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Society

A
s Arab society is 
facing ambient 
confusion, it is no 
surprise that many 
of its key segments, 
including women, 

are tempted by false solutions to 
real problems. Even archaic 
formulas are offered as responses 
to current crises.

The wars in the region have 
produced many widows, with 
limited choices in security and 
financial solutions. With the 
pursuit of higher education and 
professional careers, more 
women are getting married later 
— if marrying at all.

In the face of this reality, many 
societies remain unfair to women 
who find themselves not only in 
a fight for survival but also in a 
constant conflict with their 
communities. These women are 
often struggling alone in a hostile 
environment that provides them 
with little support but with 
mounting calls to accept polyg-
amy.

In March, Jamila al-Obeidi, an 
Iraqi female member of parlia-
ment, put forward a proposal to 
encourage polygamy in the 
country.

Under a 1959 law, polygamy in 
Iraq is legal but Obeidi wants 

more. She wants the Iraqi 
government to encourage the 
practice by providing financial 
incentives for men who marry 
more than one bride.

We may presume from such 
logic that all the problems of 
Iraq, including a financial crisis, 
terrorism, sectarianism, proxy 
wars and corruption have been 
fixed, with only one problem 
remaining to address — that of 
increasing spinsterhood.

Obeidi argues that the reason 
behind her proposal is the 
mounting rate of divorce, which 
puts women in “financially 
dangerous positions.”

Speaking of “financially 
dangerous positions,” aren’t 
there any practical solutions to 
the problem?

What women in the Arab world 
need is better education, more 
opportunities and widespread 
support. Through creating a 
suitable environment for women 
to become active agents in their 
societies, countries in the region 
can improve the quality of life for 
whole families and communities.

In this regard, education 
constitutes the first step on a 
long path that requires the 
establishment of equal opportu-
nities and promises to create a 
long-term solution to the 
problem of “financially danger-
ous positions.” Such an endeav-
our should be accompanied by an 
effort to change outdated 
mentalities. Single women are 
not a burden, neither are they 

witches to be harassed at every 
turn.

Contrary to misleading claims, 
polygamy cannot slow the 
mounting rate of divorce. In a 
home environment in which 
poverty prevails, disagreements 
proliferate, leading to painful 
breakups that could be much 
more distressing with the 
presence of children.

Obeidi’s proposal is chiefly 
shocking because it comes from a 
woman who lives in a country 
that has been fighting jihadists 
and their outdated thoughts and 
practices.

The proposed bill is an insult to 
the dignity of Iraqi women and a 
form of support for a jihadist-like 
design for society.

Beyond doubt, the Iraqi MP has 
missed a key point: If the enlight-
ened world is rallying behind 
Iraq in its fight against the 
Islamic State, it is, in effect, 
rallying against a form of obscu-
rantism that caters to polygamy, 
underage marriages, sexual 
enslavement and all forms of 
abuse against both women and 
men.

Regrettably, for all the free-
thinking minds in the region, 
Obeidi was not alone in making 
such a call. The Sudan Scholars 
Commission — the state-con-
trolled clergy — has issued a 
similar appeal to support 
polygamy.

More revolting than the call 
itself was the twisted reasoning 
behind it with commission 

Windmills of polygamy turn counterclockwise
President Mohammad Othman 
Saleh saying: “The high preva-
lence of unemployment among 
young people may open the door 
to social problems such as 
behavioural deviations.”

It appears from this statement 
that the Muslim scholars were 
offering a bogus solution to a real 
problem: A youth unemployment 
rate that stands at 22%, the Mo 
Ibrahim Foundation said.

In this case, maybe the Sudan 
Scholars Commission should be 
reminded that women are not 
objects or tools who can be used 
to cover for the failures of the 
Islamist government in Sudan.

Polygamy is not a solution to 
the region’s problems and the 
recent shocking calls for its 
support are but the tip of the 
iceberg. The seeping of dogma-
tism and sexism into MENA 
societies has generated favour-
able ground for the transforma-
tion of a complex reality into an 
idiotic one.

Some of the real problems that 
the Arab world is facing include 
unemployment, poverty, infla-
tion, insecurity, instability, bad 
governance, insufficiency of 
public services as well as corrup-
tion.

