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 Int. J. Middle East Stud. I2 (I980), 171-179 Printed in the United States of America

 Amal Rassam

 WOMEN AND DOMESTIC POWER

 IN MOROCCO

 The subordination of women to men in Mediterranean societies is character-

 ized by public segregation, relegation of women to the private sphere of the
 home, and control of their behavior through the operation of an elaborate code
 of "Honor and Shame," a code whose outstanding features are the mainte-
 nance of virginity before marriage and strict fidelity after it. The specific ex-
 pression of these criteria, however, varies greatly between the Christian and
 Moslem sides of the Mediterranean where two distinct cultural traditions pre-
 vail. In this essay, I shall examine some aspects of the status of women in Mo-
 rocco in terms of their familial roles and the patterns of domestic interactions
 that operate within the traditional, patriarchal, extended household.

 The analysis is based on data obtained during my fieldwork in Morocco, a
 period that encompassed two years. During that time, I had the occasion to live
 with several families in Fes and Meknes and to participate in their daily lives.
 These households were all located in the medina (the old section of town); the
 heads of these households included a rich merchant, a small shopkeeper, a
 coffeehouse owner and a high school teacher. In addition, I had access to fif-
 teen taped interviews which the Moroccan sociologist, F. Mernissi had con-
 ducted with a random sample of women in Morocco.

 It is generally conceded that although women may have no authority in a so-
 ciety, they do not necessarily lack in influence or power. The "distinction be-
 tween power and culturally legitimated authority, between the ability to gain
 compliance and the recognition that it is right, is crucial to our study of women.
 Authority is, in the abstract, the right to make a particular decision and to com-
 mand obedience . . . Power . . . is the ability to act effectively on persons
 and things, to make or secure favorable decisions which are not of right allo-
 cated to the individuals or their roles" (Rosaldo, I974:2I). In Morocco, men
 have complete authority over women, who in turn are expected to obey them;
 however, a closer examination of the structure and operation of the household
 reveals the presence of a considerable measure of "unassigned power," which
 women compete for and utilize to further their own needs and wishes. The stra-
 tegies which the women employ, the nature of this "unassigned" power which
 is available to them, and their successes and failures as they operate against a
 background of a rapidly changing society, should contribute to a better under-
 standing of women in Morocco and other women throughout North Africa.

 It should be made clear at the outset that the paradigm presented below is
 drawn from and applies to the traditional, urban, Arab-Moslem families of Mo-
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 172 Amal Rassam

 rocco. This group by no means forms a single class, as it includes the haute-
 bourgeoisie, asilin of Fes, who in Morocco represent the epitome of Islamic
 urban culture, the petit-bourgeois of Meknes and Sale, as well as that large and
 heterogeneous group of medina-dwelling people lumped together and collec-
 tively referred to as the 'amma, the commoners or masses. Among all these
 people, the ideal family consists of a patriarchal, extended household with joint
 property, lineage endogamy and the confinement of women to the domestic
 sphere. It is within this traditional family matrix that I will examine the mani-
 festations of women's relationship to power as enacted through their suc-
 cessive roles of bride-wife, mother and mother-in-law.1

 It is my contention that the inevitable competition for domestic power which
 takes place among women in the patriarchal extended household prevents the
 potential formation of any alliances among these women and weakens their po-
 sition vis-a-vis the men. In addition, the fragmented and varying nature of the
 power which is available to women prevents any one woman from gaining and
 holding onto too much power at any one time. Unlike men, women in Morocco
 have no inherent rights to power - what little they do manage to accede to is
 both limited and transitory as it is contingent on their fulfillment of the roles of
 wife, mother and mother-in-law. This general thesis is, of course, not new, but
 it has not been explored in an Arab-Moslem society.2

