in most cases, inhabited by a single extended family.54 Thus in 
the beduin camp, where three or four extended families camped 
together we find that each family is camped in a separate cluster of 
the camp if not in one single tent.

Alois Musil, explains the way the Rwala beduins choose a camping 
camping ground and pitch their tents in it. According to Musil's observation the
ground chief always marks the new camping ground by throwing down his

saddle on a particular spot, where his tent is to be pitched. The others 
start pitching their tents around the chief's according to kinship 
lines.55 So again the oppositions between the different groups had an 
effect on the physical; setting of the camp. This is because of the 
"status" of being in closer proximity to the head of the camp, which is 
a political result of the opposition.

52Ibid. p. 37
53R.Patai. From Golden River to Golden Road:Society and Change in the Middle East. Philadelphia: 
Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, 1962.
54Ibid. p. 20
5555Alois Musil. The Manners and Customs of the Rwala Beduins. American Geographical Society, 
New York, 1928 p.87
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F ig .7 . Territorial/spatial relationship between camping groups.
Letters are from diag. in Fig. 6.

Some tribes set their camps' tents in an ellipse with the animals 
camps as on the inside for protection. Some researchers, such as J.Gallotti, have
e llip s e s  claimed that this elliptical pattern eventually evolved into the

courtyard space in the Arab house. 56Such assumptions however are not 
founded on solid evidence. The courtyard house type existed almost as 
long as the oldest civilization in the Middle East. One can find examples 
of this dwelling type in the most ancient settlements in Mesopotamia 
and Syria. Thus one should not consider these dwelling types as a direct 
evolution of nomadic or other influences, but what should be analyzed 
is more the process of change both in form, space, and their meaning.

Going back to the beduin camp, Musil states that strong 
i r r e g u la r  tribes, such as the Rwala which does not fear an attack, does not 
& p a ra lle l follow the elliptical arrangement.57 Usually they cluster irregularly, 
arrangement according to households or families; or in parallel lines to each other.

The physical mapping of the beduin encampment, is generally 
lacking in most of the literature on the subject. Most writers describe 
the general conditions and environment of the camp without recording 
the actual positioning of the tents, and their spatial relationships to 
each other.

A more general description though, by W.Lancaster, is worth 
mentioning here since it describes the many overlapping layers of 
reasoning and justification behind the spatial distribution of the beduin 
settlement.58The description is of the Rwala settlement at Ar-Risha,

SGjean Gallotti. Moorish Houses and Gardens of Morocco. William Helbum, Inc. N.Y., 1926. p. 5-6
5757Aiois Musil. The Manners and Customs of the Rwala Beduins. American Geographical Society, 
New York, 1928. p.87
^^W.Lancaster. The Rwala Beduin Today. Cambridge: Cambridge Univrsity Press, 1981. It should be 
mentioned though that this description reflects the pattern of the traditional beduin encampment. 
Even though it is rather a recent pattern of a tribal section in the process of sedentarization. It 
also could be seen as a reflection of the conditions of a. transformation phase between nomadism 
and sedentarization. As we will sec later, in the village and city sections, these "kinship" patterns, 
combined with political and economic factors, play a major part in the spatial arrangement of the 
built environment in the Middle East.
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kinship

which included mostly tents and some permanent dwellings. The 
diagram in Figure number eight shows the permanent dwellings in the 
camp.

A C B 1 D

E G

Fbs
• o f  F ,-------------

MARKET

Fig.8. The encampment at Ar-Risha.
After W. Lancaster's The Rwala Beduin Today

The encampment was called by Lancaster "Goum F5", Which is not 
a term used in genealogy, but instead it indicates a group of people 
with a common identity under the leadership of F5. Even though F5 was 
not the official "sheikh" or leader, he was simply the most influential 
person in the group. Lancaster argues that the layout of the houses and 
tents is genealogical. Within the encampment B1 and B2 are the 
brothers of F5 and all are, along with F5's first born son, from the Al- 
Nuri subgroup of the Sha'alan lineage. The others, A,C,D,E, and G are also 
from the the Sha'alan but as Lancaster says,"... were genealogically 
equidistant from Al-Nuri and from each other."59When we look at the 
encampment though(Fig.8 ), at first it does not make sense from a 
genealogical point of view. One would expect that, For example F5, B1, 
and B2(who are brothers) would be much closer together. A closer 
examination would reveal other factors affecting the layout besides 
genealogy, especially economic and political factors.60 As Lancaster 
explains, B1 lived where he did because of his limited involvement 
with the other groups in the camp. B2's position came about because of 
reasons which were affected by the passage of time. When B2 built his 
house beside F5's, his brother, F5 had a large number of servants and 
slaves who needed to stay around his dwelling. With time, their number 
declined and B2 seemed to be living further away. F5's son lived closer 
to G than to F5, because his wife was from G. G's dwelling was equally 
distant from F5 and B1, because F5's mother was from G. Furthermore,
C was closer to F than to B2, since C's sister was F5's wife.

This description or pattern, and the factors affecting it, can be 
seen in a similar manifestation in both the city and village. Since, as

Lancaster. The Rwala beduin Today, p. 11
60It could also suggest simple territoriality.
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we will see later, similar factors affect the spatial distribution in the 
urban environment as well.

"BEIT AL-SHA'AR": THE BEDUIN'S DWELLING:

The tent itself is simple structure, yet perfectly adapted to the 
nomads environment and his way of life. The tent's cloth is composed of 
a number of woven stripes that are sewn together. The number of 
stripes varies and they are usually in 18 - 40 ft. long. Across the 
stripes, tension bands are sewn at the end of which there are stay - 
fasteners.with the ropes that are then stretched and pegged into the 
ground when pitching the tent. This cloth assembly comprises basically 
the overhead plane of the tent which is raised on wooden poles. The 
number of poles varies according to the size of the tent, with the 
center poles being the highest. The back, and the sides of the tent are 
usually covered by a cloth curtain called "ruag" which is fastened to the 
roof cloth.

The tent is, usually pitched with its back to the prevailing wind, 
which in the Arabian peninsula usually blows from the north. Thus the 
front of the tent always faces the South. Some observers, such as 
Faegre and Cole, note that the men's section is usually oriented to the 
east, but they do not elaborate on the reasons behind it.
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ruag ,

majlis 
_ “men"

direction of 
wind

coffee fire

"qata" dividing curtain
l ^fem ale entrance 

hababa work area+camels

MUHHARRAM

cooking

bushes

Fig. 9. The beduin tent
After H.R.P. Dickson's The Arab of the Desert.
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opposition

" q a ’ta"

male
activities

The tent's space is divided into a male and a female area. The 
physical manifestation of this division is a curtain called the "qa'ta" 
which literally means "the cut". This illustrates the sharp division 
between the male's and female's domain.

The females portion is further sub-divided into a work/storage 
area and a cooking area by another "qa'ta". The two domains and the 
objects within them , illustrate the division of activities, 
responsibilities, and behaviors} along the "Culture" and “Nature 
opposition) in the beduin society

The men's activities are mainly showing hospitality to guests, 
socializing, reciting poetry61, and military activities, such as raiding 
other tribes and villages} all of which are “Nature” activities). These 
activities, as mentioned before are the result of the oppositions 
between the groups within the tribe and with other tribes, and are 
seen as “Natural” activities in the “Nature" and “Culture” opposition. 
The symbolic embodiment of these activities is illustrated in the 
furnishings of the male's portion of the tent. This portion usually 
contains two or three mattresses "frash" in an oblong arrangement.

MUHHARRAM

#  QA'TA

1.............. 1
iy iiii j
I j

Fig.10. Diagram of the men's space in the tent with the seating
arrangement and the coffee serving pattern. After a description by Alois Musil in his
The Manners and Customs of the Rwala Beduins.62

61 The beduin poetic themes, among others, usually celebrate their hospitality, bravery, 
generosity, ...etc.
6-Alois Musil. The Manners and Customs of the Rwala Beduins. American Geographical Society,
New York, 1928
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The saddle of the tent's owner is always set in the middle of the 
inner matress with the guest and the host sitting on either side of it. 
The rest of the people sitting according to their status, in an oblong 
manner(Fig.10 ).

The men’s fire place, the only function of which is making 
coffee, and the objects associated with it, is central to the 
hospitality ritual in the desert life:

The coffee ritual is not merely part of the ethics and morals of 
the bedu society, but rather an ancient part of a code of honor which 
evolved from the lifestyle of the hostile desert environment .

Actually the "public" reputation of a beduin man is measured by 
qualities such as , hospitality, bravery in raiding, and mediation 
abilities.63 Refusing a guest, no matter for what reason, is a great 
shame to the man and his household.This is clearly shown if we 
examine aspects of the hospitality ritual. After guests are accepted in 
the beduins tent, a set of unwritten rules applies. The tent owner would 
offer them coffee and food even if it means slaughtering his last 
animal, in short shame would fall upon him if he would hold out 
anything from the guest.

Another aspect is the protection of the guest from possible 
pursuers who mean harm to him. Once a man becomes a guest and 
enters the tent's space , the man of the tent is responsible for his 
safety. He would lay his life on the line and possibly be killed, in an 
extreme case, before surrendering his guest to the pursuers.

The serving of coffee, thus, is a ritual which seals the bond of 
obligations upon the host and guarantees the guest these rights. 
Furthermore, the guest has to drink the coffee to accept the host's 
hospitality, shelter, and protection. The actual ritual of the coffee 
drinking is lengthy and complex. It involves the roasting of the coffee 
beans then grinding them in a special wooden pestle " the mihbash", 
making the fire, and brewing the coffee. All the objects that are 
involved in the coffee ritual, the pestle"mihbash", the coffee 
roaster"mahmasa" and the ceremonial coffee pots"dalla", are 
permanent features of the men's portion of the tent. These signify 
the importance of the ritual of coffee drinking(hospitality) and the 
honor aspect attached to it in the beduin society, which are in turn 
significant as “competitive”(Nature) devices within the opposition on 
the “tribe” level.

