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Foreword

The support provided by the Social Fund for Development for this book
reflects the Fund’s awareness of the role played by popular proverbs and
wise sayings in encouraging society to overcome problems thrown up on
a daily basis. Proverbs and sayings play a significant role in raising
society’s awareness of its surroundings, and in persuading members of
the public to behave in a responsible manner. Proverbs also summarise
the experiences of our ancestors in many different areas of life. Thus. the
Fund’s support for this book, which comprises the texts and translations
of fifty episodes selected from the popular radio series, Mus 'id wa-
Mus 'ida., can be seen as support for the documentation of our rich cultural
heritage. In addition, the work will provide members of the non-Arab
expatriate community with an insight both into popular Yemeni culture,
and into issues of public concern.
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Your home’s heart is your wife,
Sorghum’s the staff of life!
A stitch in time saves nine,
To keep the kids in line,

To give praise to our Lord,
(And keep Mus’id on board,
In trouble and in strife!)
Your home’s heart is your wife,
Sorghum’s the staff of life!
Your home’s heart is your wife,
Sorghum’s the staff of life!
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Preface

By Her Excellency. Frances Guy. Ambassador of the United Kingdom to
e Republic of Yemen,

Chance meetings occasionally have felicitous and useful results that no one
could have envisaged. This book. Social Issues in Popular Yemeni Culture,
which is based around episodes of the well-known daily Yemeni radio
series. Mus'id wa-Mus'ida. is the result of a meeting between the Yemeni
radio author. Abd al-Rahman Mutahhar. the Yemeni artist, Muhammad
al-Shaibani. and the British academic, Dr Janet C. E. Watson, from the
University of Durham. In this book. they bring together shared ideas on a
number of social concerns and issues. This has not simply resulted in a
documentation of the programme to produce a ‘bridge across cultures’, but
through her study and mastery of San’ani Arabic, through her understanding
and appreciation of the role the programme plays in raising public
awareness, and through her translation of episodes of Mus'id wa-Mus ida
into vernacular English, Janet Watson has produced a text which will help
lcarners of English. on the onc hand. and provide English speakers with the
linguistic means to appreciate many issues of social importance in Yé¢men
today. on the other. The majority of these issues have a bearing on the
position and treatment of women and children. and include child care,
primary health care, pollution. the environment, migration from the
countryside. and inner city crowding. This book will provide governmental
and non-governmental organisations working in these areas with a clear
picture of the issues from a popular Yemeni viewpoint. Therefore. the
support which the British Embassy has provided for this Yemeni—British
project can be seen as a foundation for building bridges across cultures
through the medium of colloquial language and popular heritage.
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Introduction

This book is based around two forms of contemporary popular Yemeni
art — cpisodes from the San“ani radio series Mus ' id wa-Mus ida broadcast
by Radio San’a since 1988, and orginal commissioned cartoons by
Muhammad al-Shaibani. the Yemeni cartoonist for the daily newspaper
al-Thavwra. Both the radio programme and the cartoons that appear in
al-Thawra enjoy enormous popularity among the Yemeni population. The
length of the radio programme and the fact that it is transmitted at two
alternative times means that it does not really interrupt the routine of the
day. Not only is it listened to in houses. farms. taxis and the marketplace on
a daily basis. the quality of the language used and the intrinsic interest of the
subject matter have brought it into the classroom of several language
schools which teach Arabic to foreigners in Yemen. Since February 2002,
the English translations of episodes of Mus’id wa-Mus’ida have appeared
each week in Yemen Times.

The idea of producing this book emerged in 2001 while T was
transcribing episodes of the programme recorded from the radio into a Latin
transcription system. This was to form part of a larger, ongoing project
relating to language change in San’ani Arabic since the time of the
Revolution. The subject matter and the reception the programme reccived
from Yemenis of all walks of life convinced me. however, of the need to
document episodes in Arabic and English and produce a lasting work which
would be of benefit to Arabic and English speakers alike. The decision to
commission Muhammad al-Shaibani to illustrate the episodes was
motivated by a wish to bring together two forms of contemporary Yemeni
art which deal with social issues through satire. Al-Shaibani’s cartoons
capture the issue under discussion immediately: Mus’id wa-Mus'ida
develops and satirises the issue in words. The result is a documentation of
work by two of the best-known satirical artists in Yemen today.

The principle aim of the radio programme is to convey the message of
socially responsible behaviour in an understandable and challenging way
through characters with whom the listeners can identify, discussing social
issues which many Yemenis will have experienced, witnessed, or. at the
very least, heard about. Mus’id is played by the author of the series. Abd
al-Rahman Mutahhar. and his stage wife. Mus’ida. is played by the Yemeni
actress. Habibah Muhammad. Issues covered fall under the four major
themes of health. education. the environment. and justice. The episodes all
deal with contemporary life - either because they trecat ongoing issucs. or
because they relate to a specific event or date. such as the first local
clections held in February 2001, Issues which are dealt with include
smoking. girls” education. women'’s literacy. bringing up children. treatment
of widows and orphans. pollull()n. litter. water conservation. underage
marriage.  family  planning. teenage motherhood. baby  milk  powder.
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weaning. pesticides. migration to the towns. housing problems. ostentation
and extravagance. and dangerous driving. The programme usually shows
cither that souall\ IHC\[)OH\IML behaviour will have negative consequences,
or that socially responsible behaviour has positive ones. Thus. in the episode
"More haste. less speed’. Mus™id's inconsiderate driving results in general
havoc. and the money which has been set aside for the shopping is used up
in fincs: in “The gas canister’, parents who make their young sons fetch gas
canisters are shown to expose them to danger. In "Adolescence’. on the
other hand. Mus'id’s warning to Muslah 10 be wary of the company his son
keeps may save the boy from the effect of undesirable social influences: and
in LllCl‘lLy . Mus’ida’s enrolment in adult literacy classes will enable her to
at least read the “best before end” date on packets and cartons of food before
she buys them. and thus lessen the chances of her being cheated.

The episodes are entertaining as well as didactic. And the success of the
cducational message is due to the art form in which it is wrapped. The
listeners can recognise a part of themselves in the characters of Mus'id and
Mus'ida. and feel that the message is directed personally at them. If you feel
that somcone is laughing at your behaviour — even through the vicarious
medium of a radio serics — you are more likely to feel a need to mend your
ways. The entertainment value is enhanced by an acceptable degree of
cxaggeration and by unexpected twists in the dialogue: in ‘More haste. less
speed’, Mus’id, in mock innocence and real hurt, asks what he has done. He
is told he knows exactly what he’s done, and Mus’ida goes on to describe
him ploughing through piles of rubbish and crashing into the back of
someone eclse’s car. In ‘Marriage for the sake of inheritance’, Mus’ida
describes telling her brother-in-law that her mother had left a fortune in her
will. She then directs him to the executor, Mus’id, who tells him the mother
has left a coral necklace, ten gold coins, a sheepskin wrap, and a
counterpane to be shared between three people.

The didactic element of the programme is enhanced by citations from
Yemeni sayings, proverbs, poetry and songs as well as sayings from the
Prophet and verses from the Qur’an. Many cpisodes arc based mound a
well-known proverb or saying. The CplSOdC ‘A stitch in time saves nine’ IS
based on the Yemeni proverb man ragga® ma ‘uri (lit: *he who patchcs
[clothes] will not go naked’). This proverb is used to support Mus’id's
argument for mending his shoes for the Eid, and to counter Mus'ida’s
insistence that he buy new shoes. The Eid is a religious occasion and should
not be exploited as an opportunity for extravagance and ostentation.
whatever other people may say. Similarly, the episode ‘He whose own wife
wears the trousers’, in which Mus’id’s nephew is described pulling his
ncighbour’s wife’s cloak. takes as its starting point the proverb man hu
marat maratih yudrub marat jarih (lit: ‘he who is his wife's wife hits his
ncighbour’s wife’). Episodes which deal with agriculture are often
structured around the sayings of Ali ibn Zayid, a legendary character whose
actual lifetime was probably before the rise of Islam. but whose attributed
sayings encompass all parts of Central Yemen and all aspects of life
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(Aqwal. pp. 7-8). The cpisode “Migration of young men from the
countryside™. for example. is centred around the saying. ‘I count my land in
terms of my men. because it’s the men who farm the land.”

The language and the structure of the episodes help to fulfil the didactic
goal of the programme. The language is Yemeni. and mainly San ani.
Arabic. The audience can hear their sisters and brothers talking in the
characters of Mus’id and Mus’ida. and know that this is a Yemeni
production. They laugh at the pitch. the intonation. the irony. and the
dead-pan humour. and their personal involvement in the programme makes
them more receptive to the overall message. The structure of the episodes is
as essential to their effectiveness as the language. Art forms are often uscd
to convey messages which could be cxplesscd more  briefly, but less
successfully, in a dnect way. ‘Don’t smoke!’. for example. is one way of
expressing disapproval of smoking. In Dangers of the waterpipe’, Mus'id
mourns the new 150,000 riyal mafraj furniture which went up in smoke
when the cat knocked over Mus'ida’s waterpipe. She presents typical
excuses. including fate and the cat. in an attempt to absolve herself. But
Mus’id insists that there would have been no fire had it not been for the
waterpipe, and that the house and its inhabitants will never be safe from the
danger of fire and the health hazards of smoke as long as Mus’ida continucs
to smoke. In ‘More haste, less speed’, Mus’id presents the type of excuses
you could expect to hear from irresponsible Yemeni and western drivers
alike. This very human means of presenting argument and counter-argument
and conjuring up lifelike pictures makes us laugh and think, and allows us to
become involved and to take sides. Whatever the excuses, whatever the
counterarguments, the final speech sums up the underlying message
unambiguously, and often involves reference to, or repetition of, a proverb
or Islamic quotation. Up to this point, the dominant language has been
San’ani Arabic, the language of entertainment. In the summing up, the
didactic aspect is usually enhanced by a switch towards Standard Arabic. a
slower delivery and a more didactic tone. Until the summary, there have
been two sides to the argument. In the summary, there is a strong scnse of a
single correct argument.

Neither a serial nor a soap, Mus’id wa-Mus’ida has moulded its own very
Arabic genre drawing on traditional Arabic literary devices. It has the
characters of the soap opera or serial, but unlike both, each episode is
complete in itself and is marked by resolution. There is therefore no sense of
progression of a story line. The dialogues look at past events, present issues
or future planning, but lack the action of either the soap opera or scrial.
Unlike western and Arab soap operas, Mus'id wa-Mus’ida is based in no
place more specific than Yemen. And unlike in soap operas and scrials, the
characters have no fixed identity other than being Yemeni, being married to
each other. and voicing issues of specific relevance to Yemen. From episode
to episode nothing is constant about them. Everything varies: their age, their
parentage. the number of their children or grandchildren, where they live.
And this is deliberate. Just as the sayings attributed today to Ali ibn Zayid

\A



do not come from any one person. any one time. or any one place, so
Mus’id and Mus ida represent everyman and everywoman. In this way. they
are able to speak for the poor and the not so poor. for the farmer and the
townsman. for the old and the child-bearing. Their universality enables them
to raise and solve problems across the whole spectrum of society. In
‘Conference on smoking™. Mus’ida is a non-smoker. giving Mus'id the
opportunity to discuss the dangers of passive smoking. particular for
pregnant women. In "Dangers of the waterpipe’. Mus’ida’s daily smoking
results in a house fire and ruined mafraj furniture and. on a previous
occasion. an injured child.

Yemenis from very different backgrounds consider that the characters of
Mus’id and Mus’ida are speaking to them or for them. At a women's party
in San’a, a woman said 1 should ask Abd al-Rahman Mutahhar to write
about her relative’s experience with his wife’s tamily. On another occasion,
Abd al-Rahman al-Haddad. one of the engincers working for the Social
Fund for Development in San’a, asked Abd al-Rahman to raise the issue of
litter in the public gardens in the Old City, which have recently been
beautifully restored by the SFD. In the village of Wusil in the mountain
region of Masar, a village which has no clectricity, no road, no television,
and from which women have to walk for hours to fetch water, I was told to
ask Abd al-Rahman to produce an episode on the problem of the prickly
pear, a thorny cactus introduced by the Turks which has taken over their
terraces and tracks. These people from very different backgrounds listen to
Mus’id wa-Mus’ida almost everyday, and have great faith in its ability not
only to entertain, but also to provide solutions. Abd al-Rahman never writes
about specific personal events, but the events described in his episodes have
a base in fact. For everyone they describe possibility, for some probability,
and, for the unlucky few, actuality.

Mus’id wa-Mus’ida is a Yemeni art form for a Yemeni audience which
aims to solve problems in Yemeni society. Its success and popularity is due
to a felicitous convergence of entertainment, education and a solid
grounding in Yemeni history, culture and religion. The highly entertaining
nature of the programme encourages people to listen regularly and serves as
a catalyst for further discussion.

The series enjoys a enormous following among the Yemeni public;
however it is scarcely known by non-Yemeni English speakers working 1n
the country. The aim of this book, therefore, is to present a sample of the
series in a more permanent form, and one which can be appreciated by 2
wider audience. It is hoped that it will be of particular use to English
speakers working in governmental and non-governmental organisations who
share with Abd al-Rahman Mutahhar the concerns of health, education, and
the environment. Mus'id wa-Mus’ida demonstrates that important SOFIa]
messages can be presented in ways which are supported by Islamic beliefs
and by Yemeni traditions and social customs. The programme also
demonstrates the success of radio as an educational tool. In different regions
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of the world. the radio has proved to be the optimum medium through which
to present educational messages: it 1s quick and clear: it involves minimal
production and reception costs: it reaches illiterate as well as literate
listeners: and research has shown that information transmitted audially is
retained several times longer than the same information transmitted by
audio-visual means.