 Women in Morocco are considered to be morally, intellectually and physi-
 cally inferior to men. The stereotype of the female is that of a weak, capricious
 and untrustworthy creature, one who tends to be ruled by her "instincts" and
 whose powerful sexuality, if left uncontrolled, can cause disruption and social
 chaos, orfitna.3 Man, believed to be vastly superior in all qualities, is then
 "naturally" vested with authority and is charged with the control and protec-
 tion of the woman. This presumed need to control and protect the women justi-
 fies their relegation to a separate social existence and confines them to the do-
 mestic sector. The public domain of religion, law, trade, government, and
 warfare is reserved for the men.4 It is important to note, though, that there
 exists a disjuncture between the attributes which men ascribe to women in gen-
 eral and those which apply to close, agnatically related women, mothers, sis-
 ters, and daughters. Mothers are greatly honored and revered; they are be-
 lieved to be strong, trustworthy, responsible, and generally wise. Sisters and
 daughters are dependents upon whom men lavish a great deal of affection and
 attention. They, in turn, must render complete obedience.

 Agnatically related women are considered to be part of the patrimony of the
 lineage or male group, and the latter's ability to protect their women under-
 scores their general capacity to protect and defend all their possessions. This
 capacity bestows on the lineage a reputation for being powerful and free; its
 members will then be sought after as protectors of the weak and allies of the
 strong.

 Moreover, in societies that rely on the principle of patrilineal descent to de-
 fine group membership and allocate scarce resources, the women of the group
 become valuable commodities that may either be kept within the lineage itself,
 or exchanged outside it. The preferred patrilateral cousin marriage (and lineage
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 Women and Domestic Power in Morocco 173

 endogamy), practiced among the Arabs, provides a logical solution to the prob-
 lems of alienation of lineage property and dilution of group solidarity. By mar-
 rying their own cousins, men manage to keep their women within the confines
 of the descent group and insure maximum protection of their "property." This
 in turn confers maximum honor on the men. Aristocratic families, noble tribes,
 and holy lineages all keep their women to themselves. As powerful groups,
 they can and do refuse to marry their women to outsiders, but through polyg-
 yny they themselves can and do take women from other groups. To be able to
 take women is proof of strength and high status. Inability to protect and keep
 women is the mark of the weak and the inferior; it brings shame to the men for
 it diminishes their moral credit, resulting in the loss of their public credibility as
 autonomous and powerful.5

 The maintenance and perpetuation of the pattern briefly described above,
 with its attendant value system, is partially predicated on the ability of the
 males to dominate the females and control their lives. By restricting the inter-
 action of men and women and by assigning men the dominant role in cosmology
 and society, it becomes possible for both men and women to view the female as
 an object, a part of the capital goods of the patrilineage to be kept for itself or
 exchanged. The extended partriarchal household is, in a sense, a microcosm,
 the arena where the cultural images of women are incorporated and made mani-
 fest in their various roles. Women, defined and limited by these roles, compete
 for the residual unassigned power in the domestic sphere. It follows then that
 "the authority structure of the patrilocal, patrilineal extended fam-
 ily . . . brings about conflict rather than cooperation between women in these
 groups . . . Women's strategies revolve around 'working through men,' ei-
 ther their husbands or their sons. Women's interests never coincide; competi-
 tion and conflict are to be expected" (Lamphere, 1974:105).6

 Moroccan women consider themselves the guardians of the domestic sphere;
 kinship is their proper domain and their idiom is the familial one. But in fact,
 even here, the analyst must be careful to distinguish between kinship as poli-
 tics, which is the prerogative of the male, and kinship as household manage-
 ment and organization, which is left to the females. For example, it is the males
 who negotiate and finalize the payment of the sdaq (bridewealth) and whose
 word is binding in marriage arrangements and contracts. Although women try
 their best to manipulate men to their own advantage, the final decisions almost
 always reflect the desires and needs of the males.

 It is the women who usually initiate the process which culminates in the mar-
 riage of their sons. The search for a suitable bride is undertaken by the mother;
 from her point of view, the ideal wife is one who is "of good reputation,"
 healthy and, above all, docile. It is also preferred that she be a close relative of
 the father. One reason for this is that the respect and obedience that the bride
 has for her future father-in-law in his role of a "paternal uncle" and thus a po-
 tential guardian of the woman, will also be extended to his wife, that is, the
 future mother-in-law. Modesty and obedience are highly desirable attributes in
 a daughter-in-law.