The women's portion, positioned in the central and the western 
end of the tent, contains the working and cooking areas. The cooking 
area is in the western end of the tent and is usually divided from the 
working area by a "qa'ta" curtain. This area usually contains the

ti^These qualities are also considered part of the “Nature" side of the opposition since they are the
direct result of the “one’s tribe” and “other tribes” opposition.
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hearth fire, cooking utensils, and some storage. The work area contains 
a loom, the "nattu", which is used to repair the tent and make new 
tents. Furthermore, it usually has a "hababa", children's hammock, and a 
large storage area,"qash", for food and baggage by the "ruag" curtain.64

The whole women's section is called the "muhharram" 
which literally means "sacred". To explain this "cultural" aspect of 
the women's quarters we have to examine the role and the meaning of 
women in the beduin society.

In the beduin society the women are understood as very 
important and valuable for many reasons. Despite the fact that women 
do not exist in the formal genealogical structure, they do play a 
role informally in the ties between certain groups within the tribe, as 
was explained in the introductory portion of the segmentary 
ideology.65 Since, since the women do not exist in the formal genealogy, 
they are exempt from the responsibilities that it entails, such as blood 
feuds, raids, and other “Natural" acts. Actually, women are taken out 
from the male’s realm altogether and do not participate in male 
competitive activities at all. This, combined with the man's duty to 
protect the woman, is already a great advantage for the females 
especially in a society where warfare, raids, and feuds are part of 
everyday life. This arrangement evolved in a desert honor code in 
which, women are in inviolable. Without exception, and no matter 
what happens to her menfolk, the beduin woman is entitled to milk 
her camel for food and transport to her relatives, at any time that 
her camp has been defeated by raid.66 This is the reason that the 
woman hold this "sacred" position in the society which is seen in the 
women's space in the tent. The previous rules apply to the 
"muhharram" in the tent as well.

No adult male except the husband is allowed in the "muhharram". 
This opposition, of male and female space in the tent, might be 
perceived in a simplistic as our definition of public and private spheres 
of a house. Yet there are some differences in the connotation of these 
words, and to avoid the more general meaning of the words public and 
private and to give a more accurate definition; let us call the two 
spheres the male's domain and the female's domain. Thus as we can see 
from the previously presented material, that the idea of the honor of 
the tribe is strongly associated with the womenfolk and their space.

Honor in the beduin society is a sacred quality, by which every 
man is judged. So the "muhharram" space acts as a sanctuary of honor 
of the man, the tent , and further of the tribe, it should be noted here 
though that the type of honor that the woman is associated with is

64This description is from H.R.P.Dickson’s. The Arab of the Desert.London: George alien & Unwin, 
1949.
65\y. Lancaster. The Rwala Beduins Today . p. 58 
66Ibid p.59
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different than the honor mentioned earlier, which is part of 
the"Natural" side of the opposition. The honor associated with the 
females is rather what is interpreted of their own characteristics in 
terms of respectability and so on.
Furthermore, as stated earlier, even though women do not exist in the 
formal genealogy of the tribe they are perceived as "keepers" of the 
tribe's lineage and the survival of the group, which further gives 
sanctity to their space in the tent. As Lancaster explains, the lineage 
ties between the group itself and with related groups is patrilineal.
The purity of these ties is kept through the "bint amm"(patrilineal 
cousin) marriages. Thus if a man does not find a “bint amm" to marry, 
he would take a "bint khal" (matrilineal cousin) or a girl from the 
outside. This would further the divisions between the " ibn amm" 
groups(the related groups through patrilineal ties) and give rise to new 
groups. After a few generations of this practice, the original "ibn amm" 
relation is lost. 67The danger of this situation is obvious within the 
"own tribe"and "other tribes" opposition, since it weakens the purity of 
the tribe’s lineage which is another competitive value in the bedu 
system.Furthermore the "muhharram" space is perceived as the "womb" 

of the tent and the tribe, because that is where new tribal members and 
warriors come from. In the whole Middle Eastern society, offsprings, 
especially male, are considered the greatest bliss to come to a 
.family.This aspect actually then supports the aims of the “Nature" 
side of the equation, since it provides more "brave” warriors for the 
military power of the tribe.

This sanctity of the "muhharram" is illustrated in the code of 
behavior that is displayed in the opposition between the male's 
domain and the female's domain The male's domain is associated with 
violence which is balanced by the association of peace and quiet with 
the female's domain. Fighting,and even speaking in loud voice, is not 
allowed in the "muhharram", because it violates the sanctity of it. 
Furthermore, in addition to the opposition between the men's and the 
women's space, there is another “sacred" direction which runs from the 
outside to the inside of the tent. In (Fig.11 ) we can see the “inner" 
space of the man's domain is the most important, since the host and the 
main guest sit close to the "ruag”(the back curtain) and from there the 
seating declines in rank as one approaches the front of the tent where 
only slaves and servants sit. In the women's quarters we find the most 
prized possessions(food,clothes,jewelry) are in the "qash" which is 
again placed against the "ruag" (Fig 11 ).

67ibid p.62



Fig. 11 Diagram showing the axis of opposition that work within the cultural space 
in the beduin system

The chart shown below summarizes these "cultural oppositions", 
and it will become helpful later when discussing the space within the 
city or the village.

CULTURE NATURE

feminine masculine

peace and quiet 

reality of kinship

truth

passive and stable

violence

ideal assumptions 
(not real)

assumptions

active and unstable
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honor and reputation 
through dependability 
and respectability

sheltered and protected

inside

honor and reputation 
through hospitality 
and bravery

exposed

outside

informal seating/circle/equality seating
formal/square/oblong 
according to "status

female links between only male genealogy
kinship groups

Thus the notion of "Cultural space" and the "Nature" and "Culture" 
opposition are the major cultural influence that the nomads took with 
them into the sedentary life. In addition to that, there are certain 
patterns in the ethos and the value system of the village and city, that 
bear strong resemblance to their counterpart in the beduin society. The 
author's aim in this paper is not to label them as purely of nomadic 
origin, but rather to point out the similarities between them as the 
analysis progresses into the village and the city.



THE AGRARIAN VILLAGE
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THE SPACE AMONG THE SETTLED POPULATION:

INTRODUCTION :

Before we start analyzing the Middle Eastern village and city let 
us summarize some conclusions that were derived through the study 
of the beduin's "cultural space", and that are pertinent to the upcoming 
chapter. It is conceivable that the nomadic influence could have 
infiltrated the village and the city in a number of ways. One way is that 

nomads nomads actually settled and built villages and cities(e.g. Wadi Fatima
settling in in Saudi Arabia) as was described by M. Katakura in "Beduin Village".68 
cities The other way is that the influence came through the nomadic values 

and ethos, which are prevalent within the Middle Eastern rural as well 
as urban population. As mentioned previously, the tribal structure and 
the associated oppositions, were retained by the sedentary population, 
especially the rural population. This characteristic is a widespread 
phenomenon, and includes the vast majority of the rural population in 
the Middle East..As R.Ratal observed this in his study, and as he states:

"Another characteristic shared by all the wandering people of 
the Middle East, as well as by some of the settled population of the 
area, is the tribal structure."69

As we know from previous discussion, the tribal structure and its 
tribal results, are the primary factors that influence the "cultural space" in
structure the beduin system.R.Ratal stresses the importance of the existence of

the tribal structure among the sedentary population, and goes to such a 
length as to claim that all those who retained the tribal structure are 
the direct descendants of nomads who have recently settled to an 
agricultural life.70This is probably a good assumption, since the tribal 
structure was retained by the majority of the nomadic population 
which settled down to an agricultural life, and past accounts show that 
this was the case throughout history.The method of explaining the 

tribal reasons behind the population's belief in such an ethos is,again,highly
ethos speculative, for it happened gradually and not as sudden change. Some

scholars cite the constant waves of nomadic migration and settling in 
the urban centers. This was followed by the domination of the nomad's 
values and overpowering of those of the urbanite. With time though, the 
nomad adapts to the life in the city and loses the nomadic aspect of his 
belief system. This process has been described by the famous Arab 
sociological scholar Ibn Khaldoun, where in his “Muqqadima" he

6^M. Katakura. Beduin Village. Tokyo: Univ.. of Tokyo Press, 1977.
69R.Patai. Golden River to Golden Road: Culture and Change in the Middle East. Philadelphia, Univ.
of Pennsylvania Press, 1962. p. 18 
79Ibid p. 19



36

describes a process where consecutive waves of nomadic conquests 
assabiah conquer the cities when the ruling dynasties lose the “assabiah” or the 

nomadic “group feeling" and become too weak to rule. This is 
especially apparent when the settling takes a military form, as was 
the case with the Islamic conquests.

Yet another group of scholars refers to the constant 
interaction(mainly economic) between the two groups as an explanation 

economic of the cultural interaction that occured throughout history. This 
interaction interaction resulted in the existence of a wide range of different 

ecological groups who fit somewhere between the nomad and the 
settler.This concept is touched upon by R.Fatal as he explains the 
relationship between the agricultural village and the nomadic camp:

"Nomadic camp and agricultural village, however, must not be conceived as two 
opposite forms of local aggregates. The existence of a continuous range of transitional 
forms between the two clearly shows that camp and village are merely the two 
extreme forms of a variety of possible mixtures of elements taken from both."71

These "transitional forms that Fatal mentions, are semi-nomadic 
groups that combine pastoralism with agriculture. As opposed to the 
"true" camel nomads, they herd mostly sheep and goats thus limiting 

semi- their ability to venture deeply into the desert.in the dry summer 
nomads season. During their "pastoralist" season they live in tents, moving 

constantly in search of better pastures. During the "agricultural 
season 72they live in "permanent" dwellings close to their fields.
Without going into this subject too deeply let me just suggest that 
this ethos does exist within all the segments of all the population 
groups in the Middle East.