For this book. fifty representative episodes have been selected from my
collection of over two hundred recorded texts. The episodes deal with a
variety of social issues. Each episode is transcribed in Arabic script.
translated into idiomatic English and illustrated in cartoon form. To keep the
book accessible to as wide an audience as possible, I have kept endnotes to
a minimum: proverbs and sayings which are explained or listed in other
available publications are referenced in the Arabic texts and in the English
translations where the translation of the proverb is at lcast semi-literal; in
the English translation, endnotes are also used to explain the origin of
certain place names or stories behind sayings. The English is presented in as
colloquial and communicative form as possible. Thus, Arabic metaphors are
often translated by more appropriate English metaphors — for example,
al-‘ajavib muxabbayvih gafa l-wusadih 1it: ‘extraordinary things arc hidden
behind the cushions™ works well in Yemeni Arabic because this is precisely
where Yemeni women hide documents, money or invitations, but in English
it is better replaced by the domestic metaphor ‘sweep under the carpet’:
similarly some proverbs have been replaced by equivalent English proverbs
or sayings — for example, the first part of the proverb which is translated
literally ‘he who is his wife’s wife [hits his neighbour’s wife]” is rendered
‘he whose wife wears the trousers’; and ploverbs which have no accessible
English equivalents are either translated semi- literally, as in: al-jid ma‘ruf
bi-shamlil ‘you can tell a good person even if they're wrapped in a bin
liner’, or the underlying meaning given. as in: tijah aDh-Dhuba ga* jahran
(lit: “the plain of Jahran lies before the gazelle’) which is translated in one
episode as ‘everyone has aspirations they can’t fulfil’. In several cases, a
metaphor within a saying or proverb is extended in the Arabic, and therefore
needs to be maintained in the English text. The meaning of the proverb, man
ragga’ ma ‘uri, which is translated literally as ‘he who patches will not go
naked’, could be encapsulated in certain contexts by ‘waste not, want not’:
however, since the notion of sewing is the major element of the episode, a
more appropriate translation is ‘a stitch in time saves nine’. Finally,
proverbs are far more common and far better known in Arabic than in
English. Thus, a number of Arabic proverbs and sayings remain
untranslated in the English. This is particularly the case where two Arabic
proverbs are juxtaposed — a feature of Abd al-Rahman Mutahhar’s style,
particularly at the beginning of an episode, and a common device in Arabic,
but rare in English.

[ faced several difficulties in the translation, particularly in the rendering
of insults during the course of arguments, in the use of irony, and in the use
of idioms. Arabic has a number of insults whose level of rudeness hovers



around the mild rebuke.  English insults are  generally  speaking
unpublishable. Ibn al-kalb lit: “son of a dog’. for example. is considerably
milder than the superficially equivalent English “son of a bitch’. and ihn
al-jinnivih lit: “son of a female jinn™ does not even have an approximate
cquivalent in English. Arabic uses bare imperatives more than English, with
common use of terms such as hajji'ni it “shut up!™ and iskali ithaka it
‘come on! talk!” These are translated into English by longer phrases: the
first variously as “that’s enough!™ and “leave me in peace!”. and the second
as "go on. say something will you!™ or "go on. what do you think”’

Much of the humour lies in the frequent use of irony in the Arabic text.
Mus’ida. for example, claims that the chaos in the marketplace after Mus’id
has driven over piles of rubbish and wrecked a man’s car is duc to rajahat
‘aglak wa-husn tasarrufak lit: ‘your equanimity and good behaviour’. To
convey the sense of irony in English, it is often necessary to exaggerate: the
literal translation of the phrase given above may well confuse an English
reader, but ‘your legendary patience and impeccable behaviour’ makes clear
the intended irony. Irony is frequently used in addressing the other person.
Mus’ida, in particular, addresses Mus’id using a wide variety of terms, and
in many cases these terms have ironic intent. These include ya abi w-ahli lit:
‘oh my father and family’. ya ‘ayni wa-mali lit: *oh my eye and my wealth’,
va mahfuz al-baga wa-I-salamih lit: *oh you whose life and well-being are
to be preserved’ and ya ‘ihad allah lit: ‘oh servants of God'. Ironic
addresses are far less frequent in English than in an equivalent Arabic text,
and are taken from a far smaller stock. In addition, many terms of address
which could be used in an ironic context, such as ‘the apple of my eye’, are
now outdated and comical in English. Thus, ironic terms of address are
either left untranslated or translated by phrases which do not tend to carry
the same ironic undertones.

English and Arabic both have a large stock of idioms. Thus, idioms are
generally translated by equivalent idioms, for example, ayn ant ragid lt:
‘where are you sleeping?!’ is rendered ‘where on earth have you been?!’
and mish ghavr galli gallak lit: ‘not just he told me, he told you’ by ‘not
mere banter’. Where this is not appropriate, idioms are translated according
to sense: (ma [-haflih) ma ras malaha lit: ‘the party, no head of its wealth’,
for example, is translated as ‘the party’s not a problem.’

The translation of Mus’id wa-Mus’ida has presented many problems,
some of which I have discussed in the preceding paragraphs, and the
translated texts cannot claim to be more than a pale reflection of the
originals. It is my hope. however, that together with their originals and the
illustrations these translations will not only shed light on the beliefs and
practices of Yemeni society, and therefore be of help to those working in the
country, but will also prove to be a source of entertainment in their own
right.
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Girls’ education

M — Mus"ida. you're amazing! I had no idea what extraordinary things vou'd been
sweeping under the carpet all this time!

Ma — Why on earth should 1 bother to sweep them under the carpet! Where have
vou been all this time? They're right there in front of us. You and your
mother secem to have drawn up a bipartite treaty against me. accusing me of
being in the wrong. and you don’t even know why! It brings to mind that
Yemeni saying. "Why on carth did we kill him?’!

M - It’s your fault. though.

Ma — Why is it my fault? Because I put up with absolutely everything in this
house? Why else should it be my fault?

M — Think back and search your conscience, then you'll see why it’s your fault.

Ma - Firstly I want you to answer me this. Am I a housewife and mother with her
own personality and feelings, or as the Arab saying goes, *Are we the kings
and you our servants?’

M - You know very well you're a housewife and a mother who’s valued and
loved!

Ma — And are we all children who are born after nine months in the womb and
created from clay, or is your mother special and made out of dough?

M — Of course, we're all children born after nine months and created from clay,
and we'll all be returned to clay: as the Holy Qur’an says, ‘We created you
from clay, to clay we will return you, and from clay we will bring you back
once more.” God has spoken truly!

Ma — Peace be upon the Prophet!

M — The peace of God be upon him and all his family and companions!

Ma - But they say if you have responsibility you should treat people justly,
Mus’id. And that means you mustn’t flatter either me or your mother at the
expense of the truth!

M — But I do have to bear the brunt of your arguing, though. And you mustn’t
forget that you have to respect your parents, and that ‘paradise lies beneath
the feet of mothers’. _

Ma — Ah! Exactly! And you have to respect your mother three times more than
your father,2 but if you lean over too much to one side you’ll fall over!

M -1 haven’t a clue what you mean. You say I'm leaning over too much to oné
side, and my mother tells me you wear the trousers and I'm the woman. And
here I am, caught between the two of you!

Ma — Your mother, my dearest husband, wants to make you the child you onc¢
were. When she says left, you say left; when she says right. you say right.

M — Mus’ida, this is how mothers are, especially after their sons get married and
start to live a different life from the one they were born into and grew up In.

Ma — I'm not arguing with that, but your mother can’t make you the little child you
once were, and doesn’t seem to have realised that you’ve become a husban
and a father. and that time has moved on! She also hasn’t got it into her head
that her interfering in everything without having a clue what’s going on
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causes problems and upsets everyone in the house. And today I"ve found out
something else!

M - You mean about our daughter going to university. or what?

Ma — Your mother. my dearest. learning that our daughter is determined to have a
university education. issues the following declaration. “Listen here. Musida.
after secondary school your daughter is not going to go to university. and no
cirl in this family is going to force her opinion on us. And don’t think that
because you're her mother you're going to have your way cither. The
secondary school certificate is more than enough for a girl. We're not trying
to flv to the moon!”’

M - Hollow threats! But leave me alone just now. Mus’ida. I beg you!

Ma — What else can I do? But make sure you tell your mother to leave all of us
alone. She’s got no right to interfere. This is my daughter’s future. and it’s
not right for any of us to destroy her confidence and stand in her way when
she wants to get an education.

M - And just who is it who's about to destroy her confidence and stand in her
way? What made you make that one up?

Ma — I don"t need to make it up when your mother has told my daughter in front of
you. "The secondary school certificate is more than enough. so don’t expect
to go to university. We're not university people and no girl in our family is
going to get her way over this. Listen to me. ['m telling you this in front of
your father!” And you listened and didn’t say a word!

M — What do you think should be done? Tell me and I'll do what you say.

Ma - Convince your mother not to interfere in things that don’t concern her.
particularly my daughter’s education and future. or is ‘paradise lies beneath
the feet of mothers’ the only thing you’ve learnt?

M — Mus’ida!

Ma - Yes, sir!

M —T'll tell you this straight — I don’t dare tell my mother not to interfere in things
that concern our daughter. and she wouldn’t listen anyway. But it’s also not
right for me to stand in the way of my daughter when she wants to further her
education. just to please her grandmother. In any case. your getting angry and
overreacting isn't going to solve a problem that’s already been solved.

Ma - I'd like to know exactly how the problem’s been solved!

M - Our daughter, Mus’ida, has realised that pupils in the early stages of their
school career don’t have enough teachers who are properly trained to teach
this group of children. So she has decided to go into the Faculty of Education
and graduate as a teacher of small children, because our children are in dire
need of this type of teacher. She's seen that it’s no less important to teach
primary pupils than university students. And it’s up to us now to help our
daughter realise her ambition and help for her in every way we can. As the
Prophet. peace be upon him. said. "The search for knowledge is a duty for
every Muslim man and woman!’

1 The original is a popular saving with allusion to people joining in a fight without having
any idea how the fight started. Al-Akwa’. p. 727.
2 According to one of the sayings of the Prophet (PBUH).
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The gas canister

Ma — Just listen to me. will you! If vou go and get the gas canister filled. you can
count on lunch: otherwise you'll have to eat what you can find when vou
come back from work. And I mean it!

M = The boy’s got the money for the gas! He's going to fill the canister. Mus ida!

Ma — Why don’t vou get it filled? Have you got a plane waiting for you at the
airport?

M - Good God! I'm telling you, the boy is going to get it filled! Can’t you
understand that?!

Ma — And I'm telling you that the canister is twice as heavy as the boy!

M - Get him a barrow from the neighbours, or let him roll it. and I'll give him
twenty riyals when 1 come back from work.

Ma — Now you go and fill it. and T'll give you 100 riyals for your pains. What's
wrong with you!

M — Have you had breakfast yet or are you fed up because you're still hungry?

Ma — And just how could I have had breakfast when the gas canister’s empty!?

M - Send the boy to fill it. Mus’ida!

Ma - The boy is small and the canister is too heavy for him. Mus’id!

M - Find him a barrow or let him roll it!

Ma — Now if my son was a soldier in the army, that would be fine, but he’s just a
kid. and the canister is three times his size!

M - I’m telling you, get him to roll it along and wake up!

Ma — Come on! You roll it yourself, or get your lunch in the souk. I care about my
son, and I don’t want anything to happen to him.

M — What on earth would happen to him? Children are always being sent to get gas
canisters filled.

Ma - Ask, and you might just find out!

M —I'm asking you now!

Ma - I've told you before: the gas canister is chucked out of the factory. Then
when they put it onto a lorry, they chuck it on. And then it’s chucked off
again. And the man at the store chucks it about. And on top of all that it’s
rolled around.

M - Well, what’s wrong with that, Mus’ida?

Ma - What do you mean. what’s wrong with that! Are you completely gormless!
Dealing with gas canisters like that triples the pressure inside the canister.

M - Really!

Ma — Let me finish! People who deal with gas canisters in this way don't seem to
realise that raising the pressure inside the canister makes it more liable to
explode.

M - Yes. you're right. Mus’ida. That's really dangerous! And we have to make
people aware of it for the sake of every family in Yemen.

Ma — That’s one thing. But we also want every family in Yemen to make sure that
they keep their children safe by not giving them work to do unless the work
is clearly free from all dangers.

T



M — And what. pray, is going to get us to every house so that we can give them this
information?

Ma — That's casy! I'll give you a copy of the instructions. and you can go yvour way
and I'll go mine!

M — Go on then!

Ma — Come on. say that a canister is twice as heavy as a child when it's empty !

M - Twice as heavy as a child then it's empty!

Ma — And four times as heavy as a child when it's full!

M - Four times as heavy as a child when it's full!

Ma — This means that we've been getting our children to do something they are
physically incapable of — quite apart from all the dangers.

M - Go on!

Ma — One of the children had a canister fall on his foot and couldn’t walk for three
months! A second child had the barrow and the canister tip over and the
handle bashed his ear. A third rolled a canister across the road straight into
the path of a car. And a fourth child escaped death by an inch!

M - You're right. I've seen it myself. Mus’ida. One child came back with a
canister on a barrow. I don’t know what made him open the canister. He tried
to close it, but wasn't able to. The gas kept leaking out with the child
breathing it in. On top of his own exhaustion and the sun and dust in the
streets. it was only the mercy of God that saved him!