 Once a potential bride is found, marriage go-betweens, khattabat, are sent to
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 visit the girl's family in order to determine their attitude, examine the girl at
 close range, and assess the amount of the bridewealth that her father will ask
 for. Sherifas, female members of "holy" lineages, serve as popular go-
 betweens. The prestige conferred on them by their religious status allows them
 easy access to the houses of rich and poor alike. Furthermore, they are trusted
 and their opinions are taken seriously.

 Cultural norms demand that the prospective bride, who tends to be very
 young (14-16) and immature, maintain a passive and almost somnambulistic
 attitude throughout the marriage and trousseau negotiations. I was repeatedly
 struck by the extreme emotional detachment exhibited by the young women,
 who seem to sleepwalk their way through the engagement period and the early
 stages of marriage. It seems to me that marriage here is to be viewed as a man-
 datory rite of passage which initiates the girl into womanhood, so that from her
 perspective only the act of marrying looms as significant - neither the reality of
 the perspective bridegroom nor the implications of her new life are given much
 serious thought. The first marriage is viewed by the women as a necessary and
 inevitable step in their transition into adult status.7 It is not surprising, there-
 fore, that they seem to display more interest in the symbols and accouter-
 ments of the marriage rite than in its consequences. Unmarried women defer to
 married ones and, in company, they tend to keep silent. A forty-year-old un-
 married woman is considered still a girl, bint, without much social status or rel-
 evance.

 Marriage also confers upon women a measure of personal freedom. Relieved
 of her virginity, the woman is also relieved of the oppressive supervision of her
 family. A girl married for the first time fetches a high bridewealth. A second
 marriage is accompanied by a much lower sum, while the third usually involves
 a token sum only. The father's control over his daughter's marriage decreases
 with each successive one, while her freedom increases accordingly.
 A new wife occupies the lowest status and power position within her hus-

 band's household. As a stranger, her only source of security and defense lies in
 her ability to play her own family against that of her husband's, which is one
 reason why women do not like to be married far from their homes and villages.
 The extreme emphasis on the youthfulness of the bride means that she will be
 both helpless and dependent. Most are untrained in the basic domestic skills,
 and, even if they are, the norm demands that they feign ignorance. Cooking, for
 example, is considered a prestige activity and is reserved for the mother-in-law
 as mistress of the household. A daughter-in-law who openly displays her exper-
 tise in cooking is thought to be exhibitionistic and immodest - and her action is
 interpreted as a direct challenge to the mother-in-law. Passivity, submission,
 and ignorance, feigned or real, are the ideal traits of a bride.

 The mother-in-law, on the other hand, is active and believed to be omni-
 scient. Her self-assurance and power derive from a number of sources. Her
 role as intermediary between her husband and other people in the household,
 her sons included, allows her a measure of control. She is in a position to capi-
 talize on the latent resentment of the son towards his father produced by a sys-
 tem which insists on giving all authority to the father and demands complete
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 Women and Domestic Power in Morocco 175

 obedience from the son. Another source of power for the mother-in-law stems
 from her close bond with her son, whom she has pampered in infancy and in-
 dulged in adolescence. Whereas a man's relationship to his father tends to be
 distant and formal, he displays warmth and affection to his mother from whom
 he seeks direct support and love.8

 The mother-in-law's age and experience provide her further with important
 knowledge and skills, such as those related to child rearing and general doctor-
 ing. Thus, the mother-in-law's power derives from her virtual monopoly of do-
 mestic information and skills, her access to the father-patriarch, and close ties
 to her son - power which she jealously guards from the wife whose only power
 derives from her sexual and procreative functions. Caught between these two
 women is the male in his dual role as husband and son. While competing for his
 attention and loyalty, the women make contradictory demands: the wife tries to
 isolate her husband from his natal family to form her own, while the mother
 seeks to keep him integrated in hers and minimize his involvement with his
 wife.9 It is important to note that in this triad it is the mother and not the wife
 who is the legitimate and culturally approved object of the man's overt affec-
 tion and tenderness, qualities that are generally assumed to be nonexistent in
 his relationship with his wife.