METHOD OF ANALYSIS:

What we are primarily interested in is the spatial environment as 
space it is influenced by the social organization and structure. As mentioned
and before, it is difficult to make the assumption as to the direction of the
social influence, whether it flows from the nomad to the settler or visa versa, 
organization Thus, what is attempted here is merely to identify the similarity in

social and spatial patterns between the different groups in the area of 
study. First we should search for the similarities in the social 
organizations which would indicate 1) a probable influence that was 

similarities exerted by the population groups upon each other whether nomad to 
in social settler or visa versa or that the inhabitants are of nomadic origin and
structure only settled in the recent past, 2) probable traces of influence or

similarity in the system of spatial meaning. So if we are to compare
-̂---------- -------------------------------

^R.Patai. Golden river to Golden Road. p. 24.
see D.Eickelman's example of the "Bni Bataw" in Morocco in his book The Middle East: An

Anthropological Approach.1981. p. 90



37

patrilineal
descent

the types of social organization let us first list the social aspects in 
the beduin system that will be pertinent in the comparison with the 
village or the cities social structure.

First of these is certain aspects of the tribal structure, namely 
the identification of the social group, through patrilineal descent, with 
a real or fictional male ancestor. Another is the use of the segmentary 
ideology and its manipulation for various purposes especially to form

segmentary political alliances. Through the use of the segmentary model, and the
model notion of the tribe, we have another aspect of the tribal social 

structure which is the opposition of all the groups within the tribe 
with each other, and the tribe itself with other tribes. As we will see

oppositions later, in the example of the village of Kufr Al-Ma in Jordan, the aspects 
of the social organizations are similar to those in the beduin system

role of 
wom en

except for some changes in labels such as the substitution of the term 
"qabila"(tribe) for the term "ashira" or "hamula" and so on.73 Another 
aspect to look for is the role and position of women in the social 
structure in comparison with the her position in the beduin system. 
Other aspects to look for are the family type, male vs female

family relationships, and the "results of the oppositions among which are, 
hospitality, generosity, blood feuds, and the other qualities that serve 
as "competitive disciplines" in the beduin system.

Clearly the best examples would be in villages and cities that have 
been settled by nomads in the recent past.An excellent source on this 
subject is F.G.Peake's book "History and Tribes of Jordan".74 In his book,

tr ib e s  of Peake lists the major "tribes" of Jordan, whether settled in
J o rd an villages and cities, or still leading a nomadic life. Peake lists the 

tribes, according to geographical location, and adds some 
information about each one of them especially their place of origin, the 
name of their male ancestor, and the date of their settlement when 
known. This book could be very useful in the case of a field research. An 
example of Peake's classification is for instance tribal listings in the " 
Beni Obeid Nahia" (tribal district) of the Ajlun district of Jordan:

"ALDAHABRA and ALQAWADHA.- These tribes for some years lived in tents in the 
Ajlun area, but in 1869 settled down and commenced the building of Shatna village, 
where they now live."75

settled
tribes

Peake's accounts are valuable in terms of identifying the villages 
and cities that are populated by groups of tribal origin. Furthermore, 
Peake provides genealogies and pedigrees of certain large settled 
tribes which seem to conform to the segmentary model. An example of

73Ashira and hamula are words which mean the same as the beduin qabila, though they are used 
predominantly by the settled population.
74F.G.Peake. History and Tribes of Jordan. Coral Gables, Florida: University of Miami Press, 1958. 
75Ibid. p. 150
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obeidat this is the Obeidat tribe of Kufr Som of the Ajlun district. According to
-ashira* Peake, the ancestors of the Obeidat, AH and Obeid, had to flee from

their original home in Yanbo in the Hijaz because of a blood feud, 
eventually founding and building the village of Kufr Som in northern 
Jordan. Their genealogy(Fig. 12 ) shows the use of the segmentary 

model and its manipulation as different groups are incorporated as parts of 
the tribe.

PEDIGREE OF AL 'OBEIDAT

'OBEID
I

MUHAMMED

I
MUSTAFA

AL toBCIOlYEEN AT 
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'OBEID
I
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I 1 , 1 1 1 I
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I
4  SONS t 1 i 1
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i AT H0BRA5 AND AT AT OF
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l
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KHALAF FEISAL

|
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SONS

I I
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Fig. 12 The genealogy of the Obeidat. After F.G.Peake 
A History and Tribes of Jordan.

Other accounts in Peake's book show the survival of the ancient 
Adnan/ "Adnan/Qahtan" tribal opposition as some tribes still claim their origin
Qahtan from either one of these tribes. An example of this is the Al-Azzam

tribe in the Ajlun district.
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"AL A ZZA M .-... all being an offshoot of the Al Azazma Section of the Sherarat, which 
goes back to the historic Qahtan tribe, the Beni Kalb."76

Other examples in the literature on the subject, about the social 
Kufr al Ma organization in Middle Eastern villages is very scarce. Two of the best 

examples are R.Antoun's "Arab Village, a Social Structural Study of a 
Transjordanian Peasant Community"77 and A.Lutfiyya's "Baytin, a 

Baytin Jordanian Village; a Study of Social Institutions and Social Change in a 
Folk Community."78

Lutfiyya's work is set in a Palestinian village in the Jordanian 
West Bank before its occupation by Israel in 1967. Lutfiyya makes the 
distinction between the Palestinian West Bank villages and the 
Transjordanian East Bank villages.on the basis of period of habitation 
and tribal organization.79Lutfiyya claims that the "Transjordanian 
village" type did not take its final form before the Arab conquest in the 

nomadic 7th century, and consequently most villagers still trace their origin to
origin of nomadic tribes and organize on tribal basis. On the other hand, the
peasants "Palestinian village" type has existed for a much longer time than the 

"Transjordanian village" and its inhabitants have "divorced themselves, 
to a large degree, from tribalism and nomadic life".80Even though the 
time factor might be a correct assumption, Lutfiyya does not clarify in 
his work what he means by the word "tribal". In his description of the 
"Palestinian village" type he lists factors such as "permanently settled 
population", and "cultivation as a primary occupation" as reasons for 
the non-tribal character of the village. If these were reasons for non
tribalism then there is no difference between this type of village and 
the "Transjordanian village" type. Lutfiyya does not mention or define 
any cultural or sociological concepts that would support this 
d istinction.

In fact there are many patterns in the village of Baytin, the village 
similarities that Lutfiyya describes, that are similar to patterns found in the beduin 
in patterns environment. One of the major aspects of this similarity to tribal 

patterns is the apparent existence of the ancient Qahtan/Adnan or 
Qays/Yaman opposition. This description, by Lutfiyya, about the origin 
of the population of Baytin shows that this opposition existed not only 
in Baytin, but in neighboring villages as well.

76Ibid. p. 164
77Richard T. Antoun. Arab Village, A Social Structural Study of a Transjordanian Peasant 
Community. Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1972.
78Abdulla M. Lutfiyya. fioyn'zi, A Jordanian Village, A Study of Social Institutions and Social 
Change in a Folk Community. The Hague: Mounton & CO., 1966.
79A.M.Lutfiyya. Baytin: A Jordanian Village, p 13-14. The East bank and the West Bank regions 
refer to the banks of the River Jordan respectively.
80Ibid. p.14
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" About the middle of the 19th century the village of Burqa, which was divided 
between the two tribal political factions of the time - the Qaysites and the Yamanites - 
was Invaded by some Yamanites of the neighboring village of Dair Dibwan. The 
Invaders, aided by the Yamanites of Burqa, were able to sack and burn the houses of 
the Jarab'a, forcing them to flee to the ruins of the Biblical town of Bethel located 
four miles to the west of Burqa.

The ruins of Bethel, or Khirbet Baytin as it was then called, belonged to the 
Qaysites of neighboring Birah. They welcomed the Qaysites from Burqa and offered 
them protection against any Yamanite a ttack....

Just when the Jarab'a clan split into the Jarab'a and Dar Hamid is not clear. But 
it is certain that the split took place before the arrival at Baytin. In the beginning the 
two clans must have remained fairly close to one another for purposes of security 
because they were both threatened by a common enemy, the Yamanites. But as time 
went on the two groups grew apart."81

Thus, this fairly recent incident illustrates two possible 
deductions: 1) that the ancient Qays/Yaman opposition still exists 

o a y s / among the village population and 2) the manipulation of genealogies or 
Yaman segmentary systems, in order to form an alliance between the Jarab'a 

and Dar Hamid, is a similar process as the one used by the beduins.82
Thus Baytin is a typical village consisting of basically two 

"hamula's" the Jarab'a and Dar Hamid..83 As Lutfiyya explains, each 
"hamula" is composed of several "a'ilas" (extended families) which is 

•hamuias* the predominant family type in Baytin and other "Palestinian"
villages.From Lutfiyya's description of the "hamula"and its functioning, 
it bears striking resemblance to the beduin "qabila". The individual 
villager is always identified and recognized as a member of his 
"hamula" rather than as an individual. This is manifested in the case of 
a conflict, where the whole "hamula" is liable rather than the individual 
who committed the act. The conflict is subsequently settled by the 
whole "hamula" and not the individual. This includes paying a 
"monetary" settlement collected by the "hamula", on behalf of the 
individual.84

Furthermore, the members of the "hamula", like the members of 
the beduin "qabila", refer to each other as "ibn-amm"(paternal cousins), 
which shows the high level of solidarity among each "hamula". This is 
also illustrated by popular proverbs in the village, as Lutfiyya writes.

" ' I [shall side] with my brother against my paternal cousin, and with my paternal 
cousin against [any] stranger.' And 'Help your brother to win victory [against others] 
regardless of whether he is right or wrong [in his claim].' "85

81 Ibid. p. 36-37
82For the genealogy of the two clans of the Jarab'a , with Dar Hamid as a parallel clan, see A. 
Lutfiyya. Baytin. A Jordanian Village, p. 36.
^"Hamula" and "Ashira" are terms used by both villagers and urbanites and they essentially mean 
the same as the beduin "qabila" (tribe).
84A.Lutfiyya. Baytin: A Jordanian Village, p. 145
85Ibid p. 144-145
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Another "tribal" aspect of the village of Bay tin is the use of 
"tribal law" for settling disputes that are not handled by the religious 
or the civil courts. As Lutfiyya writes, under tribal law for example, if 
a guest leaves the house of the host without the eating of the meal that 
was prepared for him, he has to pay for the expense of the meal.86

Another important work on the subject was done by R.Antoun in his 
study of the Transjordanian village of Kufr al-Ma. Antoun's book shows 
strong similarity between the concept and the use of the villagers' and 
the beduin's genealogies and social organization. As Antoun's account 
shows, in the following passage from his book, the genealogies in the 
village are fluid and change with the need as they do in the case of the 
beduin.