Ma - So this is exactly what I'm telling you! Either you go and get that gas
canister filled now, or you can expect to come home and eat scraps. For
God’s sake use your head, Mus’id! If we carry on in this way we're exposing
our children to completely unnecessary dangers. Now that I've told you, you
can go and spread the message yourself!

Yy
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Women’s literacy

Ma - Whoever said. "Reading endows vou with knowledge.™ hit the nail on head!

M — Quite! And whoever said. T am indebted to him who teaches me.” and
"Knowledge is light and ignorance is darkness.” also hit the nail on the head.
People who are educated aren’t the same as people who aren’t. As the
Prophet. peace be upon him. said. “The search for knowledge is a duty for
every Muslim man and woman.™ He also told us to. “Seek knowledge. even if
you have to travel to China!”

Ma — The peace of God be upon him! You don’t need to say that. it’s obvious! |
only wish that I could read and write properly!

M - Yes! If you could read and write you'd really be able to hold your head up
high! Then you could write to me in your own fair hand when I went away.
‘I'll send you a letter scaled with a kiss!”

Ma - Oh aren’t you clever! Let’s just say that I'm completely helpless when I go to
the souk and they sell me a carton of juice which has gone off. God knows
how long it had sat with the wholesaler and then with the grocer! And they
told me it had been produced this year! If only I could read. they wouldn’t
cheat me and laugh at poor Mus’ida.

M - Why didn’t you learn how to read and write when you were a young girl?

Ma - Did your mother and aunts learn to read and write when they were young
girls?

M - No. They used to say that reading and writing was only for chanters and
singers.

Ma - Exactly! So why all the smart questions!?

M - Come on, don’t get so cross!

Ma — And just why shouldn’t I get cross' The juice seller knew I couldn’t read or
write and saw me coming a mile off. He deliberately sold me juice that had
gone off. Isn’t that a problem?

M - Of course! It’s a big problem. You can’t stop being cheated, and you can’t get
away from the fact that you can’t read or write.

Ma - Exactly! And you can’t teach an old dog new tricks. Life has gone on,
Mus’id! Everything has its own time. )

M — What on earth gave you that idea!? The Prophet, peace be upon him, said,
‘Seek knowledge from the cradle to the grave!” )

Ma — So now what! I wouldn’t actually object to getting up in the morning, putting
on my balto, making sandwiches and juice, picking up my bag. taking money
for sweets and crisps and going to learn with my daughter who just started
school this year.

M - Go on, then, Mus"ida. And I'll put on a party for you at the end of each year!

Ma — The party’s not the issue, but I do wish I'd taken you at your word and gone
to learn to read and write at the literacy centre. If only I could read the date
of production and the “best before end” date beforé I bought things, and
before the shopkeeper cheated me! But it's my own fault I can’t read of
write. and I'm at the mercy of the shopkeepers whenever I go out to buy food
or drink! )

M - You're right! The problem you have with not being able to read or write 15
simple. The solution is for you to join a literacy centre. and the children and
will cope while you’re away. The problem of cheating. on the other hand,
won't go away so easily. That's to do with people being weak-willed an
having no conscience. As the Prophet. peace be upon him. said. ‘Don’t have
anything to do with people who cheat!”

Yo
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*A skill with your hands will protect you from poverty’

Ma — Honestly. Mus’id. I'm really concerned about my sister’s daughter! It's awful
that she has to stay up until all hours bent over her sewing machine. just in
order to make ends meet.

M — May God help her! They say that having a skill with your hands will protect
you from poverty.

Ma — God gave her the skill to sew. otherwise yvou'd see how bad things could be.
The husband is really out of order. He dumped all responsibility on her
shoulders and disappeared without trace.

M - That’s incredible! What on carth brought the father to abandon all sense of
responsibility towards his children and dump it on the mother’s shoulders?

Ma — The reason. my dear husband, is that my sister's daughter’s husband had his
eye on his wife’s inheritance. He made all sort of promises and pretended to
be nice to her and played the real Romeo.

M - Go on!

Ma — So when her father died. she was clever and decided to hang on to her
inheritance. As she said. so that she could keep her children secure when
times got bad. particularly once she came to realise how useless and selfish
her husband was. and how he was only interested in his own good.

M - God bless her! I can see how clever she was.

Ma — Let me tell you the rest of the story. When he found out that she was going to
hang on to her share of the inheritance, the husband came out in his true
colours and showed that any love and affection he'd shown her in the past
was simply a pretence. And that’s where the trouble started: he began to treat
her badly and said that she wasn’t a good. loyal wife to him. Anyway. he
upset her and frightened her children. The only thing left to do was for him to
get a court order against her to hand over her inheritance. Come on, Mus’id.
tell me what you think!

M - What I think is that this person is a good-for-nothing who probably has no
self-confidence. His wife, on the other hand. has every right to her money.
and he has no right whatsoever to take what’s hers without her agreement.
nor has he any right to treat her badly because she’s not prepared to hand
over her money. Do you see. Mus’ida?

Ma - Exactly! He wasn't prepared to provide for his family and take full
responsibility for his wife and children. nor was he prepared to stop irritating
and upsetting his wife! Without going on too much, he practically set himself
against her as her legal adversary. Then in the end he left her and the
children, with no housekeeping money and with all the responsibility.

M - This person is absolutely unbelievable! He starts off wanting to take
something that isn’t his. and that’s greed. And this greed made him pretend
to be really loving and affectionate towards his wife just in order to get what
he wanted. When his plan failed. he came out in his true colours — a weak
person who was cruel to his wife and children. He then stopped carrying out
the most basic of his religious and parental duties. duties that God has said all
parents and guardians should fulfil so that children can be brought up with a
set of values and morals within a responsible family that offers them safety
and security. It is said, "It is better for you to bring up your children properly

than to give voluntary alms!
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Cafes

Ma — Goodness me. Mus’id. T can’t believe how unfair you've been to your son.
What on earth has changed your attitude towards him? You used to be really
nice to him. and now vou're totally different.

M — Oh do be quiet.! won't you. and leave me to bring up my son as [ see fit!

Ma — [s bringing up a child being unkind to him and hitting him and ridiculing him
and speaking to him as if he was a donkey? Have they introduced a new law
on how to bring up children?

M - Say what it is you want. will you!

Ma - You know very well! All night my poor son is moaning and crying because
of you.

M - Don’t worry about that! He'll forget about it when he grows up! As the
Yemeni proverb goes. *Bring up your son strictly. he won't die until his time
comes."?

Ma - Don’t blind me with a bunch of proverbs! God forbid that you be so unkind
to your son. It’s totally wrong. do you hear!

M - Stop making a mountain out of a molehill! Anyone who heard you would
think you were talking about my son-in-law. not my son!

Ma - And what if it was your son-in-law and his mother saw you hitting him, she
would beat you to within an inch of your life, ‘And he says he’s just my
son-in-law!’

M - So you're taking up the cudgels on behalf of your son, are you?

Ma - You've said it! If I'd been there when you'd set upon him. they wouldn’t
have been able to see any of us for dust. Be reasonable and think, Mus’id!
The child is weak and he’s completely dependent on us adults. You're just
going to damage his feelings and break my heart on his behalf.

M - So what should I do now? Should I stop hurting his feelings and stop breaking
your heart? But if you're happy for your little boy to hang around at the cafe,
then on your head be it!

Ma — What do you expect? The cafe is right there on our doorstep! All the children
from the neighbourhood go there to play on the computers.

M - Mus'ida!

Ma - Now what!

M - Look after your son! Keep a sharp eye on him. and make sure you don’t even
let him stand at the door of the cafe!

Ma — What on earth has been going on! Tell me what you’ve heard or seen! Out
with it!

M — I haven’t seen or heard anything. but the cafe is not the right place for a child.
It’s the beginning of the road to corruption. going off the rails. and b?ld
behaviour. and this is the way you can lose your child. God gave us this child
in order for us to bring him up properly and protect him from all these bad
influences.

Ma — The child. my dear. is still only a child. He hasn’t even heard the words going
off the rails or corruption. and he's not the type to go in for this ba
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behaviour you're talking about.

M - Okay. but there’s one important thing you must take on board.

Ma — If it concerns my son’s welfare. I'm more than prepared to take it on board.

M — In every single society. there are bad and worthless people.

Ma - Okay.

M — And these people. Mus’ida. are total wasters. They have no real goals in life
and no sense of direction. All they do is hang around the streets and the
souks and the cinemas. or they sit in cafes. Do you understand what I'm
saying? Your son going and sitting in cafes and mixing with this type of
person is the beginning of the road to corruption and immoral behaviour; it
may lead to the loss of a child whom God gave us the responsibility to bring
up properly and protect from bad influences. As the Prophet, peace be upon
him. said. ‘Losing someone you’ve been put in charge of is enough to put
you in Hell!"

I The original, *Don’t talk until the day of the Eid!" comes from a popular joke. In one
version. a boy wants to talk to his father. but his father tells him not to talk until the
day of the Eid. When the Eid comes. he is allowed to talk, and says in front of the
gathered family. ‘Father. marry me to my aunt!’

2 Zayd, p. 52.
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Caring about children’s emotional welfare

M — Psychologists tell us. Musida. that it’s just as important to care about a child’s
cemotional welfare as it is to care about their education and health.

Ma — Don’t believe everything you hear! Everyone will tell you what they think.

M — Okay. you won't find advice under a stone. but we're told to. "Accept wisdom.

even from the mouths of madmen!”!

Ma - Go on. say whatever you want!

M — It's not a question of what I want. But it is essential that fathers and mothers
and everyone else in the family care about a child’s psychological welfare in
the same way as they care about feeding him and educating him.

Ma - That’s right, but we fathers and mothers can only bring up our children as
well as we can.

M — When it comes to childcare "as well as we can” just isn’'t good enough!
Bringing up children and preparing them to face the future has to be based on
sound principles in all respects. so that children grow up properly and are
able to deal with life and the future.

Ma - If that’s what it’s all about. don’t you worry yourself. We're supposed to
bring up our children for as long as they are children. and once they become
adults they can fend for themselves. and that’s when they’ll be dealing with
the future and whatever horrors they might face there.

M - That isn’t quite what I mean!

Ma - Well what do you mean!?

M — I mean. Mus’ida. that in the first three years of his life. a child will have come
to learn about a lot of things around him both in the house and the street. And
there isn’t a single day or night when he is not learning new words and new
ways of behaviour. and discovering new things for himself. And these things
will have a direct effect on his upbringing. his personality. and his behaviour
when he becomes an adult.

Ma - Praise and thanks be to God! And there isn’t anything for him to discover
which will have an effect on him apart from you and your brother at
loggerheads. all because he’s been trying to get hold of your share of the
inheritance. Can’t you see that!

M - Yeah. okay then. X

Ma - Then there’s you and me arguing and shouting over household expenses and
the children. You eat up your wages on gat. and I worry about how to live
and the rent. On top of that, you can’t rely on the old-fashioned sense of
neighbourliness anymore. And the poor child is trapped in the middle of all
this drama and doesn’t have a clue who's in the right, or who's in the wrong!

M - That’s exactly what I mean when I talk about the child’s emotional welfare!

Ma — Okay. you've said it with your own tongue. Accept wisdom. even from the
mouths of madmen!

M — Say what you want, Mus’ida! But let’s deal with this after breaking the fast!?

Ma — It's better to deal with things straight away than stew on them. Tell me
what’s on your mind. out with it!

M - Peace be upon the Prophet!

Ma - The peace of God be upon Muhammad and his family!

M - Let's say that families where there is love and understanding based on trust
and respect. where people are valued and there is a proper sense of
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responsibility. they are the familics which bring forth upright. confident
people. And these people are able to deal with others with the same sense of
confidence and love and respect as they grew up with.

Ma — What a philosopher you are!

M — Families where there are lots of arguments and in which there’s a sense of
hatred. fear and mistrust for whatever reason. they are precisely the families
from which weak. hesitant people come. people with no sense of
self-confidence. And these people look on life and the people around them
with the same feelings of hatred and fear as they grew up with. This type of
upbringing can lead people away from the proper path. away from proper
moral behaviour. and can make them a danger to themselves and to society.

Ma — I'm not stupid. I know about these things. but there is something else.

M - Go on!

Ma — People only have their own fate which is decreed to them from the moment
they are born until the moment they die. And when a person grows up and
becomes an adult. then he’s responsible for himself!

M — You're right, but in order to produce someone who is upright. confident and a
benefit to his family and his society you have to bring him up properly from
carly childhood. and that’s the responsibility of the family. Can’t you see
that?

Ma - Go on!

M — When there are good parents. then you can say that the child has been placed
in a safe pair of hands and will be brought up properly. The child is an
innocent being. He can be brought up to be good or bad. As the Prophet,
peace be upon him. said. "Every baby is born in a natural state. It is only his
parents who would turn him into a Jew, Christian or Magian.” And in this
way. the Prophet. peace be upon him, said that your parents arc the most
important and fundamental influence in your life.

I Al-Akwa’, p. 456.
2 This episode was produced during Ramadan.