It is more than clear that MENA 
societies are in no need for 
political juggleries. In these 
tough times, the Arab region 
desperately needs and deserves 
qualified people, practical 
solutions and wide-ranging 
reforms.
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ania Hashem is seen as 
an enemy to many of 
Egypt’s married women. 
She is, however, an in-
creasingly popular figure 

among many of the country’s men.
Hashem, a writer in her mid-30s, 

encourages men to be married to 
more than one woman at a time. 
She said polygamy, as sanctioned 
by the Islamic religion, offers a good 
solution to many social problems.

“There are millions of women 
who are past the marriage age and 
have not got married yet,” Hashem 
said. “Many married men also want 
to get married again but are afraid 
of their wives.”

This is the kind of talk that brings 
Hashem the wrath of many married 
women. She said that a woman re-
cently phoned her and called her 
names. Another sent her a text 
message full of insults.

The issue, however, is not a joking 
matter but an expression of a larger 
problem in Egypt, sociologists said. 
Calls encouraging polygamy in 
Egypt seem to be bucking the trend 
in the Arab world, especially in the 
Maghreb, where laws restrict if not 
outright ban polygamy.

The right for Muslim men to mar-
ry more than one woman is linked 
to very specific conditions, accord-
ing to the Quran. Islamic law allows 
a man to have up to four wives at 
one time, provided he treats them 
all fairly. The Quran, however, ad-
vises men to marry only one wife if 
the men think they cannot treat the 
women they marry fairly.  It warns 
men they will be unable to ensure 
such a fair treatment.

The problem in Egypt, sociolo-
gists said, is that the number of 
women who have not married is 
growing. There are approximately 9 
million women who have not mar-
ried, with many older than 35, inde-
pendent estimates state.

This is not happening for the 
lack of men. The CIA’s “World 
Factbook” states that almost one-
third of Egypt’s population are men 

15-54 years of age.
“This is a problem that needs to 

be addressed,” said Hanan Salem, 
a sociology professor at Ain Shams 
University. “Several social and eco-
nomic factors, including rampant 
poverty, unemployment and the 
rise in marriage costs, stand behind 
the presence of this growing num-
ber of spinsters.”

This is why Hashem dedicates 
her time to encouraging polygamy. 
Salem said that a “normal man” 
needed to get married to more than 
one woman at one time.

“Women should not get angry at 
this reality,” Hashem said. “A wife 
does not even have the right to ob-
ject when her husband seeks a sec-
ond or a third wife.”

Hashem has written a book titled 
“Polygamy a Religious Right,” in 
which she argues that, by allowing 

their husbands to get other wives, 
women will be applying the rules of 
the Islamic religion. She organises 
seminars and appears on television 
to promote her idea.

She is beginning to develop a fol-
lowing among Egyptian women, 
even if a majority of women grit 
their teeth when they see or hear 
her.

Mona Abu Shanab, a televi-
sion producer in her mid-40s, has 
turned into a staunch polygamy 
campaigner. She claims that polyg-

amy is the way out of many of the 
problems facing Egyptian society.

She said that “98% of married 
men want to have a second and 
even a third wife but it is society 
that opposes a right given men by 
God. “We should not have our 
heads under the sand.”

She also appears on television 
and has developed her own ini-
tiative to encourage men to marry 
more than one woman.

Abu Shanab said negative social 
attitudes towards polygamy stand 
behind the rise in adultery, the 
number of street children and di-
vorce.

In 2015, there were 250,000 di-
vorces in Egypt, the national statis-
tics agency, the Central Agency for 
Public Mobilisation and Statistics 
said. There are also more than 1 mil-
lion children living on the streets, 

independent estimates said. Rising 
divorce rates have alarmed Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 
who has called for restricting men’s 
ability to divorce their wives.

“There are also millions of wom-
en out there who want to get mar-
ried but cannot find suitors,” Abu 
Shanab said.

Polygamy, feminists say, de-
means women and will exacerbate 
Egypt’s social problems.

“In believing that polygamy will 
end the problem of street chil-
dren, help unmarried women get 
married and reduce divorce, some 
people are totally mistaken,” said 
Nehad Abul Komsan, chairwoman 
of the Egyptian Centre for Women’s 
Rights. “Such problems will actu-
ally increase when men are encour-
aged to have more than one wife at 
one time.”

Old traditions, new problems. Egyptian women attend a wedding in the Egyptian Nile Delta province of Monufia.                                       (AFP)

The Quran advises 
men to have one 
wife, if they think 
they will not be fair 
to additional wives.
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