"The patrilineal genealogies furnished by clans and sibs are not always an accurate 
statement of their consanguineal relationships. Many lineages have settled in the 
village permanently and identified themselves with one or another of the clans. In 
addition, individual families who have settled in the middle of a clan area, supported 
its mukhtar financially, and married the patrilineally related women of the clan over 
several generations have come to regard themselves as bonafide members of the clan.
It was only after some time that I discovered that Khalid al-Majdub, a man who had 
identified himself as one of the Massa'di lineage of Beni Yasin, had a paternal 
grandfather who was a Christian. Conversion to Islam, marriage to women of the clan, 
and residence in the Yasin quarter had, over several generations, been almost enough 
to erase the distinctive origin of his ancestors. Likewise, many members of the Dumi 
clan classified the Shuqayrat as being "of Dumi" because they lived in the Dumi 
quarter and supported the Dumi mukhtar, who had married one of their women."87

Another similarity in the use of the genealogy between the 
villager and the beduin is the part that the women play in the web of 
relationships within these kinship groups. As we learned in the beduin 
society, the women do not play a role in the "formal" or "ideal" model of 
genealogical relationships, but in certain instances the matrilineal 
relationships are called upon to either form relationships between 
"formally" unrelated groups or justify certain existing situations 
among the individual group itself. The previous account by Antoun 
shows a similar type of pattern existing among villagers in Kufr al-Ma 
in Jordan, in the case of the Shuqayrat claiming to be of the Dumi clan 
because of marriage relationships.

86Ibid p. 99-100
87R.T.Antoun. Arab Village: A Social Structural Study of a Transjordanian Peasant Community.
Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1972. p. 46



THE SPATIAL ORGANIZATION OF THE VILLAGE:

INTRODUCTION:

The village is the settled entity that is closest to the beduin in 
terms of social organization. The village is usually inhabited by two or 
more"hamulas",which is, as explained previously, a type of social 

-hamuia" organization similar to the one of the beduin "qabila".This is followed 
by the family structure which is the extended type as the one that 
exists among the nomads. This is the type of family where three 

"a'iia" generations live together as one unit. As A. Lutfiyya describes the 
extended family, it includes the father, the mother, unwed children, 
married sons with their wives and children, unwed paternal aunts, and 
in some cases unwed paternal uncles.88 In the nomadic case the 
extended family is the basic economic unit as the ownership of herds is 
communal. In the village model all the property,land, herds, etc.are 
shared by the whole family as well. Both family units are based on 
economic necessity. This is shown in the rural case by A.Cohen's study 
of Arab villages in Israel. Cohen explains that once the son starts 
earning his income from outside the household, he, with his wife and 
children, move out establishing their own household. The son stays 
only in the case that he has no chance of outside employment, in 
which case his father would provide for him and his family, and he 
would continue to work in his father's fields.89 Thus, if we 
establish that strong similarities exist in the social organization 
between the nomadic and the sedentary systems, we can start 
examining the spatial aspect of the village and comparing it to the 
corresponding nomadic space.At this point we have to ask the 
question: if the social organization patterns in the village are similar 

oppositions? to those in the nomadic setting, do similar types of oppositions, social 
and spatial, exist in the village environment as well? In the beduin 
environment we saw that the groups within the tribe were opposed to 
each other, on a larger scale, the tribe was opposed to the "other" 
tribes, and on the largest scale, alliances of tribes were opposed to 
each other as in the case of the Qahtan/Adnan opposition. In the village, 
we saw that a model similar, if not identical, to the segmentary one is 
used and thus the different sections of the "hamuia" should be opposed 
to each other

. As mentioned at the end of the introduction chapter, these

88A.M.Lutfiyya. Bay tin: A Jordanian Village, p.142
89A.Cohen. Arab Border Villages in Israel : A Study of Continuity and Change in Social
Organization. Manccster: Manchester University Press, p. 51
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oppositions exist within the social system of the Arab villages in 
Palestine, as the account by Abner Cohen shows. In R.Antoun's work in 
Kufr al-Ma in Jordan, there are many other interesting comparisons 
that can be made in terms of the villagers' social structure and cultural 
ethos. In the following account by Antoun, we can see that the "hamula" 

- o w n "  to other "hamulas" opposition exists and is used to further the status
vs. of the hamula that is making the comparison. Furthermore, we can
- o t h e r -  easily deduct another scale of oppositions which is the "ones village" 

vs. "other villages" opposition and the resulting "competitive 
disciplines" that were mentioned in the beduin section.

"When a member of Beni Yasin refers to his dan as being pure in descent as compared 
with the others which are characterized by 'wrapping,* he is comparing Yasin with 
Dumi and 'Amr and not with descent groups in other villages.
The village also represents a prestige unit vis-a-vis other villages. When asked to 
list the guest rooms in the village, the village watchmen reeled off the names of fifteen 
who made coffee in the evening in their guest rooms, he made it a point, however, to 
note that the maintaince of a guest room was not just significant in terms of a man's 
status (or the clans) in the village. The man who maintained a guest room "veiled the 
village"(biyistar al qarya). Any stranger or visitor, whether government official or 
peasant, could be sent to the owner of the guest room (maDafa) in the assurance that 
he would be sheltered, fed, and entertained. The owners of guest rooms protected the 
name of the village, securing its renown for generosity and hospitality at the same 
time they were adding to their own stature as generous and honorable men."90

Thus we can see the striking similarity between the two social 
groups. This is another subject touched upon by R.Patai in his writings:

Notwithstanding the more obvious variations between the cultures of the 
Middle Eastern nomads and of the settled agriculturists, conditioned by the 
difference between a nomadic pastoral mode of life and a settled agricultural 
existence, a considerable number of basically similar or almost identical 
cultural features can be shown to exist between these two archetypes of 
Middle Eastern life.91

These values are the "results" of the opposition that in turn affect 
space and its meaning both in the beduin and the rural setting.With this 
in mind it seems that we are ready to start comparing space and its 
meaning in the village setting as opposed to that of the beduin.

"R.T.Amoun. Arab Village, p.106
91 R.Patai. Golden River to Golden Road: Culture and Change in the Middle East. Philadelphia: Univ. 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1962. p. 20-21
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Fig. 13 Dwelling in the village of Qam, Jordan 
based on field research by the author(1988)

The traditional village dwelling reflects the organization and structure 
structure of the extended family. Almost always it consists of a cluster of 
tor the houses arranged around an inner space that resembles a courtyard. This
extended space is continually shaped by adding structures around it. It starts
family with the head of the family building a house and then his sons adding

theirs to the cluster, finally shaping the courtyard space in the middle. 
The following example is from the Jordanian village of Qam, which is 
situated in the northwest part of the country. The layout of the cluster 
is typical of the village dwellings in the area. This type of formation
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is common especially in the countries of the "fertile crescent" area: 
Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq. As A.Lutfiyya describes in 
his book, this type of family breaks apart upon the death of the 
grandfather. The land is then distributed between the heirs each one of 
whom then becomes the head of a separate extended family. The old 
house is usually taken over by the oldest male and the other males 
either stay in their homes or relocate, starting a new cluster.92

Fig. 14 Plan of the oldest part of the dwelling in the cluster of Qam 
Based on field research done by the author.(1988)

THE "MADAFA” (GUEST HOUSE) :

If we analyze the space of the Qam dwelling on the basis of the 
previously explained "culture/nature" opposition, we can identify the 
similarities that exist between the systems of spatial meaning in the 
two societies. On the first scale level, we can identify in the plan in 
Figure number fourteen that the "madafa"(the male space) is in 
opposition with the women's section of the dwelling. This is evident in 
the differentiation of the architectural form as seen in the elevation of 
the plan of the dwelling in Figure number fifteen . The madafa has a 
higher volume as well as a higher "mastaba".93

Furthermore, the madafa being the domain of "nature" values had a 
direct access to the "outside "natural" domain. In the case of the 
dwelling in Qam, once the old madafa became enclosed by the constant 
addition of structures, a new madafa had to be constructed closer to 
the "outside" (street) see (Fig. 13). It seems that this particular village 
residence possesses a more "literal" similarity to the beduin tent

Lutfiyya. Bay tin: A Jordanian Village, p.142
93Thc "mastaba" is an elevated platform in front of the building used for a variety of tasks.
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even in its orientation. The madafa (the male section) is positioned on 
the eastern side of the dwelling.

The madafa or diwan is comparable to the beduin's "majlis" (the 
men's section of the tent), in that it is the domain of similar "natural" 
values and activities as the beduin majlis. As Abner Cohen describes, 

madafa one aspect of the hamula organization is the use of physical force
and which is premeditated and organized. Cohen claims that in each hamula
vio lence there is a certain group of young men, called "ruffians" who pick up 

fights with members of other hamulas. This is correspondent to the 
practice of "raiding in the bedu society, and as an activity it falls 
within the "nature" aspect in both societies. This is displayed in the 
madafa/diwan space, as Cohen's account explains.