ETH O

;»A;l:\_‘c;,-__n_g.}ﬁl.}'h;DQ;J%J|)}{J~;55‘5JQMM¢JLQH]L}A:SM
oe S 2 W s Ja ) e byt Lo Y Rl s YL el

D aree b aesalls el clind g3 Lo oS0 daaa Lulillg alal
! Lla.é__}).;:_:;u|;@ﬂéJf“P|)§’M;¥f&|jelJLﬁ2M

il e

Lo g L anpnas ¥ ol chle b 315 of Lol e alll e el 315 o1 500 Bl 2 3aas
Pl ol

— !;lll._‘:_‘),u‘d:li}:,\a_f.‘)‘gzm

‘mﬂ% Cpie LS ol cols Bl Sasus
o - ool e Yyt 3 . all

UP;U\_JJJ“\BJJA_A
) e Y 4uas
!LS)J;:';“;‘J

:J_au'J}.a.a..S.” ).;.LQ.;:" E;J.BJM
dedy s

¢ oty aangy Go¥ Y daas
¢ Lslas
!Mlﬂ”)ﬂi@_\l'&lﬁ@l»« L@Jk:\mmuhjulfﬁ‘ss.l

s@w@kgguyb‘@lf@mmf\gﬂu@:M

'usu,l@luguhudmﬂu, 6)J|LMU;M
'%ﬁwﬁ@‘%'@c&yuwwﬁgﬁd

¢l 8 Al Lasll sa LYl adle ua Lo s pe Ul 2 aais

L:A:\LJLGAJ‘);A—JJEHE&HS):\SJJ)LA-”\)SJK%AHCUASYJ@)A@MSM
J|)64LLQ:UJLLLA‘6|P‘LQ_&AJ|‘9L€4_\:Q‘3LAMM‘)AG| Lu_”}: (e
e s ¢ Lesle L35 e

L) an s Lo YT Lasns L) o Jal Saa e a8 aas

tLbJAjL@-!\JS-u-Mu—ULQJL "_uU_.\_LQLx‘vSJ LQ.AJ‘)JAJMJ“U_)‘JL;‘ da2iuo
!Ml:ncw|c|)_3]|dshg‘JLLj;uAJLooL}_»

g—éjAC)LA_)I::J)L:;‘%@353\;&‘&)@‘@)@@‘3@42J_a_‘.u_a

A



Dol g aals) o codledl aall mas oS Coal padd Lo Lia s 3aa,
rul PEEVINEN s bl L:\.‘.Lh:d)‘o _x:ij-h_.\-.ﬂ‘_‘ J_g}..u.a Llas LS gal o

Il als o3l Ananl W - 8 Jaande sol Gl Wy L as L L

NS 5 5505 Y s Lo Y

S-\-\.a.u.a

Ll el e Al abe J J58 Sl aai

C3sal sl Leas ada AV Ea L Sl Wl Bysae U J3 Laa 0

Gl asllhaashbdl S50 58 e Tsane aglleas aalods 15a55ac
aaly ISy o S8 Guptiey anly sl nydie Tsanes aedlic s aalos AU
saobal agas « alaadl fle lsaslials Llals « dlgay 58« saay SSbo
L,;J\\,msﬂsux@;&gu\&pumuﬁjmﬁw bl e
L@_u..\;.d_x.u‘g JLQJcY‘J)lA._,u...u_H AAJJJVﬂAJJJo‘;G_suLad_Ol‘};.uL
QMMJ LAJJJASM)‘JuubLA LLQ.\...AJQ.\&”J‘L.ULA)JJ‘ a.LAJ..x

e.}‘}y‘ YJ.LA‘LAJL“._Q_._SJ il JLgLanw‘JS.Ab).mﬁ‘

A uo

Q_”4Hjﬁj‘gﬁjﬁjgﬂcéjjwu‘swgg‘wl&“:_L:.u.uo

").u.ln._..\.Lu.H |‘).L:bu.‘sul‘na:a)._\.;nm.\;|\9JSn

- E BT

C oLl i 5,all Jlae¥ly . Gsudl Cyally ¢ el &gl slasd
il s ¢ Gl Jlacly ¢ SIS Lanniglly 3alaally ALl

ERINEN

(8) 1 Ll

S Il s ¢ Gl b ¢ Liages < sladl salas (U pasals
plol dasl das apus® loaas 85l 5550 aany « Dladl ciw 21530
Jaall Al ¢ Jloall 5,585 ¢ oSeall a5 Aailly  sLoall Gpan
Lo gl ds 8 Jills 1 Jilall (g5iie e (Sa ¥l 3Ll Dl ksl

) Pugom Loy ias alas s Gaja Hulsy

WYY Lo sSYT ()
EEY oo SLYI ki (Y
AE o g SYI(
YWY s t_,S\.'l (

)
)
)
)

o A



*He who marries [his daughter] off, gives her away"

Ma - Have yvou seen what you™ve done 1o me and what sort of misfortune you've
got vour daughter into”? 1 told vou at the time. "Don’t enter into a marriage
agreement without insisting that the husbund gets his own house independent
of his family and everyone else.” But vou just don’t seem to care less. do
vou. Musid!

M — Ay long as you've got your own house you don’t need to worry about anyone
clse. God's creatures are God's concern!

Ma — It's just as well that God’s creatures are God's concern. If they were yours.
you'd get them into the same sort of mess you got vour daughter into!

M - There you are saying. “You've gone and got your daughter into a mess!’

Ma - You've made a complete mess of her life! And if you don’t believe it. just go
and take a look at her husband’s house. Then you'll sce!

M — Just stop all your interfering! Once you marry your daughter off. you've given
her away!

Ma — And just exactly where have you married her off and given her away to! Into
a house or into a doss camp!

M - As long as her husband didn’t have any rcal faults. I could have married her
off to someone in the Empty Quarter!

Ma - And if you had married her off to someone in the Empty Quarter. she could
have made herself a bedouin tent. Then she would have at least had her

indcpendence. Peace and quict is at least half of life.2

M - What's making you so obsessed with the girl today! Has she been possessed?

Ma - Go and see how she is. then you'll see!

M - And what would [ see? What are you hiding from me? Come on, speak up!

Ma — To be frank. my daughter is totally spent. If a wind blew up, she would sail
into the air like a feather. Before she got married, she was fit and round as a
peach. and as happy as Larry.

M - So she’s sick and no one’s looked after her. What is this illness she’s got?

Ma - She’s not ill. and she doesn’t need a doctor; but living on top of everyone
else together with all the goings on in her husband’s house and the hard work
she has to do have sickened her physically and emotionally and left her
exhausted. I've totally lost my appetite worrying about her.

M - She’s in the same position as everyone else in her husband’s family. Her
husband takes priority and she comes after him.

Ma - [ know that she comes after her husband, but I told you that you should have
insisted she had a separate house before marrying her off. while we were still
in a position to make conditions.

M — Mus’ida, she isn’t living in a tent in the middle of the street. She’s there in a
house with three floors and six satellite dishes on the roof!

Ma - Okay. now you just work out how many people are in the house under each
satellite dish!

M - If I was responsible for them and had to support them. I would work out how
many they are.

Ma - You son of a jinn! Can’t you just listen while I tell you what the problem is.
or are you going to sit there saying stupid things!

M - Go on! Tell me what the problem is then. if you have to!

Ma - Okay. here goes. On the first floor there are two brothers. Together with their
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wives and children that makes twenty people. On the second tloor there are
two brothers. and with their wives and children that comes to nineteen. Two
brothers on the third floor with their wives and children come to twenty. or
twenty-one. people. Each family eat on their own with their children.
Sometimes they fight over the bathroom. and sometimes they shout over the
kitchen. Then sometimes they have to go to the local quarter official because
they can’t agree over the water and clectricity bills. Then it the children fall
out and start hitting cach other over something trivial. the adults start fighting
amongst themselves because of the children’s disagreement. And  my
daughter is stuck there in the middle of all this drama. I've got no idea how
this family got into such a state. or how you could still describe them as
human beings!

M — People are all different in the way they think and act. Mus’ida. and in the way
they view life's responsibilities. Especially the responsibilities of married life.
You know how the Yemeni proverb goes: “Everyone has his own specialist
knowledge. even in selling oil.”3

Ma — Quite!

M — The six brothers didn’t get as much education as they should have done. They
weren't ambitious enough to get higher education certificates or cven to
pursue a craft like carpentry. plumbing. engineering or building. or selling -
even if only from a barrow!

Ma — They were all banking on their father’s inheritance. and *Anyone who relies
on someone else’s sauce can expect to cat their food dry!™+

M - Absolutely! They banked on their father’s inheritance. Then when the father
died. they portioned out the money and got married. They reckoned that the
best way to make their lives happy and secure was to marry a respectable
girl. After a while, they found themselves face to face with the difficulties
married life throws up — cramped living conditions, too many children, too
small an income, and they just couldn't cope. As the Yemeni proverb goes,
*If you can’t figure a way out before you go in, you'll be stuck before you
know it!

I Al-Akwa’, p. 1221.
2 Cf. al- Irmm p. 442.
3 Al-Akwa’, p. 864.
4 Al-Akwa'. p.- 1217.
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Artificial milk

M — So what have T been waiting for all this tme? I imagined you'd be coming
back from the market laden with wheat and ¢ghee and good fat meat!

Ma — Oh for the days of the past and the rural markets. when I used to go to the
Tuesday market with the donkey luden with local ¢ghee. chickens and free
range cges! Then I'd come back with the poor donkey almost collapsing
under the weight! And it was all local produce!

M — I'm curious to know what you've brought us back from the market now!

Ma — [ brought a tin of milk for our neighbour. It's over there by the stairs.

M - So the only thing you saw was the tin of milk?

Ma — That produce from the European Union has flooded the markets everywhere
in Yemen. They're even giving us pears and peaches in tins. Mus’id. when
our country’s paradise on earth!

M — That's all very well! But no one’s told us to abandon our own goods in order
to rely on their stuff. the produce of jinn and demons!

Ma - We're the ones who've become jinn and demons. Whatever they send over
we buy and eat. whether it’s in tins or wrapped in plastic or cardboard.

M — Nothing matters as much. though. Mus’ida. as a child’s nutrition which should
help him grow and give his body enough resistance and strength to fight off
illnesses.

Ma - As long as baby food comes in tins and plastic wrapping. you can’t expect a
child’s body to grow properly or for him to have any real resistance against
disease.

M - And you’ve just come back from the market with a tin of milk!

Ma — It isn’t for me. I don’t even have a bottle for it. I was getting it for my
neighbour, because we’re supposed to help each other.

M - That is just it! While people are coming out of the market, the daft old woman
stays inside.

Ma — What daft old woman, and what market?

M - The daft market!

Ma — I've just told you that the days of the past when the markets of towns and
villages were bursting with local produce are over. Nowadays they give us
stuff in tins or wrapped in plastic which has no taste or smell and which
doesn't help our pockets or put colour into our cheeks. God knows how many
chemicals and how much muck they contain!

M - And there you are coming back from the market with a tin of milk for the
baby, your neighbour’s son. And you know that powdered milk is one of the
prime causes of illness and death among babies.!

Ma T told her, *If you give your son powdered milk in a bottle. you can forget
about him becoming a man with the strength to shake mountains.”

M- And what did she say?

a — She said she no longer counts on her child being healthy — he’s got no colour.
his skin hardly covers his bones. and he hasn’t yet recovered from his
diarrhea.

M- You should go and tell her that this is all because of her. and the sole cause is
powdered milk!

Ma T (old her just that! She said that they told her to change the milk to another
type. She told me what it was. and 1 went to the market to get it for her!

M~ Well you have been helpful. haven’t you! For goodness sake. Mus’ida. go and
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see her this minute and warn her that powdered milk will endanger babies®

lives however many different brands there are and however many ditfferent

colours the tins are. Don’t you see?

Mu - Yes. goon!

M — The countries that produce this milk. and spend millions of dollars advertising
it. have all gone back to breast feeding because they are don’t want to expose
their own children to the dangers of powdered milk. You have to understand
what they 're about. Mus’ida!

Ma — It's perfectly obvious what they're about! They make the milk and advertise
it. Then they go and protect their own children from the dangers of it and
ship it over to us!

M — Exactly! That's just it! They make a profit while we waste our money and ruin
the health of our children — and that’s the most valuable treasure that we and
the nation have!

I Arabic says: “artificial milk is a strong poison’.
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Dangers of smoking

M = You know what. Mus'ida! I've just read in one of the papers that they "ve been
holding a conference in one of the Arab countries because of you!

Ma — What vou're saving is going right over my head! Just tell me what you're
trying to say!

M — I'm not trying to say anything. it’s just that the paper said an important
conference was being held inan Arab country because of you.

Ma - Because of me?

M - Yes!

Ma — What do you mean, "Yes! I'm not Indira Ghandi. you know!

M = You're 20 times as important as Indira Ghandi!

Ma - Stop being stupid, Mus’id! Indira Ghandi carried the world with her!

M - So what! She may have carried the world as a leader and as a politician. but
you carry the world in the home and in society, and for the future of the
nation as a whole.

Ma — If you’ve just woken up from a funny dream and want to tell me about it.
you'd better not go to bed another time without secking refuge in God from
the devil and reciting a few verses from the Qur’an. Then go and find
someone else to make fun of!

M - Why should 1 make fun of you? This conference did take place, and it was
reported in the newspapers.

Ma — What was reported?

M - They said that women are half of society and that they are responsible for the
health of children before and after birth. They also said that women are most
affected by pollution of the environment.

Ma - All I can say is, ‘May God reward you!’ I know nothing about conferences
and haven’t got a clue what use they might be.

M - Just wait till I finish, will you! They said that this pollution has a harmful
effect on the future, and that the future is being nurtured and cared for by
women.

Ma — I don’t know how they expect to care for the future. but I'm perfectly happy
to look after sheep and goats for them. I love taking them out to the
mountainsides to get some fresh air into my lungs and blow away the
cobwebs!

M — That’s exactly what the conference was about, Mus’ida!

Ma — What do you mean? What's it got to do with me?