 I suppose that this insistence on the separation of love from conjugal sex has
 to do with the perceived danger that an emotional attachment may pose. If men
 were to become emotionally involved with their wives, they may run the risk of
 losing control and of compromising their authority over them. This belief may
 partly explain the observation that men, in Morocco, seem to reserve their "ro-
 mantic love" for lesfemmes libres and prostitutes. These women are strangers,
 outsiders and as such, they lie outside the domain of domestic politics and
 household relationships. A man who exhibits an affectionate and dependent re-
 lationship with his wife may be accused of being "bewitched" by her, he is
 believed to be "sick in the head," behaving in an abnormal manner that must
 be cured. It is his mother who usually goes to thefqih, religious teacher, and
 buys the antidote that would release her son from the spell cast on him by the
 wife!

 The wife generally accepts her submission to the authority of her male in-
 laws as it is consistent with the norms of the society. Submission to the mother-
 in-law, however, is resented, for as the wife puts it, "she is only a woman."
 The prerogatives acquired by the mother-in-law are recognized as being tem-
 porary and a function of her having attained a specific status in her domestic life
 cycle; they are not viewed as being inherent to her. Men's authority and pre-
 rogatives, on the other hand, are considered to be "natural" and inherent to
 their "maleness."

 Despite this built-in conflict between the wife and her mother-in-law, the cul-
 ture's only institutionalized mechanism to deal with the tension is for both pro-
 tagonists to turn to shor, or witchcraft. The wife resorts to witchcraft to insure
 her husband's continual sexual need of her and to eliminate any potential
 rivals. The mother-in-law uses witchcraft to limit her son's attachment to his

 wife and perpetuate his depenence on her. While this may alleviate some of the
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 tension and diffuse pent up frustration, it provides no effective solution for the
 conflict.

 The woman thus begins her career as a wife at the lowest status position,
 then slowly makes her way up, gaining respect and a certain de facto power
 with time. She may be raised from below (so to speak) by a new daughter-in-
 law brought into the household, but it is the birth of sons which gives her honor
 and a certain measure of security and validates her presence in the patriarchal
 household. Full identification with her husband's family is attained when the
 sons marry and bring in daughters-in-law. Among the wealthier propertied
 class, a middle-aged woman may in this way achieve a position of relative au-
 thority and some power.10 A capable woman with a forceful personality could
 take over the management of a large household and consequently become the
 hub of a large and important network of relationships. Women who attain such
 positions tend to be clever, tough, and extremely political. They must see to it
 that they do not get divorced or that their husbands do not marry a second and
 younger wife who may "bewitch" him into withdrawing his support, for the
 women's authority and power within the household is derived from and contin-
 gent upon the consent and support of the husband. When he dies, her reign
 usually comes to an end. If the property is left undivided, the wife of the eldest
 son usually succeeds to her mother-in-law's position and the latter finds herself
 at the mercy of her daughter-in-law. All the love and attention lavished on the
 son now begins to pay off; it is the son's duty to see to it that his wife does not
 mistreat his mother. Again, it is clear that the woman's status is, to a large ex-
 tent, dependent on how well she assesses and manipulates her ties to the males
 in the household.