"Until the early 1930's, hamulas had clubs and battle axes hanging 
on the walls of the hamula diwan, ever ready for use. Elderly 
villagers say that the strength of a hamula was then measured by 
the number of its club bearers."94

The "madafa" is the major building within the cluster and has 
usually higher ceilings and is more decorated. This building embodies 
the hospitality ethos which is very strong within the village as it is 
within the camp. Its more elaborate design and decoration show how 
the status that is attached to the hospitality takes on physical 
manifestation Fig 15 ). As a rule each building had its own "madafa" in 
addition to a larger "madafa" house which was an independent building 
in the village. In A.Lutfiyya's work on the village of Baytin, the 
"madafas" were positioned in the main space of the older part of the 
village The "madafas" in Baytin functioned in the same way that they 
did in Kufr al-Ma until they were all closed in 1949 because of the 
flood of refugees from the part of Palestine that became the state of 
Israel at that time. As Lutfiyya says this "made such an open handed 
policy of hospitality impossible. As mentioned before, in the account by 
A.Cohen, the term madafa was used to mean the building(guest house) 
that was representing the whole village, no matter how many hamulas 
it contained, and the diwan was the "madafa" of a particular clan. Today 
the word "madafa" is used interchangeably to denote both the 
traditional madafa as well as the diwan.

description 

of the 
"madafa"

"madafa"

"diwan"

94A.Cohen. Arab Border Villages in Israel, p. 128
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Fig. 15 The "madafa" and the women's section of a residence in Qam, Jordan. 
Based on field research done by the author.(1988)

Spatially this building, and its use, is very similar to the 
corresponding space in the tent. The following is A.Cohen's description 
of a typical "madafa" or "diwan"in a Palestinian village.95

"Each hamula has its central guest house, the diwan, which is run by all the 
heads of the households. This is usually a large square hall, built of stone, and 
furnished with mats, cushions, pillows, moveable charcoal stoves, hubble-bubble 
pipes, water jugs, kettles and pots for coffee and tea making, and some other smaller 
items. The diwan is the place where all the important matters affecting the hamula are 
discussed and important ceremonies, from weddings to mournings, are held. It is also 
a recreational centre for the seniors of the hamula who spend all their spare time in 
it, gossiping, sipping coffee and listening to the radio. During election time in recent 
years, it has also served as election headquarters for the hamula. The diwan is the 
permanent seat of the leadership of the hamula."96

The seating in the madafa is either square or oblong, with the 
higher status men sitting in the middle of the inner space, which is 

seating and sometimes elevated.(Fig.16) The coffee ritual is performed in this 
coffee space as well, the fire being close to the entrance. All the ritual
serving equipment,such as the mortar and pestle, the "dallas", and so on, are

present within space.
The "madafa/diwan" is not the "living space" of men in the village, 

as is its function is in the tent. The space itself is not used for living, 
and only guests who stay overnight sleep in it. It's use is rather 
ceremonial being reserved mainly for the meetings of the "hamula". 
These meetings usually revolve around reaching concensus and 

domain determining the political action of the clan. The space is then, as it is
of men in the bedu system, the domain of men, the tribe/hamula, and

consequently of "Nature" values.

, : As Cohen claims, nowadays the two terms, Madafa and diwan, are interchangeable. Thirty to
forty years ago the two terms had different denotations. Madafa refered to a central guest house 
maintained by the whole village and diwan was maintained by an individual hamula.
*fj\.C ohen .A rab Border Villages in Israel, p. 127



4 8

Fig. 16 Plan of the "madafa" in Qam, Jordan. 
Based on field research done by the author (1988)

THE DOMAIN OF WOMEN:

Even though, the "madafa" and other spaces used by men is within 
the cluster, the rest of the spaces within the dwelling are clearly the 
domain of the woman. With the man working in the field or socializing 
most of the time, the woman is unquestionably the master of the 
household.

As in the beduin system, women are symbols of wealth.The 
symbols daughter, when given in marriage has to be "bought" by her husband to 
of wealth be. In the village the price usually comes in the form of agricultural 

land.As Ann Fuller states about the bride-price , in her study of the 
Muslim Lebanese village of Buarij:

"The bride-price is in the form of cash or land or a combination of the 
two. Two thirds of the price is paid down at the time of the drawing up of 
the marriage contract. The remaining third is forfeited if a man 
divorces his wife. ... These possessions, as well as the land, are hers in 
her own right. Women prefer that the bride-price be land, or mostly in 
land, since the land is a permanent and productive agency...... "97

Land to the peasant is what the camel represents to the beduin, 
both mean economic prosperity. Thus, the woman in both societies

97Ann H. Fuller. Buarij Portrait of a Lebanese Muslim Village. Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard
University Press, 1961. p. 67
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represents the wealth and the well being of the social group. This 
economic fact encourages the endogamous character of the hamula's 
and the village's marriage patterns, as it does in the beduin society.
One of the reasons the first paternal cousin marriage is practiced, is to 
keep the land and the wealth within the hamula, since in practice the 
woman gives up her possessions and inheritance in favor of her 
husband. Thus, this fact reinforces the the solidarity of the group, 
whether on the hamula scale or the village scale.
Furthermore, in the village environment, women are associated with 
the symbols of fertility. The woman in the village, like her 
counterpart the beduin woman, is considered the "reproductive asset" 
of the group. As in other peasant societies the number of children is 
important for the work in the field. In the Middle East peasant culture, 
as well as the beduin culture, the wealth of the person or the family is 
sized by the terms "Al-awlad wa al-halal" which literally means 
"Children and herds". These similarities, between the two societies, 
can be summed up if we examine the cultural oppositions that exist in 
the village as compared with the nomadic ones. Within the village the 
dwelling, and the women within it, represent the "culture". The men and 
their domain, which is the outside of the main gate of the dwelling 
cluster, in places such as the village coffee house and other "male" 
places of social gathering, represent nature. Even inside the cluster 
itself, the two domains are opposed, represented by the madafa/men 
and the dwelling/women.opposition. The women are basically confined 
to their homes, and usually do most of their work within the space of 
the dwelling, even though they occasionally help with the agricultural 
field work especially during the harvest season.

At this point, the analogy between the beduin "muhharram" space 
and the "inner space " of the village dwelling, can be drawn. This 
analogy will also apply when analyzing the "inner" space of the urban 
dwelling. In the village context, the existence of physical boundaries, 
and physical thresholds reinforced these oppositions. Furthermore, the 
two domains in the village carry the same behavioral and formal coding 
as they do in the beduin society.

The men's/madafa structure is a highly formalized building, 
usually with clear geometry and proportions, representing the 
"ideal"(but not real), but not "true" aspects of the nature side of the 
opposition. On the other hand the women's/dwelling reflects the 
"reality" of the culture side of the equation.

LARGER SCALES OF OPPOSITIONS:

On the next scale of oppositions, there is an opposition between 
the dwelling itself and the courtyard space in the cluster. The
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courtyard in the village is usually used for work, sheltering animals, 
village some storage, and other activities. The courtyard space is then a place 
courtyard for "nature" as opposed to the space of the dwelling itself which is 

"culture".

DWELLING
T E N A L E -
"CULTURE"

-FEMALE-
MUHHARRAM
"CULTUBE"

-OTHER-
YILLAGES
"NATURE"

"0H E3-
YILLAGE

-CULTURE-

Fig. 17 The system of spatial oppositions in the village

On the next scale, is the whole dwelling, including the 
dwelling courtyard,as opposed to the outside. In a simpler village dwelling type, 

which still exists today in some parts of the countryside, the space 
for people as well as animals was all housed under one roof, and 
differentiated only by a change in the elevation level of an interior 
mastaba. This type of dwelling (Fig. 18 ) contains the opposition of 
culture/nature within the interior space, and is coded as culture as 
opposed to the outside(nature) - diagram in (Fig. 19).
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Fig. 18 The house of Mahmoud Saleh al Othman Abu Saleem, Sumia-Jordan 
Based on field research done by the author.(1988)

Fig. 19 Diagram of the oppositions in the house in Sumia

On the village scale the opposition occurs between the quarters of 
the village different hamulas. This is so because evidence shows that in the

village the spatial structure follows the kinship structure(as shown in 
Fig. 20) of the plan of Kufr al (Via by R.Antoun.). The hamula quarter is 
identified with the identity of the hamula that occupies it. As
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Fig. 20 The spatial distribution of the “hamulas” in Kufr al-Ma 
After R.Antoun's. Arab Village.

mentioned before, even families who are originally not from the 
hamuia hamula, with time start identifying themselves with the predominant 
quarters hamula that lives in that particular section of the village. This is 

evident from the plan of the village of Kufr al-Ma and R.Antoun's
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explanation of the reasoning behind it. 98
Thus, we can assume that the village group acts as a “hamula” 

or “ashira” not only on the basis of actual kinship ties, but as a spatial 
unit or group as well. When it acts as a spatial unit it does not matter 
if all the groups in it are actually related by "real" blood ties since 
unrelated groups become “of the hamula" once they reside in its 
quarter for a certain period of time.

On the largest scale, there is the opposition between the village 
itself vs. "other" villages. The reasoning for this opposition was 
explained through the account by R.Antoun.that makes the village “a 
prestige unit vis-a-vis other villages” .99

These oppositions show the varying degrees of spatial solidarity 
displayed by the villagers which might be represented in the diagram in 
the figure shown below. (Fig. 21)

VILLAGE

HAMULA/ >  
RESID./QUARTER

FAMILY

Fig. 21 "Solidarity" circles representing the progressive strength of solidarity ties 
between the groups in the village.
These solidarity “circles”represent the progressive strength of 

the ties between the different village groups within each circle.

98R,Antoun. Arab Village, p.46 
"R.Antoun. Arab Village, p.106
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CONCLUSIONS:

From the study and analysis of the village's social and spatial 
environment one can deduce certain conclusions that are pertinent to 
this comparative study. These conclusions will be important especially 
in the study of the urban environment for the considerable influence of 
rural population on the city. This effect comes in the form of the rural 
population's massive migration into urban centers throughout history. 
This is especially evident, since the post-colonial period in the first 
half of this century, in the majority of third world countries. The new 
economy was concetrated in the very few urban centers in each 
country, a fact that forced rural populations to migrate into them 
seeking wage labor jobs. The Middle East suffers the consequences of 
this problem as much as any other developing country in the world.

In the Middle East though the new population of the cities, 
especially in recent times, did not adapt totally to the urban lifestyle. 
Instead, most of the rural and tribal migrants retained their previous 
lifestyle,traditions, ethos, and social organization. This issue was 
adressed in the conference of the Middle Eastern City: A Harmonious 
Environment for the Modern Man in the keynote address by Crown Prince 
Hassan Bin Talal of Jordan. The Crown Prince contrasted the urban 
growth in Western societies in the 16th and 19th centuries, where 
migrants to the city were easily absorbed because of the economic and 
industrial boom, with the growth of Middle Eastern cities in the past 
two centuries.