M - I mean that smoking pollutes the atmosphere and that it doesn’t only harm the
pcople who smoke. it also harms non-smokers, and has a particularly bad
effect on pregnant women and the unborn child.

Ma - So you're saying that the conference was held because of the waterpipe and
the clay bowl!

M — It was held because of the dangers of smoking in general.

Ma — Well thank God I don’t smoke and puff away, then!

M — That’s a very good thing. but as the Yemeni proverb goes, "He who gets near
to the furnace will either be burnt or covered in soot!"!

Ma — What do you mean by that?

M - Breathing in the smoke in the air harms those who don’t actually smoke as
well as the smokers.

Ma — What on earth I am supposed to do. then? Where do you expect me to go? If 1
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go to my parents” house. my mother and aunt and father are all puffing away
on the waterpipe. and my brothers are smoking cigarettes: and if T stay at
home. I find your mother and her neighbour bent over the waterpipe! They re
all atit!

M — I've told you that smoking is one way in which the environment is polluted,
and pregnant women are more at risk than anyone else from the effects of
smoke. Women are half of society. and they're responsible for children's
health before birth; and children are our future and women are entrusted with
that future. so protect yourself as well as the next generation and the
environment from this type of pollution!

I Ahkam. p. 84: al-Akwa’. p. 1259.
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Exchange marriage

Ma - Yesterday I laughed myself silly over your nephew. Musid!

M - Lucky you, still having a sense of humour. Mus’ida!

Ma - Your nephew shouldn’t have made me laugh by asking you to lend him
100.000 riyals so that he could divorce his wife. I didn't know divorce was
for money. Mus’id.

M - You didn’t understand the situation properly. My nephew wants me to lend
him 100.000 so that he can pay for his wedding.

Ma — What do you mean, so he can pay for his wedding!” It’s only six months ago
that he got married!

M - The problem comes down to this practice of swapping wives without paying a
bride price, which we call exchange marriage.

Ma — That is certainly true! I told your nephew when he asked me to go and see the
girl. before he got engaged, ‘Don’t enter into an exchange marriage with
your sister! Exchange marriages only ever cause pain, and it's always the
poor girl who gets the raw end of the deal.’

M - Exactly! Anyway. what happened happened. and my nephew married his
sister to Hajj Husayn Muhammad’s son, and Hajj Husayn Muhammad’s son
married his sister to my nephew.

Ma — I know that the wedding took place as a head for a head, without them asking
the girls’ agreement and without the girls getting the bride price they’re
entitled to under Islam. On the night of their weddings, both of them left their
parents’ houses fearful and with a heavy heart, not knowing what their luck
would bring, or what was hidden from them in the days ahead.

M - Well, the days didn’t take long to reveal what was hidden! My niece bolted
from Hajj Husayn Muhammad’s son the moment he came to unveil her.
Don’t you remember, Mus’ida?

Ma - I certainly do! And she wasn’t allowed to forget what she did for the whole
six months she lived with her husband. In the end. she told him frankly that
she didn’t want him and didn’t care for him. She packed up her things and
went straight back to her parents’ house.

M - That’s right! Hajj Husayn Muhammad’s daughter, on the other hand, found
her dream husband in my nephew. and he felt the same towards her. Through
the grace of God, they loved each other and began to plan their future
together in a realistic and thoughtful way. But their dreams were dashed by
the consequences of this exchange marriage.

Ma - Did Hajj Husayn Muhammad's son come to take his sister back?

M - He certainly did! He came for her, and demanded that her husband divorce her
in recompense for him divorcing his wife.

Ma - But you know what. If Hajj Husayn Muhammad's son wanted to divorce his
wife and that’s what she wanted as well. that’s fair enough; but as long as
your nephew and his wife are happy together and he doesn’t want to divorce
her. no one can force him. Mus’id.

M - You're right. but if he doesn't want to divorce her. the brother would take her
back anyway. and keep her until his wife was returned to him. with all the
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force and hitting and abuse that that would entail. His wife had had enough
of him and refused point blank to go back. even if a third world war broke
out!

Ma — God help us! How misfortunate it all is!

M — [t's not misfortune! All this happened as a result of an exchange marriage. a
practice outlawed by Islam. and one type of social injustice girls continue to
suffer from!
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Wadi Dur

Ma — Mus’id. can you still remember the poem you composed when me and you
were sitting in Wadi Dur. or have you forgotten it?

M — I don't think anyone could ever forget that trip to Wadi Dur! Surrounded by
greenery with the waterfalls cascading into the valleys. and the branches of
tall trees hanging down shading us from the heat of the sun! And the
generosity of people there cascading down like the waterfalls!

Ma - May God bring us into paradise! Wherever you went you could see the
beauty of nature spread out before you!

M — Our land is paradise on Earth — the land of fortune, goodness and blessings.
When they called it Arabia Felix they really knew what they were talking
about!

Ma - Thank God for all this wonder! What reminds me more than anything of that
trip to Wadi Dur is the poem you composed which delighted all the other
people there. They said it was true knowledge and summed up farming
throughout the whole of Yemen.

M —TIdon’t know about that. but I'll recite the poem for you if you want.

Ma - Go on!

M- ‘Come, listen all you,

From the land and from the towns,
We only drink from clay vessels,
Our bread is mixed with millet.
Sorghum and wheat our grain,
Our stores are filled with fodder.
We praise God in the early rising,
And ask him to alleviate our strife.
We tend the sheep and cattle,
And feed the earth with dung,
Come rain or shine we take the crops to market.
And there we’ll buy the wife a scarf,
Or black peas for the evening.’

There, that’s my piece of ‘visdom for you!

Ma - And a fine piece of wisdom that all the farmers in Yemen would recognise!

‘The sweetness of the soil,
all sweetness and pastries!’
‘The soil never fails,
unless the farmer fails to deliver!’!

M — Exactly! The land doesn’t fail, and men don’t fail, but failure is a feature of
the time we live in.

Ma — There’s no failure in time.

‘Time is measured in seasons,

and sowing has its special times."2
Failure results from some men leaving the land and agriculture because they
want to reach the stars without wings or feathers.

M - Don’t worry about that, Mus’ida! Everyone has aspirations they can’t fu!ﬁl'
Space and the stars are there for scientists and astronomists, but the land 15 2
hidden treasure. and those who uncover it can eat. And the initiative lies Wit
people who are determined to do well, whether they head for the stars of u
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the land. don’t you think?

Ma — I certainly do! Space travel needs science and experiments and something to
fly with. and tilling the land needs the hoe and the plough and strong
forearms.

"Men. if you tell her. "Turn!” she’ll turn.

for the cow knows the call of the ploughman,

and she knows the farmer and the owner of land."3
M — And the Yemeni philosopher also says.

‘If you want to escape from death.

no one can escapes death’s call,

but if you want to escape from hunger,

take yourself to Suhul Ibn Naji! ™+

Ma - And if the valleys of Suhul Ibn Naji were all to answer with their terraces and
fields and with their crops and goodness. the earth would be overwhelmed by
agricultural produce of all types, and we and everyone from far and wide
would be able to eat our fill for ever!

M - Listen! The Yemeni philosopher said. A plot of land or a good son is
enough.” If all the valleys of Yemen in every province were to answer our
call. then we would have so much agricultural produce we wouldn’t know
what to do with it! God bless the Yemeni philosopher when he said,

*He who does go to his land between the shafts of the plough,
will end up greeting his children in one village in the morning,
and in another in the evening.’>

Ma — Oh yes! And Mus’id said.

M — Come, listen all you,

Ma - From the land and from the towns,

M - We only drink from clay vessels,

Ma — Our bread is mixed with millet,

M - Sorghum and wheat our grain,

Ma - Our stores are filled with fodder.

M - We praise God in the early rising,

Ma - And ask him to alleviate our strife.

M — We tend the sheep and cattle,

Ma - And feed the earth with dung.

M - Come rain or shine we take the crops to market.

Ma — And there we’ll buy the wife a scarf.

M - Or black peas for the evening.

1 Sayings from Ali ibn Zayid.

2 Qanun San’a, p. 1.

3 Agwal, p. 32.

4 Ahkam. p. 96. Said to be named after Ibn Naji ibn As’ad al-Tuba’i al-Himyari. Suhul Ibn
Naji, in the province of Ibb. is well known for its crops. al-Hajari, p. 418.

5 Agwal, p. 58.
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Family planning

Ma — Mus’id. do vou still have the tiniest bit of compassion and sympathy left for
your son. or are we just going to sit back and watch him suffer with his eight
children when his father’s still around?

M — That’s enough of “his father’s still around™! Tell me what you want me to do.
will vou. and get to the point!

Ma — I want you to consider your son’s situation properly and help him out a bit.

M — What's wrong with his situation?

Ma — What do you mean. "What's wrong with his situation?” Ever since he became
a father and had eight children, one after the other. he doesn’t know which
way to turn!

M - I know!

Ma — He doesn’t know who he should send to school. who he should clothe. or
who he should take to the doctor. You can see the mess he’s in. And the poor
mother has lost her health and energy as a result of having eight children. one
after the other. If anyone saw her they’d think she was fifty years old when
she’s only twenty-seven. You really must help him out!

M — But what would he do with my help if I did help him? What would he even be
able to do with help from the state or the United Nations?

Ma — He doesn’t need help from the state or the United Nations. You're his father,
and it's more important that you help him than any other Tom. Dick or
Harry!

M - How should I help him. though? Kick the tenant out into the street with his
children? They’re not animals, Mus’ida!

Ma — Well, if you don’t want to kick the tenant out of your house, how about
paying his rent to solve his problems?

M — Mus’ida, if 1 thought that money would solve his problems, I'd let him have
the house I'm in and hand over the rent from the other house, but the
problem lies in the fact that he’s built up his family on rotten foundations'

Ma - What do you mean?

M - He didn’t take into account all the responsibilities of marriage and having
children from the beginning. Mus’ida.

Ma — What use is there in talking about the beginning and the end when the
situation is there before our eyes?

M — The situation is that the mother’s health and the future and happiness of the
generations is dependent first and foremost on family planning from the
moment someone starts to think of getting married.

Ma - Look. I've told you. he’s got eight kids now, Mus’id, and God alone knows
the state that every single one of them is in — the father. the mother and the
children!

M - I'm talking to you about exactly that! The mother’s health has suffered
because of having eight children without a break. That’s the first thing!

Ma - Okay.

M - The second thing is that the eight children haven't been able to receive the
care they need and suffer from illness and malnutrition. On top of that. they
are all suffering from different emotional stresses.

Ma - Go on!

M - The third thing is that the father has found himself in a fix which neither his
father. nor his mother. nor the entire United Nations can help him out of.
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Can’t you sce that. Mus’ida?

Ma - Oh. for goodness sake!

M - Hang on a minute. will you! They say someone asked his friend whether he
could see a way out before he went in. The friend said. *No.” The first one
said. "Well then! Just stay where you are!” And that’s where your son went
wrong!

Ma - Will you stop talking in riddles! Just tell me what will solve our son’s
problem.

M — Our son’s problem. Mus’ida. isn't unique. It's found throughout Yemeni
society as a whole.

Ma - Just get up and do what vou can. and leave the rest of society to God!

M — Why don’t you do something yourself for a change!

Ma - Look. I'm being serious. Either you free up the house for him. or you offer to
pay the rent on the house he's in at the moment. Either way it would solve
his problem.

M - Haven’t I already told you that the problem is not the house! The problem is
that after getting married and having eight children one after the other. the
father and mother found themselves unable to bring up the children properly
or ensure the happiness of the family.

Ma - People have children and to Hell with the consequences! No one waits till
they can ensure family happiness. They wouldn't even wait for Aunt Sa’ida!!

M - There’s not much we can do about that. But family planning at the stage when
people are thinking of getting married guarantecs the happiness and stability
of society as a whole. Also the lad should get an education and a proper job
and wage first so that he’s in a position to provide for himself and his family.
And finally. the mother should breast-feed her child for two years, as decreed
by God in His Holy Book. because breast-feeding makes sure that the mother
stays healthy. It’s also a religious obligation, and it helps the mother have a
two-year break between the first and the second child. What happened to
your son. though, and to many other families, is the opposite. They got
married before they had the economic means. The mother’s health suffered
because of having eight children one after the other. And the poor children
are suffering not only from health problems and malnutrition, but also from
psychological stress, because they're not getting the care they need. The
reason for all this. Mus’ida. is that people get married and have children
without planning things properly, and it's mothers and children and the rest
of society who suffer. God Almighty said in His Holy Book. ‘God wishes
things to be easy for you. He does not wish things to be difficult!”

1 Pun in Arabic.
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Food during Ramadan

Ma — Isn't it awful! The only time vou really see real extravagance and wasteful
abuse of the blessings we have. particularly food and drink. is during the holy
month of Ramadan!

M — And this abuse and extravagance is everywhere. from the smallest to the
largest household. During the month of Ramadan. the marketplace and some
of the streets turn into places for making and selling all sorts of food. It's as
if people are split into two groups during Ramadan — those who make food
and drink. grilling. frying. messing and generally making muck. and those
who spend their money buying this food and drink without caring whether
it’s good and nourishing or likely to give you stomach cramps and make you
sick!

Ma — That’s not the only thing! Some employees take a holiday. They get hold of a
frying pan and stove and set themselves up in the middle of the street to
make samousas: and people who don’t have a job or who are skiving from
work during the month of Ramadan are transformed into producers of cakes
and fried food and drinks. As they say. “Jump. and to Hell with the
consequences!"!