 The M'aati family was a wealthy and respected one in Fes; wholesale dealers in wool
 and hides, their far-reaching business was conducted from a deceptively small shop
 in the heart of the suq in the old medina. Unlike others of their class, the M'aati did
 not move into the new section of Fes but continued to live in their old family house in
 the medina. When I first visited them in the spring of I969, the father, mother, two
 married sons, and another son of fourteen were sharing the traditional two-story house.
 The parents occupied the first floor, which also contained the living rooms and kitchen.
 Each son had a room upstairs. The whole family ate together and Lalla Khadouj, the
 mother, was in charge of running the common household, which included several ser-
 vants. Everyone deferred to her. The wife of the eldest son, Mina, came downstairs
 daily to help out and keep an eye on her small son who was always tagging behind his
 grandmother. The second daughter-in-law, Latifa, kept mainly to her room upstairs;
 as she was expecting her first child. Until the birth of her first child, a woman is con-
 sidered a "stranger" in her husband's house and behaves accordingly. Latifa rarely
 spoke unless spoken to and kept her opinions to herself. She had dropped out of the
 lycee in order to marry, and several times she would tell me in confidence that she
 wished she could have completed her studies. Lalla Khadouj wanted her second son
 to marry and she chose Latifa, her second cousin, to be the bride. Her husband agreed
 and negotiations were started. The sdaq (bridewealth) came to one thousand dollars.11
 When I would ask Latifa how she had felt about the wedding and why she did not insist
 on postponing it till later, she invariably would shrug her shoulders and say, "the old
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 Women and Domestic Power in Morocco 177

 men (meaning the fathers) gave their word to each other and in order for them to go
 back on it, I would have had to have a very good reason. I do not need to earn my living,
 therefore an argument for my education would have seemed superfluous to my family.
 And besides, I did not have the will to insist. Now I am about to have a child and my
 husband is running around with other women." She talked in a soft, expressionless,
 and detached voice.

 The attitude of Mina, the daughter-in-law, was anything but detached. Outwardly docile
 and subservient to her mother-in-law, she nevertheless used to complain in private: her
 room upstairs was too small, she could not make her husband take her to the nearby
 resort for the summer because her mother-in-law did not want to leave Fes, she needed
 new furniture, and on and on.

 I went back to Morocco in 197I and again made my way to the grand old house in Fes.
 I had heard that the old man had died, but I was not prepared for the sight I encountered
 upon entering the house. The courtyard was alive with people and activity; in one
 comer, a seamstress and her assistants were busily sewing away while across from
 them other women were fluffing wool and stuffing mattresses. Mina presided over the
 whole scene, giving orders, directing traffic, and hurrying along the work. She came
 over and kissed me on the cheeks. After offering my condolences on the death of her
 father-in-law, I asked her about all the activity. Smiling, she said, "I have decided to
 redo the cushions (Ihufa) in a fabric I chose myself. The workmen are in the kitchen
 remodeling it. Lalla Khadouj is still in mourning, of course, and has moved upstairs.
 My husband, the children, and myself live on the first floor now. You may go up to her
 and offer your condolences." Later, I climbed the stairs and found Lalla Khadouj
 wrapped in the traditional white garb of mourning women. We talked for a while, and
 I found out that Latifa had had a daughter and was separated and living at her father's
 house. The resigned tone of Lalla Khadouj and the general air of despondency that
 hung about her signalled the sudden change in her status. With her husband dead, all
 the authority and status she had accumulated as his interpreter and go-between (es-
 pecially vis-a-vis the women of the household and family) vanished. A new juncture
 in the life history of the M'aati family was beginning and Lalla Mina, until then a "quasi-
 stranger" in her own house, was taking over.

 The traditional social system, in which sons bring wives into the households
 of their mothers, allows each woman only partial access to domestic power.
 Through such fragmentation of power, women are unable to consolidate too
 much power at any one time, thus contributing to the maintenance of male
 dominance. The joint, extended patriarchal household itself was a response to
 factors operating in the larger society of which landed property and fixed re-
 sources were the most important. But the economic base of social life is now
 undergoing change in Morocco. Sons join the labor market and leave home to
 set up their own independent households undermining the vitality and signifi-
 cance of the extended patriarchal family. In this new and still fluid situation, the
 loss suffered by the older woman (mother/mother-in-law) is to the advantage
 of the younger one, whose role as a wife gains in responsibility and freedom as
 an independent mistress of her own household. To recapitulate, the cycle of a
 woman in a traditional household is embodied in her successive roles of bride,
 mother, and mother-in-law, each with its own basis of fragmented power. The
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 wife's power derives from her sexuality - as long as she is sexually desirable
 and active, her access to other sources of power is minimal. The mother-in-law,
 on the other hand, being past the sexually attractive age, has access to other
 sources of power: control of the household's networks of communication, pos-
 session of highly regarded skills and information, and the special, privileged re-
 lation with her son. Old women may also gain power through witchcraft which
 among other things is believed to give them the ability to render a male impo-
 tent.