"In the Middle East things have not evolved in this fashion. Many of the newcomers to 
our cities were pushed off the hinterland and were not as easily incorporated in 
modern sectors of the economy. They came into the city but have not yet become of the 
city, urbanization was not coupled with urbanism. Many of the migrants have retained 
much of their rural and tribal outlook and lifestyles. They added little if any to the 
modern socioeconomic base of the cities."100

If we assume that this was the case in the cities in our area of 
study, then the reasoning for the study of the nomad and the villager is 
obviously pertinent to the study of the city. With this assumption in 
mind let us review some of the conclusions that were arrived to 
through the study of the village.

1)The social organization of the village, in the area of study, bears 
great similarity to that of the nomad. The reason for this 
similarity between the "qabila" and the "hamula" organization is 
basically because the village population was at one time or 
another leading a nomadic life as a tribe.

l ° 0Hassan Bin Talal. "Keynote Address". In The Middle Eastern City: Ancient Traditions Confront a 
Modern World. A.Y.Saqqaf.ed. New York: Paragon House Publishers, 1987.
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2) This, in turn, indicates the survival of the opposition system in 
the village, and is manifested spatially by the opposition of the 
Hamula/quarters as seen in Kufr al Ma.

3) Residential spatial units, which were ideally social kinship 
units, meaning that space follows kinship, and the domains of the 
various "hamulas", were behaving as such. Since families that 
were not originally of the "hamula" itself became of the "hamula" 
as time of residence in the quarter progressed.

4) The majority of the cultural "ethos" values of the nomad are 
present in the village. "Nature" (masculine)values such as 
hospitality, generosity, violence and bravery, honor and reputation; 
as opposed to "culture" (feminine) values such as passivity, peace 
and quiet, and female kinship relations.

5) The "cultural space" in the village is analogous to that of the 
nomad. The "madafa/diwan" to the beduin "majlis", and the 
women's quarter in the village residence to the beduin 
"muhharram".
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THE URBAN CONTEXT: AN INTRODUCTION.

Within the abundant amount of literature on the Arab, Islamic, or 
Middle Eastern city, we can identify some general themes of spatial 
analysis. The usual theme constantly stresses the physical and 
symbolic centrality of the mosque, with the bazaar or suk surrounding 
it and the description of the "irregular" residential neighborhoods, each 
with its own mosque. This approach has been used primarily by the 
earlier ethnographers during the colonial period. Those scholars 
perceived and described the Middle Eastern cities using such terms as 
"irregular" or "chaotic" structure. This characteristic, from their own 
Western and "colonial" point of view, was the product of the "disorder 
of the 'indigenous mentality'".101 Overall the theme of analysis used to 
be in the form of a description of "typical" characteristics and 
elements of the Islamic cities as an "ideal type". Another trend was to 
analyze the "Islamic city" through The doctrine of Islam. This approach 
uses terms such as the"Umma"(Moslem community), "Waqf"(the 
religious economic institution), and the "Shari'a"(the religious legal 
system).

More recent research though, emphasized the study of social 
organizations in the city, rather than abstract notions of form and 
space, for example, Ira Lapidus in his book "Moslem Cities in the Later 
Middle Ages". 102 Even though Lapidus does follow, to a certain extent, 
the first line of analysis, he nevertheless stresses the study of such 

family institutions as the family, quarters, and religious organizations. Thus 
quarters according to Lapidus, it is the interaction of many elites and
religious institutions that created the urban community. As D.Eickelman further
organization explains Lapidus' point of view, "They were informal, but crucial, cross 

cutting patterns of kinship, religion, politics, and economics."103 Thus, 
here the question arises: how might the space in the city be influenced 
by the tribal ethos, mentality, and eventually the beduin's notion of the 
"cultural space", with so many overlapping factors of influence?

As was done in the village chapter, we have to follow the 
influence of the nomad into the city by searching for patterns that bear 

similarities similarity to such tribal institutions as the tribal social organization 
in social and the "tribe" to "other tribes" opposition, the manipulation of the 
organization genealogy to create relationships and alliances, and the tribal notions 

of the "male" and “female” opposition with its associated 
characteristics, as it existed in the beduin environment. As we already 
know, the prime opposition (Qahtan/Adnan) still exists in the villages

101 D.Eickelman.TAe Middle East. p. 269. For an example of this approach Eickelman suggests for 
example Xavier de Planhol’s, The World of Islam (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,1959), p. 14-15
102d .E ickelman. The Middle East. p. 269. Eickelman is quoting Lapidus from: Ira Lapidus. Moslem  
Cities in the Later Middle Age^XCambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967.).
103 ibid p. 269
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of the Middle East. There are also indications that this opposition, and 
other tribal oppositions, survived in the city as well. This can be seen 
even in Lebanon, which seems to be the least likely place for it to 
exist, through F.Khouri's work " From Village to Suburb". Khuri goes into 

Qahtan/ depth explaining the ancient Arab genealogy and the origin of the 
Adnan Qahtan and Adnan division. 104Let us just suggest first that an

important aspect of whether tribal symbolism exists in the city or not 
is whether the people of the city, realistically or fictionally, think of 
themselves as descendants of Arab nomadic tribes. Khouri's work is 

nomadic focused on two village communities in Lebanon that were transformed
origin into suburbs of "greater" Beirut, one being inhabited predominantly by

Maronite Christians and the other by Shi'ite Muslims. Khuri's 
description clearly shows that almost all the families in the suburbs 
derive their "asl"(origin) from Arab nomadic tribes. This is true not 
only in the case of the Muslims, but in the case of Maronite Christians 
as well.

"While families of different religious background tend to disagree on the origin of 
Chiyah, or on the date of settlement in the village, they agree on the Arab origin of 
their families. The Maronite family of Ghusn, for example, claims that it is an 
offshoot of the Rabi'a tribe In northern Iraq, but settled In Chiyah around the turn of 
the eighteenth century after a series of migratory stops on northern Syria, southern 
Lebanon, and Mount Lebanon. Family origin is subject to such a great deal of 
fluctuation that it better be called 'myth of origin.' Claims of family origin may be 
entirely unfounded, historically; sociologically, however, they provide the idiom by 
which individuals and groups create relationships and form alliances. 105SOUTH

Thus here we see that even Lebanese Christians claim tribal 
origins, and that the way this fact affects the social structure is very 
similar to the process in the village. Furthermore, even though the 
tribal structure and solidarity is not as strong in the city as in the 
village, some aspects of the beduin's genealogy and segmentary system 
survived in the city. This is supported through I.Lapidus' account on 
urban quarters in the cities of Damascus and Aleppo. Lapidus’ 

tribal explanation of the structure of neighborhoods reflects the tribal 
influence influence on the spatial arrangement of the urban form in the Middle 

East.
" They were evidently built around families or clans, and from the law codes 
we can see that the Muslim family was not the nuclear unit of parents and 
children with which we are now most familiar, but an agnatic clan 
extending over generations under the leadership of its eldest members.... In 
Islamic society, men did not exist alone, but only as validated and inspired by 
their clans."106 *

104Fuad I. Khuri. From Village to Suburb: Order and Change in Greater Beirut. Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1975 . p. 24 
lOSjbid p . 23
iO ^ L L a p id u s .  Muslim Cities in the Later Middle Ages. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984.
P-91
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THE CASE OF AL-KARAK, JORDAN:

However, the general view is that the tribal influence is weaker in 
the city as compared with the village..This might hold true for some 
larger cities in the region who did not have a strong tribal population, 

A i -K a r ak  but in other cases, such as the Al-Karak in Jordan, tribal structure and 
solidarity remains strong. Al-Karak is an appropriate example to study 

t r ib a l  in these terms because of its strong tribal structure and the 
structure availability of research material done fairly recently by the British 

scholar P.Gubser in his work " Politics and Change in Al-Karak,
Jordan." 107The case of Al-Karak illustrates that tribal influence in the 
Middle Eastern town or city, can be best detected in the study of the 
political structure of the society. Actually, the tribal aspect in Middle 

t r i ba l  Eastern politics is the most constant theme in the history of power and
politics politics in the area, this aspect was noted by P.Gubser in his study of

the political society of the Jordanian town of Al-Karak.

"... this study is to describe the structure, functions, and dynamics 
of the political society, to discuss the persistence of traditional 
forces and practices within the system thanks to the continuing 
power and authority of the tribe... “108

In Al-Karak, the tribal politics played, and still play, a major role 
in the spatial and territorial definition of the city. As P. Gubser 
describes, the town of Al-Karak is an old settlement dating as far back 
as 2400 B.C. It has been inhabited continuously, with rare 
interruptions, until today.

Historically, it was ruled and influenced by many cultures, 
nations, and conquerors, like the Moabites, Israelites, Assyrians, 
Persians, Nabateans, Romans, and eventually the Muslim Arabs in the 
seventh century. In the following centuries the town witnessed the 
Crusaders, Saladin’s reconquest, Mamluk rule, and finally the Ottoman 
occupation.109

Thus, Al-Karak’s history mirrors the overall Middle Eastern 
sequence of historical events. Furthermore, the town's population is 
made out of Arab tribes from the surrounding area who settled the 
town throughout the last four centuries. The most powerful of these 

MajaM tribes is the "Majali” tribe who came originally from the area of
Hebron. They started slowly to acquire power and influence since the 
early 1700s,and today they are one of the most powerful tribes, not

107peter Gubser. Politics and Change in Al-Karak, Jordan: A Study of a Small Arab Town and its 
District. Oxford University Press. London, 1973. 
lOSjbid p. 2
109ibid p. 14
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only in Al-Karak but in the whole country.110 The other major tribe in 
Al-Karak is the “Al-Tarawna" who are opposed to the Majalis. This 
opposition, as P. Gubser writes in his book, took the form of a “East- 
West" split. This tribal opposition in Al-Karak is the major opposition 
which is formed by major tribal alliances on each side. This opposition 
goes back to the 16th century , and is one of the main factors 
influencing the territorial character and spatial arrangement of the 
town.

Fig 2 2  Map of Al-Karak district showing the distribution of the "tribal domains" 
After Peter Gubser. Politics and Change in Al-Karak, Jordan: A Study of a 
Small Arab Town and its District.