M - Yes. that's what that saying means! They spend hours doing something they
know nothing about either in terms of its benefits or the harm it can do. and
without permission or a license to do what they're doing to make sure the
food is healthy. Then they go and block the roads with their wares and all the
stuff they need to make it.

Ma - And there’s something even more dangerous than that.

M - Go on!

Ma - The gas canisters lining the length of the marketplace are right next to
flaming gas stoves and frying pans layered in soot and filth which bubble oil
like the fires of Hell mixed with all the dust and fumes. Basically what
they’'ve done is turn a marketplace crowded with people into a section of
Hell!

M - What a wonderful description you've just given of people and the
marketplace. Mus’ida! Anyone listening to you now would think you'd
become an ace reporter!

Ma - The state the marketplace is in at the moment is pretty clear to anyone.
Mus’id. It certainly isn’t in nced of any reporters or newspapers.

M - That's right! And this state. which is more apparent during Ramadan than at
any other time. is one type of environmental pollution.

Ma - Quite!

— "Having a go’ at making food. drinks and cakes without the necessary
knowledge and without a proper license or proper inspection. and without the
consumer being aware of what's going on is one form of pollution. Setting
up gas canisters next to flaming stoves and frying pans with boiling oil and
poisonous gases rising into the air when the marketplace is packed with
people i1s another. and every man and woman should take on board what's
coing on. As the Yemeni proverb goes. At forty days old. a child won't get a
squint!"2

1 The original relates to the pre-Revolution ban on musical instruments. when musicians
would hide their instruments under therr clothes and ¢o to secret meeting places to
play. The saving in its more literal sense is. “Jump. and don’t worry about the noise!”

2 Al-Akwa'. p. 39,
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Marriage is a responsibility

M — Where on carth have vou been. Mus'ida? Listen to me! Marriage isn’t just a
wardrobe. a bed. a dressing table. two bottles of perfume. the bride’s crown
and a sword for the groom!

Ma - What else is it then? That's what cveryone clse thinks marriage is about!

M — It doesn't matter what other people think. Marriage is about bearing
responsibilities. "Not everyone who's ridden a horse can call himself a

rider!"!
Ma — What's it got to do with horses? Are we marrying the boy off or parading on
horseback!

M — We’'ve married off the eldest boy. and we're all going to be parading on
horseback on the tenth day after the wedding. The only things our son has are
his wedding clothes. two bottles of perfume. the wardrobe. and the dressing
table. They add up to little more than a few planks. If we were to set light to
the lot of them, they wouldn’t even heat up the tannur!

Ma - God preserve us! And just what would bring us to set light to them? What on
earth brought you to this?

M - Ask your son. who we've just married off!

Ma — What should I ask him? I hope you haven’t shouted at him in front of his
wife and shown us up when she’s still a bride. That would be so typical of
you. Mus’id!

M — We've already shown that we can’t hold a wedding properly. We used all the
money we had, and had to apologise to lots of people we weren’t able to
invite. Then your son takes his wife on a trip and doesn't come back until he's
invited his wife's family. your family. my family. all the other relatives. and
every other Tom. Dick and Harry to come over for lunch.

Ma — Just listen here! They won’t be satisfied until we go and get them a bull and
ten sheep! You tell me he’s gone and invited them over!

M - You don't think I'm joking. I hope!

Ma — As far as I'm concerned. it’s got nothing to do with me. I'm going to get my
brother to come and take me to the village. and you and your son can dcal
with your troubles on your own!

M — Come on! You can’t run away until you've received your guests and given
them lunch!

Ma - I have no intention of giving them lunch. and I haven’t got any guests. I
didn’t invite anyone. If I can’t even get lunch for the people in this house.
I'm hardly likely to invite a whole army along!

M — Who did invite them. then? Some national organisation or a human rights set
up?

Ma - I've had enough of all this trouble you’ve brought on me! I said to your son.
"If you go to see your mother-in-law tell her to come over for lunch with her
two daughters. I've got some local honey left and I'll get some mutton and
vegetables. so don’t worry yourself.’

M - So how come he went and invited all those people? How can I feed 150
people. Mus’ida? You know that I was going to put myself in debt to get the
chicken. so that the bride didnt go around saying that her father-in-law got
up on the tenth day after the wedding to give her lunch of asid!

Ma - That's exactly what I'm saving! I told your son to invite his mother-in-law
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and her daughters to lunch. He told his wife. and she said that if it’s a proper
invitation we have to invite the entire family and acquaintances. “In for a
penny.in for a pound!”

M — And why didn’t he ask her where the pound’s going to come from? Didn’t he
dare confront her because she’s still a bride?

Ma — What should he have said to her. then. Mus'id?

M — He should have told her. "Thanks be to God. we managed to collect money for
the bride price and the wedding with a lot of effort and through sweating
blood. and we're still in debt to other people.” Just so that she knows what's
what and she can prepare herself for the responsibilities of married life
without being in any doubt.

Ma — What do you mean?

M — Our daughter-in-law takes one look at the sparkling bedroom, the wardrobe
with four drawers and the two bottles of perfume on top of the dressing table
and persuades herself that she’s married into a rich family. And this is what’s
made her persuade her husband to invite along a whole army. The upshot is.
she’s put us into such an embarrassing situation that it'd be easier to run
away than to face it! As the Arab poet? said, ‘Don’t you know that a guest
will tell his family about the place he spent the night, even without being
asked!”

1 Arab proverb.
2 A pre-Islamic poet.
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The baby

M — Listen to me. Mus’ida! Fear God and just watch what you're doing! It's not
right for you to prevent a child from secing his mother. or to stop a mother
from seeing her child. Has God wrenched all sense of compassion from vour
heart and made you forget the meaning of motherhood?

Ma — Where's this motherhood. and which mother have [ prcv'cmcd from seeing
her child. and which child from sceing its mother?

M - I'm telling you. just fear God! Your son’s divorced wife came over to see her
child and you locked him in a room and kept him hidden away. Then you
sent the mother away from the door. This is totally inhuman behaviour,
Mus’ida!

Ma - Since when has she been his mother. and since when would anyone
acknowledge her as a mother? She'd barely given birth to him when she
wrapped him up in a ragged blanket and left him on my doorstep. still bloody
from the birth. No mother gives birth and gets rid of her child before she’s
even seen his face, apart from my son’s divorced wife! And you're telling me
that [ should fear God!

M — It wasn’t her, and it wasn’t her decision. She gave birth to the baby and fell
into a coma. When she came round there was no child. She said. “Where’s
my baby? Where's the baby 1 gave birth to? [ want to see him.” They told her
there was no child and that she shouldn’t consider herself a mother. Leave
the son of a dog to the dog!

Ma - So you’re saying it wasn’t her who got rid of the baby so that she could get
remarried without the burden of a child. Who on earth took her baby away
from her and left it on the doorstep. then?

M — That’s just what I'm telling you! The mother and father of your son’s divorced
wife agreed to get rid of the baby immediately after it was born, and they
came and chucked it on the doorstep.

Ma — And why should they do that? According to whose law would they expose a
new-born baby to all this cruelty? Where's the milk of human kindness and
compassion that should be in their hearts?

M — What's passed has passed. Mus’ida. and life has to carry on. The child is five
years old now. It’s enough that God will reward you for looking after the
child and caring for him. Don’t now go and stop the child from seeing his
mother, or the mother from seeing her child!

Ma — So, she couldn’t remember that she had a child until today when he’s five
years old! Why didn’t she come running after him when her family threw
him on the doorstep and he was a bundle of red flesh in rags?

M —I've told you. it was nothing to do with her. and it wasn't her fault. We all bear
responsibility for what happened.

Ma — And just why do we all bear responsibility? What have we done?

M - I'll tell you what we’ve done. We have done wrong to the mother and to the
child. You and I decided that our son should marry the girl despite the fact
that he didn't want her and felt nothing for her. We forced her onto him with
as much dignity as we force-feed stalks to cattle. So your son simply waited
until she was six months pregnant. and divorced her without even telling us.
Her parents. quite understandably. saw this sudden divorce as a slight
They re the ones who placed the baby in a blanket and chucked it on your
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doorstep. We parents are the ones to blame for what’s happened to the
mother and child. without it being any fault of their own. We've shown no
respect for the status or rights of either the mother or the child. nor for the
importance of motherhood and childhood. Come on. Mus’ida! You must be
able to sce that the mother and the child have suffered enough already. Don’t
make it any worse for them by preventing them from seeing each other. Fear
God. and take to heart what I've been saying!



Mad Gt eyt

C oo pechle Loy las Al o v waae Ll alay s Saa,

oain Lulidl o 1aa 3585 0 S0 Y asus ! JuSlas sle Yanawe U ol Lo e,
Ll ol e i Lo Al Y L ala BB 3 Bl apess

aSall U Ls ghlo duSs b ind aa Sy Selidl usls cpas clile e 2l Saa,
()01 ey Ladll olis 131 Y1 o yem Jranll 336 Y50 Sladl

S onabas o Lle 3 all ciidS 51 ¢ Ginend b § Sums b gl (0S5 0 tas
2 ol Jlall Slalag ey Loy patilly Jlals ol g pans
el el
bl slabsg
sl yae
¢ oolide o el
Jos o leeaws
toulall

b s el Baa
P3O s
@Ml pusladl
Gl oy dla
3> oo ) s
JL, Gl E yall
8diall 3 e ()
3aras b Jb, Gyl

!g;;l@wﬂsblwg)bﬁ.ﬂ@wﬂsbb!Qﬁ\jig_;.:.y‘,@_u:SM

!WUIH@J&’:‘HQQ&FU‘Mdl;L&uLu:M

Linall 18 ¥ Hlacally Wle uly 5503 ¢ bl e Ligll Y1 Glas ole Lo 5o : Sasnus
38 sy oy ki

(")u!W@L@é&]ﬁ:S%&ulﬁfL»bL&‘ﬂa‘gﬁiM

Seasrs Slias =By (oS Bl : 3aaius

aas Lo g3l osaally o Sall Co bl Rdie e JmaSal o Ul ¢ sae
SIS phall 3o e ) 35 AdS (il ¢ Jball slalag ol g pne
Wam Plad 2l B b a1 L,

Do alla Ty YWy ) (6,55 e Jadyel Lo Bl ! Busains auas o Ll Lo Sasae

(i)!u)bl.a_” Sﬁfﬂ‘»};ud{,;}g%k{lﬁ&l» |‘9_“9:134M‘\5M

A2



oAl 5 5allae LIS vl alY1 saa il Shall 3 oSt a5 clodS : Sanaas

Lo W e Lo Yl (ol alliag o ulill 5 Lle Lo Bl G1 2 saes

Olpeadl 2o Guses o el shia Wl 16ls% oS00 (i Lghe W e Y0 Saas
’MQ‘).A.AJ':@AJJ)LJ»_,JA‘:@&)H PR

e uﬁllcllﬂuk’ljlﬂd_q;h_)ubbzw

mewé_.mjw.l SN Sl s e 23 A ) 55 osllll ¢ Suas

uu):.u_qu;\\,wuﬂwih

JJJA_A J...\A.”»j u)L.oL.«._U "—i).‘l.lf.u)}_lts‘)_\_uw).l_“ =89 0938 LaS : a2 s

(3) {(uA.A.::A..l

oo alaols G Wy 0 s caady o Y0 et & ale Y ! Lgsliy Alaill s3a 8 ¢ Saae

P elied

clalas ol gy sl o Gpgal 55 S Loty lind Zusal U1+ sacas
o b i yen Jaiiy Yl Jlall

s Qonall lemmmal P lags! o e dals dayead) 031 S0aiis
lsd_eL@_KLquAJIulc Al Je o alil 3 e

! Sa2us LQHLJIPUAUM Ao

o H‘ fem Ul e@l—'w alels Ll YL a—AﬂJMJ Lyl re-"—.d%

cull qj)_ﬁa.ags&;;;b_\l CM‘Y‘@uL&Jl

u_\;ufm‘smtml Jle

Jhyuum‘wuswﬂu' BLLE JQ‘S)-G—HJQ-MJl—L-’Jl QLAL_}J

M

(QURERCN

YW oo «elaiin s sl ()
W oo elain i els ol (Y
OAY e ¢ ¢ SYI (Y

ov- ‘CJS'}“(

YAA oo g sSYI (2

(

)
)
)
)
)
VoA Lae g SV YA Lo wy Lkl (1)



‘Beware of getting into debt!’

Ma - God alone knows what's on your mind. Mus’id. and what debts youve got!

M — Don’t talk to me about debts. Mus’ida. I'm up to my cars! The people want
their money back. God alone knows what a fix I'm in! I've got no means of
paying them back!

Ma — You shouldn’t borrow other people’s money and then say you're in a fix,
You know what the Yemeni philosopher said. “Only put out your begging
bowl, if you've got the means and the will to pay it back.’!

M — What should I do. Mus’ida? What do you suggest? If I pay off some of the
debts I have. [ won't be able to pay for food, or the rent, or the telephone, or
the electricity or water. or for the children’s things. And if I keep anything
back for the house and the children, my creditors will come and pester me
and accuse me of acting improperly in front of other people.

Ma - Get your priorities right. though! Go and get the money you have and buy me
two 10,000 riyal dresses!

M - You want me to buy you two 10.000-riyal dresses. Mus’ida!

Ma — Just make sure you get them. One’s for when the neighbour’s daughter gets
married. and I'll save the other for my niece’s wedding.

M — How wonderful you are! You're so loyal and dependable where other people
are concerned!

Ma — All we can do is be loyal to other people. When life becomes miserable. they
say you should fluff up your pillow!