 There is a story which Moroccan women are fond of telling and which is re-
 vealing of their self-image:

 One day two old ladies decided to invoke the Devil and persuade him to part with some
 of his magic secrets. So they pretended to quarrel, for it is well known that the Devil
 appears whenever there is a dispute. "I am sure that the Devil must be dead," said one
 old woman. "And I am sure that he is not; what makes you say such a silly thing?"
 retorted the other, and they went on arguing furiously. The Devil was very flattered to be
 the subject of their argument and he decided to make himself visible. "Indeed, I am very
 much alive - here I am!" he said, appearing before the two old ladies. "How can we be
 sure that you are really the Devil?" asked one shrewdly. "You must prove it to us by
 doing something extraordinary. Let's see you squeeze yourself into a sugar bowl,"
 added the other. "Easy!" said the Devil, and he slipped into the bowl. As soon as he was
 inside the old ladies put the lid on and held it down firmly. "Let me out and I will do you
 a good turn," begged the Devil. "How can you do that, Father of Evil?" demanded the
 old women. "I shall teach you how to dominate men," he replied, and so he did. And
 that is why witches are feared everywhere to this day, especially by men (Epton
 1958:44).

 No wonder that within a certain sector of Moroccan society, women are
 known as the Rope of Satan, Habl esh-Sheitan. Denied power in the real world,
 they scheme and compete, using whatever means are available to them, in
 order to attain a measure of control over their destinies.

 QUEENS COLLEGE OF THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK

 NOTES

 Author's note: I wish to thank Fatima Mernissi and Soheir Morsy for their helpful comments on
 an earlier version of this paper.
 1 For a study of the traditional family in Fes, see A. Lahlou, 1968.
 2 For a fascinating analysis of the psycho-sexual dynamics of patriarchal families, see P. Slater,

 I968.
 3 A detailed account of the perception of female sexuality in Morocco is found in Merissi, pp.

 10-14.

 4 I have discussed this male-female syndrome in an earlier paper, see Vinogradov, I974.
 5 This is not the place to discuss the dynamics of the Honor-Shame value complex. For some

 interesting theories on its origin and functioning in Mediterranean societies, see Schneider, 1971;
 Tillion, 1966; and Pitt-Rivers, I977.

 6 Lamphere's article provides a useful discussion of the theoretical framework adopted in this
 paper and its application in comparative settings.
 7 There seems to be a high divorce and remarriage rates in Morocco. I know of no detailed and

 controlled studies of the phenomenon. Both Mernissi and Belghiti refer to it, and J. Chiapuris (in a

This content downloaded from 
��������������78.98.59.74 on Tue, 15 Jun 2021 09:38:41 UTC�������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Women and Domestic Power in Morocco 179

 personal communication) confirms it for the area in and around Midelt in the Middle Atlas where
 he worked.

 8 The role of the mother-in-law is discussed in some detail in Merissi, pp. 69-79.
 9 A similar situation, albeit within a different cultural context, seems to occur in Taiwan, see M.

 Wolf, 1972.
 10 B. Aswad describes the conditions under which a woman may head a household and come to

 control considerable resources among a landowning rural group in Turkey. Aswad, I967.
 1 There is a marked inflation in the amount of the sdaq in Morocco. Young men give the high

 amount of bridewealth as a major reason for their preference to marry a European. As some say,
 "one can acquire a European wife for the price of a gold band, and furthermore, one does not have
 to put up with her family!"
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