P.Gubser talks, in his book, about this alliance and the reasons 
behind it.

T h e  tribes of the plateau are divided into two major groups, the 
Eastern alliance and the Western alliance, which are referred to locally 
as sharaqa and gharaba respectively. ... Karakis think that the origin of the 
split is based on boundaries drawn by the Ottomans in the sixteenth century 
for purposes of taxation, dividing the tribes into three groups: Western, 
Christian, and Eastern, after the reoccupation in 1893 the same boundaries 
were used. The Ottomans were probably merely recognizing an already 
established reality, ... "111

HOibid p. 15 
11 Mbid p. 56
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The line of the original split, on the map in (Fig. 23 ), constituted 
the division between the tribes' living areas. As illustrated in Gubser's 
description, the line was probably there before the Ottomans, who used 

line of it to divide the town into tax sectors. So from this information, we can
split conclude that tribal alliances, through the manipulation of genealogies,

are a factor in producing a pattern similar to territoriality in Middle 
Eastern towns. Territoriality though, might not be the right term for 
this phenomenon. The pattern created correspond more to the creation 

"cultural" of some kind of "cultural domains" In AI-Karak(Fig. 22 ), we can see 
domains that it took a form of "domains"112 of power, each quarter/"domain"

was occupied by a particular tribe.

“Before the establishment of a central government and threafter of 
internal order, there were three distinct living areas. The suk divided the 
Eastern Alliance from the Western Alliance and the Christians lived in the 
northeastern section. In normal times and especially in periods of tension, 
no one from the Eastern section ventured into the Western and vice versa. ...
The minor tribes also tended to live in their own subsections of their 
alliance areas. In contrast, the suk was considered to be neutral territory 
where no violence should occur. This concept was extended to the whole of 
the town in the interwar period.’’113

Today though, the picture of the town has changed considerably, and 
as one can see in the map(Fig 23 )the tribes from Eastern and Western 
alliances are living outside their respective traditional sections of the 
town. This is due to many factors such as the establishment of a 
central government, modern communications, and so on. Yet as Gubser 
says, the old pattern is still felt, partly because of the survival of the 

effect split, and partly because of other factors such as the trend of living
of the close to ones own relatives, and the preference of living on ones own
times land.114 This form of territoriality ,or "cultural domains",is not the 

only one as it resulted from the existing tribal cultural system. The 
other "territorial" phenomenon in the town neighborhoods of the Middle 
East is observed in quarters of towns which are not inhabited by a 
"homogeneous" group such as the tribe, alliance of tribes, or even 
ethnic or religious groups.This characteristic, as well, might be 
explained through certain ways of manipulating the genealogy and the 
segmentary system. A similar phenomenon is observed by F.Khuri in his 
work in Lebanon, where genealogies reaching back to ancient Arab 
tribes were used to distinguish between the original inhabitants of the 
suburb and the new migrants who settled recently in the suburb.115

112for a definition of domains see p.13 of the introduction chapter.
113Ibid p.57-58
114Ibid p. 59
115Fuad I. Khuri. From Village to Suburb: Order and Change in Greater Beirut. Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1975
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Fig. 2 3  Map of Al-Karak town citadel showing the original line that split the town 
into "tribal domainsVAfter Peter Gubser. Politics and Change in Al-Karak, 
Jordan: A Study of a Small Arab Town and its District.
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GENEALOGY AND TRIBAL STRUCTURE IN THE CITY

In the beduin society, as W,Lancaster explains, the past is 
irrelevant and so is the truth of the genealogy. The beduin actually uses 
the genealogy only to justify his present relationships. Friendship in 
our sense does not exist; in the beduin's perception if two people are 
neighbors then they "must be" related, to explain the present 
relationship.116. If we assume that this political result of the cultural 
system occurs within the city, it might explain certain conditions that 
exist within the neighborhoods. Within the neighborhood in the city, 
there is a certain sense of "solidarity", which is manifested through 
certain actions of the inhabitants. This phenomenon has been touched 
upon by D. Eickelman, who termed it "closeness", as he explains in his 
book:

"...'closeness' carries contextual meanings which range 
imperceptibly from asserted and recognized ties of kinship to participation 
in factional alliances, ties of patronage and clientship, and common bonds 
developed through neighborliness. Closeness is constituted by 
compelling ties of obligations. Often closeness is expressed as a "blood" 
tie, even when no demonstrable lineal ties exist,"117

This concept has also been the focus of the Arab philosopher Ibn 
Khaldoun when he wrote his "Muqaddima". His term for it was "Assabia" 
Which means "group feeling", and he attributes it more to the nomad 
than the sedentary. But even Ibn Khaldun acknowledged that the 
essentially tribal "assabia", even though weaker in the urban context, 
does not necessarily rely upon recognized notions of patrilineal 
descent.

There is then a "rough" analogy that can be drawn between the 
urban neighborhood and the tribe, as the beduin camp transformed into 
the village neighborhood, the example of Kufr al-Ma, and then into the 
city neighborhood. Within the neighborhood the inhabitants "believe" 
that they are related, even though no blood ties actually exist, this 
belief was caused by the spatial proximity, neighborliness, and 
assumed kinship which, as explained previously, is a beduin institution. 
Thus this "urban" phenomenon is similar to the one in the village as we 
saw in Kufr al-Ma. The manifestation of this phenomenon, as 
D.Eickelman observes, is symbolized in many ways:

"..the exchange of visits on feast days, assistance and participations in the 
activities connected with births, circumcisions, weddings and funerals of 
component households, and the like. "118

116W: Lancaster The Rwala Beduin today, p. 151 
117D. Eickelman. The Middle East, p.109 
l 18Ibid p. 272
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This cooperation happens on the basis of allegiance or solidarity 
among the inhabitants of a certain neighborhood as opposed to 
inhabitants of other neighborhoods. So each neighborhood is a solidarity 
unit organized around itself and opposed to all the other neighborhoods 
in the city. To a certain extent this is very similar to what was 
happening in the village, but not quite the same. The village community 
had more reasons for solidarity, namely the fact that the population of 
the village had real blood ties working in it. In addition to that the 
spatial system in the village, and the camp, followed primarily the 
kinship organization. In the city this was reversed, the spatial system 
was similar and the kinship organization was weak if not non-existent. 
Thus it is possible to assume that the spatial system is more powerful 
and influential than the social (kinship) system. Since in the city the 
spatial system is inducing similar behavior as in the camp and village.

Another aspect of this argument is the scale of this "solidarity", 
as compared with the village system, and its level within the different 
scales of oppositions. In the case of the neighborhood for example, the 
proper analogy should be with the whole village and not with the 
village neighborhood. This is so because there is already one scale of 
opposition within the single neighborhood; an opposition between the 
leading families in a struggle for the leadership of the 
quarter/neighborhood. For an example of that see F.Khuri's work on the 
two suburbs, "Chiyah" and "Ghobeire", in Beirut,Lebanon.119 So what 
happened in the city was that with the existence of the spatial system 
a "kinship" system was created to "justify" the spatial organization.

Another manifestation of the "closeness" phenomenon, which 
Eickelman noticed, is the "semi-free" circulation of some women 
within the neighborhoods, because of the assumed "closeness". This is 
similar to the beduin or the village woman who can socialize with men 
from her own "fakhd" or "hamula", and enjoys more freedom of 
movement within her own camp and village. The difference is though, 
that in the city the kinship is "assumed" and fictive. Initially , the new 
inhabitants of a neighborhood probably strictly confined their women to 
their households. An example of this is the settlement of beduins in 
Lybia as described by E.L.Peters, in the “Status of Women in Four Middle 
Eastern Communities’Mn Peters’ account, whereas the women in the 
camp had a relative freedom of movement, in the settlement situation 
the beduins' segregation ethos restricted their movement to the 
household only.120After a period of time though , the inhabitants of a 
neighborhood, through many factors among which is certainly the

1 l 9Fuad I. Khun. From Village to Suburb: Order and Change in Greater Beirut. Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1975 .
l^OEmrys L.Peters.'The Status of Women in Four Middle Eastern Communitics,*'in Beck and Kcddic , 
Women, p. 311-50
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“assumed kinship" concept and the spatial organization of the 
neighborhood, especially with the existing density and proximity, 
developed the sense of solidarity or “closeness” with the rest of the 
inhabitants of the neighborhood. Thus, the tribal "fictive kinship", in a 
transformed way, acts in ways that influence spatial meaning within 
the city.

Another probable aspect, or result, of the tribal ethos and values 
that affected the city, is the endogamous characteristic which is 

endogamy displayed by introspectiveness on different scales. This characteristic 
of the cities culture is clear by the "generality and socio-economic 
organization of individual suburbs."121 Khuri argues that the suburbs of 
Beirut are not "specialized", like their Western counterpart, but they 
rather develop a "multifunctional" services.122 Thus this seems to be a 
"protest" against the centralization policies of the government and 

solidarity public policy. Each quarter, neighborhood, or "solidarity group", has its 
groups own localized autonomy which is seen in opposition to the "all-

inclusive" assimilation and centralization policies of bodies such as 
the government. This then becomes another factor in the sharp division 
of the "public" and "private", or as we defined them in terms of 
"culture" and "nature" or male and female domains in the city. As 
explained before, the "real" or "important" domain is definitely the 
"culture/female", while anything in the "nature/male" realm is looked 
down upon in contempt. Khuri elaborates on this point, and within the 
"public" domain he includes such things as the government facilities, 
schools, hospitals, streets, in short everything outside the domain of 
the woman and family. Furthermore, as Khuri also found out in his 
research, in most Arab cities, including Beirut, the buildings are built 
on plots divided by inheritance patterns. Thus as Khuri deducted:"lt is 

social the social assemblage that matters more than the physical design."123
assemblage Thus we can see that the importance is placed very heavily on the

introspective characteristic of the family and the "culture/women" 
side of the opposition. As we will see later in this research, the city 
then becomes a series of successively enclosing introspective circles, 

enclosing Each family/dwelling is inward looking, then the clan, the quarter, and 
entities finally the whole city in introspective in character. This is probably

why the contempt of the "public" or the "nature" domain is translated
into the absence of public parks and similar public facilities in the 
Arab city. This endogamy or introspectiveness, is repeatedly 
manifested in Arab cities everyday in such displays as the private use 
of sidewalks by shops and peddlers, stealing electricity from municipal 
cables, the confiscation or even destruction of public property without

l 21F.Khuri. "Ideological Constants and Urban Living". In A.Y.Saqqaf. The Middle Eastern City: 
Ancient Traditions Confront a Modern World. N.Y.: Paragon House Publishers, 1987. p. 71. 
l 22Ibid. 
l 23Ibid.
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any objections. These actions are not only ignored, but as Khun 
observes, they are actually a source of pride to the actors.124 
Khuri's research was carried out mostly in Beirut, a city which is 
usually considered as an exception to the rule within the Middle Eastern 
cities. In this particular case though, I believe that this phenomenon 
can be applied on most of the cities in the area. Khun himself, in his 
article, confirms this view and compares his work to the research done 
by Abu-Lughod in Cairo, where she talks about "tents"or sub-cities" 
that existed in certain historical periods of the city.125Khuri even goes 
to the point to imply that this is actually a "tribal" characteristic when 
he identified this same phenomenon within the quarters of the city of 
Al-Ain in the United Arab Emirates. There, because of fairly recent 
sedentarization of beduin tribes, each quarter is inhabited by tribal 
sections and alliances.