M — That’s just it! You’ve really got no idea. have you!

Ma — What on earth do you mean, I"ve got no idea?

M - I'm complaining about the trouble we’re having because of having no money,
my debts and household expenses for us and the children, and all you can say
is that you want two 10,000-riyal dresses!

Ma — Look here! You haven’t bought me a single nice dress all the time I've
known you!

M -1 can only give you what I have. and you’ll have to be content with that!

Ma — Fair enough! But nowadays life seems to revolve around appearances. and
you’re only worth as much as you've got.

M — I don’t give a fig about other people and their appearances' Appearances don’t
buy us anything!

Ma — Appearances may not buy us anything, but no one can live without other
people. The neighbour’s daughter’s wedding is in a month, and my niece’s
wedding a month after that!

M - And what has that got to do with me? What do you want from me?

Ma — What I want is two dresses for 10.000 riyals each. I'll have them sewn up this
week so that I can wear one for the neighbour’s daughter’s wedding and the
other for my niece’s wedding.

M - When it’s time for the weddings just go along in one of the dresses you've
already got! ‘“You can tell a good person. even if they're wrapped in a bin
liner."2

Ma - That's precisely the problem! We haven't any bin liners left. you aren’t 2
good person. and there’s no way I'll escape ridicule from some of those
stupid women if I go to a wedding wrapped in a bin liner! And all because of
you!
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M — Now tell me. are we having a conversation about how to manage our affairs
taking into account all our debts and household expenses and the children’s
needs or are we rehearsing a pantomine!

Ma — The pantomine was already well on its way before all this started! You
withdraw all your salary from vour emplover in the first ten days of the
month — 1.000 riyals here. 2.000 there. and vou spend it all on gat!

M - I'm only doing the same as everyone else. Mus’ida. Why are you holding me
to account for it?

Ma - I don’t need to hold you to account! The account was already been added up
long ago — the children want their things for home and school. and want to
keep up appearances in front of other people including their schoolfriends.
And I worry about them. and about how we’re going to live. You're the head
of the household. and responsible for a house full of children. The amount
you spend on gat in a single week would meet the household expenses and
the children’s needs for an entire month! *Whenever people see Mus’id in the
gat souk they congratulate his family!"3

1 Cf. Qanun San’a. p. 13.

2 Al-Akwa’. p. 389.

3 Because he spends so much, and people assume he spends a proportionate amount on his
family. Adapted from "Whenever people see Ali in the souk ...". al-Akwa’, p. 1158;
Zayd. p. 29.
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‘A stitch in time saves nine’

M — The saying goes. "A stitch in time saves nine’. Mus’ida. And according to the
Yemeni proverb. If you don’t save from the top of the sack. you won't be
able to save from the bottom.”

Ma - These days no one bothers about stitching clothes any more. and we don't
have any sacks. God bless the old days with all their wisdom. but what’s
passed has passed.!

M — That’s all very well, but the old days still have their value with all the wisdom
and sayings attached to them. There’s another Yemeni proverb that goes, “If
you're prepared to patch your clothes. you won't go naked."

Ma - Oh, for goodness sake! And just who patches their clothes these days? What
on earth do you want to have patched? Just tell me!

M - The two pairs of shoes belonging to the little boys, and my sandals that I'm
going to wear during the Eid.

Ma - Do you and the boys really intend to wear those worn-out sandals and shoes
for the Eid? Don’t you feel in the least bit embarrassed, Mus'id?

M - They are not worn out, Mus’ida! They can be mended and polished until they
look like new. I'm not going to fork out 7,000 or 8,000 riyals for a pair of
sandals and two pairs of shoes!

Ma — Just brace yourself, Mus’id, and go and buy shoes and sandals even if they
cost you 10,000 riyals! It's the Eid of God, and the only thing people care
about on the day of the Eid is their appearance!

M - What use is your appearance when your pocket’s empty and you’ve no idea
where the money will come from for the housekeeping and the children! Or
perhaps you could write me a cheque from your own personal bank account,
Mus’ida?

Ma — My dear husband, the only thing I know about banks and personal accounts is
what other people have told me.

M - So how are you going to find out more when you don’t even understand the
sayings, ‘A stitch in time saves nine’ and, ‘If you’re prepared to patch your
clothes, you won’t go naked!’

Ma - I've already told you that no one patches their clothes anymore! The days
have passed when your grandmother would put a patch on the back of your
zinna the size of a bread cushion.

M - Hah! I didn’t realise that you had become educated and a comic to boot! I
thought you just sat around doing nothing, mesmerised by all these false
appearances and ostentation!

Ma - God preserve you, Mus’id! We’re now living at a time when everything
comes down to appearances. Those who don’t pay up and get others to pay
up may as well just lie down and die!

M — That’s just it! I don’t want to copy other people. I want to have my sandals
and the children’s shoes mended so that we can wear them for the Eid.

Ma — Do what you want! Wear them for the Eid, or go barefoot as far as I'm
concerned, but I do care about what other people say, and they’ll say,
*‘Mus’id’s wearing the only pair of sandals he’s got, and his children are still
in the shoes they got for the last Eid!”

M - Don’t bother about what other people say! What I'm thinking is that my
sandals. after I get them repaired, will last me a year. and the children’s shoes
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will last them for two. The Eid. Mus’ida. is not about appearances and
showing off and extravagance. or about laughing at other people’s clothes
and food. The Eid is a religious occasion for contemplation and thinking and
reflecting on yourself and your conscience. It's also a valuable opportunity to
renew relations with those who are close to you, and to spread love and
happiness to people who really need it. either by doing something for them.
or by giving gifts. or simply by smiling and saying a kind word.

1 Cf. al-Akwa’. p. 1069.
2 Al-Akwa’, p. 1216.
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Dangers of the waterpipe

M - How does that song go. Mus’ida? *Oh God! Oh God! How can I go to the
grave alone.” What comes after that?

Ma -

"Oh God! Oh God! How can I go to the grave alone.
no waterpipe. clay bowl or spouse!”

M = That’s it! Sing up! Let's cheer ourselves up. come and help me along!

Ma — Okay. you start and I'll join in!

M — I think your singing voice would be very moving. I don't want to frighten
people away with mine!

Ma — You’re the one who asked for the song. so you should start!

M — What do you think? Which song should we sing. *Four-and-twenty blackbirds
baked in a pie ..." or should we sing.

*Oh God! Oh God! How can I go to the grave alone,
no waterpipe. clay bowl or spouse!

Ma — Stop all this nonsense and tell me what’s eating you!

M - Nothing in the world apart from the new mafraj furniture which cost me
150.000 riyals!

Ma — Put that out of your mind! Nothing's left of it! As long as you're okay. that’s
the main thing.

M - Please someone listen to me! If only we’'d be able to enjoy the mafraj
properly, I wouldn’t mind! But you've just set fire to 150.000 riyals!

Ma - Look. the mafraj isn’t more important than you and me. Don’t be so
distressed!

M - God knows I'm not so being so distressed, but I am upset about the distress
that hit the new mafraj. It was there to make the house look nice and make us
proud!

Ma - You can’t cry over spilt milk. and you can’t undo what’s already been done!

M - Don’t worry, there’s nothing I can do! What happened happened, and all
because of you!

Ma — Come on! It was the cat that did it and no one else! It saw a fly or something
at the other end of the room and sprang on to it. upsetting the waterpipe on to
the furniture with the clay bowl full of burning charcoal!

M - Tell me, Mus’ida. can you think of anyone we both know who works in
journalism?

Ma - Of course! My nephew’s a journalist. He's got a newspaper. He doesn’t
know what to write in it, and no one reads it!

M - Great! Come on, Mus’ida. call him this minute and give him the following
piece of urgent news: “Single clay bowl costs Mus’id 150.000 riyals!’

Ma - Have you nothing to say apart from that. or am I just lucky enough to be the
butt of your wit, like every other day!

M — For goodness sake. and exactly who is the butt of whose wit. you or me?

Ma — Tell me just how you’re the butt of my wit!

M - You lit the waterpipe. and had a puff. at the cost of 150.000 riyals. Mus’ida!

Ma — Can we not get away from this subject? I"ve already told you — I went out to
stop the children fighting in the hall. and the cat leapt across upsetting the
waterpipe on to the mafraj furniture and setting it alight. And that was the
fate of the mafraj from the moment it was still in the saleroom!

M - And that’s exactly what I want to tell people in all the papers! "Mus'ida
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welcomes the new mafraj with a waterpipe, has a couple of puffs. and tips
the lit bowl over on to the mafraj furniture. with the aid of a cat!”

Ma - ['m telling you. I went out of the room to split the children up! They were
fighting in the hall. Can’t you get that into vour head!

M — And I'm telling you that while the mafraj was burning away steadily. you
were splitting up the children.

Ma - And what's wrong with that. ¢ch? Does it contravene international law?

M — [ don’t know about international law. but it does contravene basic laws of
health and safety that deal with the hazards of fire and smoke. The last time.
you knocked the waterpipe over in the hall. and your son tripped over it and
took two weeks to recover. This time. you've sent brand-new mafraj
furniture worth 150.000 riyals up in smoke. As long as you have the
waterpipe, the house won't be safe from the dangers of fire or noxious fumes,
and you won’t be safe from the dangers of smoking, including the possibility
of contracting tuberculosis!
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Loyalty among friends

M — An Arab poet once said.

“How many friends vou have when you count them.
but in times of misfortune how few!”

Ma — How true! “You can never gain from what vour brother has. nor can you use
his lamp to light your way!"! But people are like metals: they re not all alike
— some are pure gold. some silver. some iron. and some of them aren’t metal
at all. and these are the people who are many when you count them. but in
times of trouble and need you won’t see them for dust.

M — Bless you! Really, Musida. you do have good insight!

Ma — The best way to gain insight is from life’s lessons and experiences and by
getting to know people and how they differ. That's far more reliable than all
the books you could read!

M - Life's lessons and experiences are certainly the best way of learning about
people. whether they are from your own family or from outside.

Ma - Quite!

M - Times of misfortune bring out loyalty in people whether they're your own
flesh and blood or friends and acquaintances.

Ma — That’s right. but between me and you. some people look out for calamities to
befall their relative and gloat when something happens. You're not stupid,
Mus’id. you know what people are like!

M — Don’t worry about that. Mus'ida. the Yemeni philosopher Ali ibn Zayid said,

"‘He who means to cauterise others will find himself cauterised even more!
And he who delights in his cousin’s misfortune will find it come back to him!*2

Ma - How right! God bless you, Ali ibn Zayid,

‘He who means to cauterise others will find himself cauterised even more!
And he who delights in his cousin’s misfortune will find it come back to him!’

M - Listen here! Some people act as if they love their brothers and are really loyal
to them, but all the time they’re plotting behind their back, just looking for
something awful to happen. And you've no idea what they're doing until
their plotting rebounds back onto them. As God said in His Holy Book,
‘Double-dealing comes back to the perpetuator.’” God Almighty has spoken
truly! .

Ma - God indeed has spoken truly, but I’ve got another story to tell you, Mus’id.

M — What’s that?

Ma — My nephew Husayn loves having his friends around, and nothing makes him
happier than having his reception room full of friends. You've seen yourself
that he hardly ever has lunch or supper without inviting at least seven or
eight friends. They all love him. They would lay down their lives for him,
and fawn around him like lap dogs.

M - They all love him and fawn around him as long as he's got the 5 million riyals
his mother bequeathed to him! I’ve seen what people are like! They rush
around those who’ve got money. and vanish as soon as they haven’t!

Ma - You've hit the nail on the head! That's exactly what’s happened — my
nephew’s friends got to know he had an inheritance, and suddenly people
popped up all around him. like bees round a honey pot!

M - Quite! And when the 5 million riyals he'd inherited ran out and he found
himself stripped penniless once more. his friends all disappeared into thin air
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and he was left regretting spending his money foolishly and not choosing his
friends wisely. As the Arab poet said,

‘How many friends you have when you count them,

but in times of misfortune how few!’

1 Al-Akwa’, p. 1102; Qanun San’a, p. 16.
2 Cf. Qanun San’a, p. 14.
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The wife and the mother-in-law

Ma — What on earth should I do. Mus’id? Look after your grandchildren, or look
after you, or do the housework, or should I just shout out for the emergency
services!

M - You know best! See what’ll help you out most, and do that!

Ma — How on earth am I going to find help when I’'m bearing all this responsibility
and you’re simply sitting there looking on as if nothing was wrong!

M — What can I do? Go and hire a cannon and force my daughter-in-law to return
to her children, or get the police to order her to take the children to live with
her. What do you think? Which would be easier, Mus’ida?

Ma — Come on, do you want the truth? I tell you, I’ve never seen anything like
those in-laws who came over to see us at the end of the week, and I don’t
expect I’ll see the like of them again in my lifetime!

M - They say your daughter-in-law is one of the family!

Ma - Exactly! And the fact is that this daughter-in-law of yours has not become
part of the family, and no one in her family has a beard we could pull!

M - We don’t want to pull anyone’s beard. Either the mother comes back to look
after her children, or she takes her children to live with her and we make sure
she has everything both she and the children need.

Ma — Only a proper gabili would understand that type of speech! ‘Not everyone
who has girded their loins is a good, upright person.’

M - That’s right. ‘Not everyone who’s girded their loins is a good, upright person.
The good person is one who can prove himself beyond reproach.’! But I'll
tell you one thing, entirely between you and me, all the blame and criticiSm
so far can be directed to you!

Ma - If I'm to blame for anything, or it turns out I'm in the wrong, I’ll slaughter a
cow for them, Mus’id!