l 24Ibid. p75
l 25Khuri is quoting from Janet Abu-Lughod’s. Cairo, Princeton: Princeton University Press,1971.
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Fig. 24 The system of spatial opposition in the city

THE CITY DWELLING

Within the city, the courtyard of the house, is more defined than 
its counterpart in the village, and shows the cultural opposition and the 
behavioral coding of the space in a more demonstrative way. If we 

economic examine the economic conditions though, we will find out that they 
conditions have changed considerably from the conditions that existed in the 
in the village or the beduin camp. The economic prosperity of the family in the
city city was dependent on professions such as trading, artisanship,

religious teaching and so on. These professions had little to do with the 
woman since all of them were performed by men. Yet the woman
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remained as a wealth symbol in the city as well. This probably occured 
because certain themes, of the woman and of wealth, remained even 
though they lost their original functional significance. One such 
example is that a large number of offspring is an economic bliss, even 

woman though in the city a family would not need tribal warriors or field
as a workers. The woman then remained associated with the wealth of the
symbol family. If we examine certain aspects of marriage customs within the
of wealth city we can reach this conclusion. Customarily, the man would buy the 

woman gold of a considerable worth, which she then wears constantly. 
This gold is not simply a gift, it is rather an investment by the man for 
his family. If the family were to have a financial crisis in the future, 
the woman would sell some or all of the gold she has, to keep the 
family from starving. Thus the woman with all the gold she wears quite 
literally becomes a symbol of wealth, and the more gold she is wearing 
the higher is the status of her husband, for it displays the prosperity of 
the family.

Spatially, as in the village, the set of "cultural oppositions" still 
cultural exists, because the "cultural view" in essence is the same.throughout 
oppositions the different segments of the population whether in the beduin camp, 

the village, or the city. Within the city the dwelling is the domain of 
the woman and the culture side of the culture/nature opposition.We can 
find this system, in different terms of course, in many analytical 
works about the Middle Eastern city.For example in Y.Belkacem’s 

successive analysis the "Islamic" city is described as a series of “successive 
enclosing enclosing entities", through an analogy with the human body. He states, 
entities for example:

". . .  the courtyard - situated at the center - can be compared to the innermost 
personality that hides itself inside the body.... As the horma suggests a 
'circle of integrity,’ the autonomy of the body, so the harem denotes the 
forbidden territory and the invulnerability of the body and of space."126

Furthermore, Belkacem writes, on a larger scale, about the mosque 
as "an enclosure" from the outside "materialistic" world.127 Despite the 

mosque as fact that this is true in most societies and religions, in the Middle 
the domain Eastern case the enclosure of the mosque is part of the "domain" of 
of culture "culture" on a particular scale. Thus the "enclosing entities " and the

opposition of the mosque to the outside world, are essentially parts of 
the same "scale" system of "Culture" and "Nature" oppositions that was 
explained earlier.

If we recall the beduin "muhharram" space we find many analogous 
aspects between it and the city-dwellings courtyard. The courtyard is

l26Yousscf Belkacem. “Bioclimatic Patterns and the Human Aspects of Urban Form in the Islamic 
City”, in I.Serageldin and S.El-Sadek ed.. The Arab City : Its Character and Islamic Cultural Heritage. 
The Arab Urban Development Institute,1982. p. 6 
l 77Ibid p.8
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introspective and is completely separated from the street(which is the 
muhharram domain of nature). It symbolizes the peace and tranquility, aspects 
courtyard associated with the women in both the city and the beduin camp. Hassan 

Fathi, the famous Egyptian architect, recognizes the femininity of the 
interior part of the Arab urban house, and its opposition to the nature 
aspect of the urban space:

"The inward-looking Arab house, open to the calm of the sky, made beautiful by the 
element of water, self contained and peaceful, the deliberate antithesis of harsh public 
world of work, warfare, and commerce, is the domain of the women."128

Within the city, the manifestation of the tranquility aspect, 
especially in wealthier households, is physically very obvious. The 

d w ellin g  courtyard includes water elements as well as plants giving it a very 
vs. serene expression. As in the village system, the dwelling and the 
c o u rty a rd  courtyard, are "feminine" and "Culture" as opposed to the "street".

Within the dwelling itself though, the courtyard becomes "masculine" 
and "Nature" in opposition to the "feminine" and "Culture" coding of the 
inner rooms.

fe m a le  en tra n c e

m ain  (m a le )  en tra n c e

GROUND FLOOR scale i m e te r TYPICAL FLOOR

Fig. 25 A typical house in Jeddah 

\ ------------------------------------------------

Fathi. Gourna: A Tale of Two Villages. Cairo: Ministry of Culture Publications. , 1969 . p. 77-78
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On the other side of the opposition is "Nature", which is embodied 
street as in the street and the activities that occur in it. The street is a place 
“ n a t u r e ” for competition and controlled violence. The activities that occur in it 

are the ones that are forbidden in the dwelling. It is the place where ( 
and this is typical of the merchants of the Arab bazzar) exaggerations, 
lies, and falsehood are part of life. As the inner courtyard has a 
feminine character, the street is masculine in character. These two 
domains are sharply separated by the wall of the dwelling which is 
usually totally blank. The gate acts as a threshold between the two 
domains, and it is not unusual for the house to have two entrances. In 
our culture today we would call them the public and the private 
entrances. In the Middle East, one entrance would lead directly from the 
street into a guest house "madafa" or "majlis", which serves the same 
function as it does in the village or beduin society. The other entrance 
leads directly into the courtyard and the rest of the house. In poorer 
quarters of the city, usually one entrance would lead to a courtyard 
that serves two or more houses at the same time.



CONCLUSION

This paper deals with symbolic and cultural space in the 
Middle East. It does that though only by examining tribal symbolism as it 
influenced the village and the city. One of the main conclusions of this 
study is that a greater emphasis should be put on more comparative 
studies in the Middle East. The general trend of scholars is either to study 
an isolated community, whether ethnically, religiously, socially, or 
ecologically, without relating the conclusions of the study to its larger 
context, or to tackle general issues, such as "Islam", where the 
conclusions reached lack validity because of the vastness of the subject 
matter.

The vast majority of the literature on the Middle East follows 
the division of the society into three ecological categories: nomads, 
villagers, and city-dwellers. Thus, most of the studies one finds today 
concentrate on one of these ecological groups, and nearly always ignore 
the others. This division assumes that the ecological difference between 
the groups is translated into a difference in social organization and 
culture.129 When Middle Eastern scholars describe and define the Middle 
East, they all agree that despite the many differences and variations 
within its boundaries, the Middle East enjoys certain common cultural 
features and homogeniety.

One of the author's main conclusions in this study is that one 
of these “common cultural threads" that runs through, and ties the Middle 
Eastern population groups together, is the essential unity of the meaning 
of the spatial environment as translated by the common features of the 
social organization system. This seems to be the result namely of the 
approach and method of analysis which was undertaken in this research. 
This method is in essence a comparative one that examines data and casts 
them against all three major ecological groups mentioned earlier. This 
approach has been suggested by a small number of scholars who 
anticipated similar results and conclusions that were reached through 
this study. An example of this is in the following account by F.Khuri, 
where he expresses his reservations about the ecological division 
previously mentioned.

129 Fuad I. Khun. From Village to Suburb: Order and Change in Greater Beirut. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1975



"The major reservation I have about this ecological division and the assumption 
that ecological variation generates accomodative modification in social structure 
and organization is that the peculiarity of the Middle East as a cultural area may 
very well lie in the pervasiveness of some social groups and relationships and 
cultural beliefs and practices across the three ecological groups, ..."130

There are certainly many more issues to be considered when 
examining the urban form in the Middle East. As related to this paper, one 
of these issues is the role of Islam and its relationship with the "tribal 
aspect" of Middle Eastern society. There are still many questions about 
this issue such as : Is Islam an evolution from an essentially tribal ethos? 
Could Islam be considered an outgrowth of this tribal system? Or is it a 
superimposition upon Middle Eastern tribalism and its values? These and 
other questions arise when contemplating how a system such as Islam, 
which is a strong factor in the Middle East, might have fit within other 
systems that are at work in the area. Another issue is, the current rapid 
change within Middle Eastern urban and social realms. What changes might 
occur when Western technology and ideas clash with Islamic or tribal 
moral codes? What is the effect of that clash upon the urban and 
architectural space? These are all pressing issues that have to be studied 
and researched extensively in the future. This future research though, in 
contrast with research done so far, should have a much more 
comprehensive character. This paper offers only one of the many 
approaches possible into tackling a complex region such as the Middle 
East.

130 Fuad I. Khuri. From Village to Suburb: Order and Change in Greater Beirut. 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1975. p 11
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