M - It’s gone beyond the appeasement stage! Your daughter-in-law told me in no
uncertain terms in front of her family, ‘I would rather share a cave on the
mountainside with the baboons than live with Mus’ida, even if she lived in
Bilgis’s palace with her throne and her crown jewels!’

Ma - So now what? The mountains are full of baboons! The only thing I'd be
worried about is the baboons having a heart attack at the sight of her, and
they’d be no one to resuscitate them!

M - Honestly, I was ready to lay down my jambiya in front of them when she said
she’d rather live with baboons than with you; but her mother is the daughter
of a proper gabili. She slapped her daughter over the head, shoved her out of
the room, and locked the door!

Ma - This isn’t the time for poetic description, Mus’id. I want a solution! Either
she comes back for her children, or she takes them away with her and takes
care of them properly. Please think, Mus’id! Her children are still very young
— one’s only a year old, and the other’s still crawling. The only person
they’ve got is their mother! ,

M - Exactly! But they told me they would only bring her back if she had a house
of her own. If not, the children can stay with you and their daughter with
them, and we’ll all have to figure a way out!

Ma - A way out fighting over two babies! Are we supposed to be bringing up 2
generation for the state to be proud of, or are we rearing sheep and goats.
Mus’id?
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M — What option do we have? You really pestered me to marry the boy off so that
you could celebrate his wedding and ululate from the door and out of the
window, and I was still supporting him at the time. That’s the first thing. And
the second is that you’re so mean you’ve put a proper embargo on the poor
woman — sugar, tea, coffee and flour only ever emerge when you dole them
out. That’s the second thing. The third thing is that she told her husband to
get off his butt and do a proper day’s work. He said, ‘Fine!” and stayed under
the blanket. The fourth thing is that when she fled to her father’s house to
give birth to the two children, she had to sell half her gold for her birth
celebrations and the things she needed for herself and the children, because
of your miserliness, and my lack of means. The fifth thing is that she became
really fed up because her husband was unable to earn enough to keep himself
and his family, and he’s built like an ox! And all this, Mus’ida, has been at
the expense of married life and the children’s welfare. And you’re at the root
of it, because you’re the one who got me to marry our son off before he was
capable of earning his own living! Listen here, Mus’ida! I’'m going to bring
our daughter-in-law back to live under our roof and look after her children.
And I’ll make sure she gets everything she wants. You can then get up early
and pull our son out of bed, and give him an axe so he can go and chop wood
and sell it. And he needn’t bother to show his face until he’s got himself a
properly furnished house for his wife and children! Marriage isn’t something
to be taken lightly in order to please your son. Marriage and having children
is a responsibility, and a trust. It sorts out the men from the boys. As the Arab
proverb goes, ‘Not everyone who’s ridden a horse can call himself a rider!’

1 Ahkam, pp. 123-4.
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Trust

M - God Almighty said in His Holy Book, ‘In the name of God the merciful, the
compassionate, we offered a deposit in trust with the heavens, the earth and
the mountains, but they refused to take it, so it was taken up by man, for he is
flawed and sinning.” God has spoken truly!

Ma - God has spoken truly indeed! But as far as I'm concerned, I've got nothing
I’m looking after for other people, and no one is looking after anything for
me. Just the day before yesterday my sister came over to take back the gold
she’d left with me in trust, and took it from me right there in front of her
daughters!

M - Can’t you wait until I finish what I’m saying? Can’t you just listen without
adding your own bit of wisdom?

Ma - Don’t you worry! I’d leave all the wisdom and knowledge up to you, even if
you were totally ignorant!

M - I’'m trying to talk to you about things left in trust to mankind, I'm not telling
you how your grandmother used to suck eggs!

Ma — And I’ve just told you, my sister’s gold that she left with me in trust has just
left, with her, the day before yesterday. Now I’m not entrusted with anything,
and no one is entrusted with anything of mine!

M — Mus’ida!

Ma - Now what!

M - There isn’t a single one of God’s creatures who is not entrusted with
something which is weightier than the mountains of the earth. Every single
one of us will face God Almighty on the Day of Resurrection and be asked
about the deposit with which he was entrusted, and which was rejected by the
mountains. And you know God’s recompense — either we go to Heaven or to
Hell!

Ma - Oh God! Make us people of Heaven and save us from the fires of Hell, I
pray!

M — Amen! This item of trust, Mus’ida, is not just the gold your sister left with you
to take care of. The whole of our life is in trust to us, including what we say
and do, the way we pray and worship God, our dealings with other people,
even the way we look, and whether we listen to bad words. All these are
items which have been entrusted to us, and for which we will be accountable.

Ma — These are mighty words from you today. It’s not mere banter!

M - Certainly not! God Almighty said, ‘Not one thing is said ‘without the presence
of the two angels Ragib and Atig.” God has spoken truly!

Ma - God has spoken truly indeed! _

M - If you say nice things and speak the truth and mean well, a good deed will be
recorded by your name and you will have taken good care of the trust which
the mountains refused. But if you speak evil words or lie or spread malicious
gossip, and if you talk about things that don’t concern you, a bad deed will be
recorded against your name, and you’ll have failed in your duty to take care
of your trust.

Ma - Why didn’t you tell me this before, then I'd have been able to hold my
tongue and fit a padlock on my mouth!

M — So now what? Guard your tongue without a padlock! Just make sure from now
on that you only say good things with the intention of spreading good.

Ma - How can I do that, Mus’id, when we women have nothing to do apart from
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taking and giving words? When we say anything it’s all lies and hypocrisy
and boasting and snobbery!

— They say, ‘If you feel a draught from the door, get up and shut lt"l Start with

yourself, guard your own tongue, and make sure you don’t get involved in
bad talk, whether it comes from your neighbour, or your sister, or even from
your own mother. We’re told that nothing sends a person to Hell quicker than
a foul tongue!

— God preserve us! Now that you’ve given me all this good advice you can
count yourself beyond reproach, and anything that happens from now on will
be my fault. ‘Once a child reaches forty days, he’s not going to get a squint’,2
Mus’id.

— Okay, but be sure to remember that holding off slandering people, or letting

out their secrets, or hurting their feelings, or belittling them is one type of
trust which has been placed with mankind, and was rejected by the
mountains. As the Prophet, peace be upon him, said, ‘Whoever believes in
the Last Day should say good things, or say nothing at all!’

§ Cf. al-Akwa’, p. 257.
Al-Akwa’, p. 39.
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Pesticides and herbicides

M - Mus’ida, apparently there are more poisonous chemicals in Yemen than
anywhere else in the world!

Ma - You don’t need to tell me that! There isn’t a single farmer here in Yemen
who hasn’t got enough chemical fertilisers and pesticides and poisons in his
house and storerooms to swamp all the fields and terraces of his village. We
could shout about it until we make ourselves hoarse!

M — What’s the point in shouting about it? No one’s going to listen or take on
board the fact that we’re on the verge of an environmental catastrophe
because we’ve got more poisonous chemicals than stones and rocks! Maybe
it's because we’re becoming a developed nation, Mus’ida, without me
realising it?

Ma - But how will this affect us? It’s only people who play with fire who’ll be
burnt by it. You and I don’t import these chemicals, we don’t sell them, we
don’t smuggle them into the country, and we don’t buy them and sprinkle
them all over the place!

M — With all due respect, the tomato we eat is absolutely packed full of poison
from these pesticides, so make what you can of that!

Ma — What do you suggest we do then, Mus’id, when the market is now bursting
with all types of produce — a watermelon from Lahj is the size of a pick-up,
and a single orange is large enough to feed ten people!

M - Thank God for all this produce! All blessings come from God! God’s
blessings are in the soul of the earth, and ‘the earth is a covered bowl,
whoever uncovers it can eat.’! But these pesticides that have come in spell
catastrophe for the consumer, the soil, the produce, and even the unborn
child!

Ma — Should I tell you what I think the problem is?

M - Go on!

Ma — They say that whatever good or bad deed you do by your own hand, God will
add to it.2

M — What do you mean by that?

Ma - Government officials are constantly warning people about the environmental
dangers of using chemicals, but these warnings have had no effect on us, and
we don’t even seem to be aware that there are any dangers. They say if you
talk to someone for an hour, they’ll only remember five minutes of what you
say.

M - That’s right! The stuff is being poured in by people who import these poisons
into the country through legal means, and by people who smuggle them in
through the back door. The ones who are going to gain from this
environmental catastrophe are those who are only interested in their own
profit. As long as they’re all right, they don’t give a damn about anyone else!

Ma - That’s one thing. The second thing is that people who sell these pesticides
and poisons from their shops are playing with fire, just as much as the
importers and smugglers. They think that if someone else does something
dangerous, it gives them the right to do it as well!

M — You’ve hit the nail on the head, Mus’ida! The problem is that importers of
these chemicals have no idea what they contain, no idea how and when they
should be used, and no idea what side effects they might have. The same
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goes for the seller, the buyer and the farmer. Every single one of them is
gambling on the health of the soil, the crops, the consumer, and the
environment. This goes against the teachings of God and his Prophet, peace
be upon him, and puts the lives of Yemenis at risk. And the first people who
are going to be hurt by this activity are those who are behind it. According to
the Yemeni proverb, ‘The snake charmer will meet his fate through the
snake!’3

Cf. al-Akwa’, p. 160.
Cf. al-Akwa’, p. 1269.

1
2
3 Al-Akwa’, p. 32.
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Children at home and on the street

M - Yesterday, Mus’ida, you lost all sense of tribal values and totally forgot how
to be hospitable and how to treat guests. You made a real spectacle of
yourself!

Ma - Don’t meddle in things that don’t concern you, and remember that you have
to honour guests, but the only people in the house yesterday were family.

M - Guests are guests whether they’re people from outside the family or family.
You invited our daughter and her children over, and then pulled the invitation
out from under her feet!

Ma - Are you trying to say I shouldn’t tell my daughter how to bring up her
children and warn them against dangers? We might as well have children and
chuck them straight into the street!

M - Anyone listening to you now would say you’d got a higher degree in nursery
education and psychology! '

Ma - Bringing up children and keeping them safe from hazards inside and outside
the house needs a mother who’s sensible and thinks about her children. It
doesn’t need a higher degree in education and psychology!

M - You’'re right there, but you’ve gone and become a real know-it-all without the
knowledge!

Ma — I’'ll become whatever I want, and it’s nothing to do with you. Mother and
daughter will make up without any outside interference, thank you very
much!

M - Look, there’s something I want to know. Why did our daughter get up straight
after lunch and take her children off without so much as a goodbye? She
normally stays until I’ve finished the evening prayer, and then I take her
home.

Ma - Your daughter, my love, came over to have lunch with the intention of
leaving her twelve children with me, so that she could go to the hall where
her neighbours were holding a wedding!

M — What harm would it have done if she had left the children with you? Are the
waterpipe, gat and television more important to you than your own
grandchildren?

Ma - I don’t want them just dumped on me, and it’s not as if it’s just one or two.
This is an entire football team with one reserve! I can’t even get their names
right half the time!

M - It would have been nice to do her a favour, though.

Ma - There are favours and favours! How much trouble would I have had to look
after twelve children when not one of them can be relied on to behave!

M - You’re just being lazy, Mus’ida, and you’re not prepared to enjoy having the
children round. Don’t forget that children are a gift from God.

Ma - Mus’id, it’s the parents’ duty to look after their children and keep them away
from hazards at home and on the street!

M - I know that, Mus’ida, but it was only for an afternoon. They won’t stay with
you once they grow up, and it would have been a nice favour.

Ma - I'm talking about doing her a favour! There are twelve children. What do I
do? If I lock them in with me they’d riot; and if I let them loose in the house
they’d be worse than rioters and go around breaking things, tipping stuff up,
and making everything filthy. Then they’d play with the electrical plugs,
unscrew the gas canisters, open the fridge and give themselves an electric
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shock, and drink cold water; after that they’d clamber up the wall and jump
into the neighbours’ yard. There’s no way I could keep an eye on them all,
and if you can’t keep an eye on young children they’re bound to be at risk!
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Celebration of Unity

M - In the end, Mus’ida, God realised the hopes, and rewarded the efforts and
sacrifices made by the Yemeni people, by the heroes of the armed forces, the
security forces, and ordinary citizens. His reward was unification, with the
flag hoisted high, waving, above the skies of Aden on 22nd May 1990, 11
years ago to the day.

Ma - Unity was the most precious prize to be gained from all our sacrifices in the
history of Yemen, I know that.

M - Quite! None of the other achievements in building, agriculture, the economy,
education and development can measure up to the realisation of a unified
Yemen, when the flag of unification was raised high above the skies of Aden
11 years ago.

Ma — That’s all very well, though, Mus’id. But what’s the point in all these
wonderful building and development achievements when Yemen is split in
two — the father’s in Mukalla with his sons in Sa’da. One brother’s in Aden
and the other’s in San’a. One cousin’s in Ta’izz and his cousins are in
Abyan, Dhala’ and Radfan.

M — But that’s precisely the meaning of unification, Mus’ida! By the grace of God,
Yemen has become the single country He intended, and by virtue of
becoming a single country, everyone has been brought together, and the
Yemeni people have been gathered into one extended family of Yemen.
Through unification, the family of Yemen has been enlarged; and through
unification, Yemen has been able to take its place proudly in all international
and Arab fields, among Arab and non-Arab peoples, states and governments.
On this important occasion, the celebration of 11 years of Yemeni unity, we
must congratulate all the Yemeni people, whether they are members of the
armed forces, the security forces, or ordinary members of the public. Above
all, we must congratulate the leader of the struggle towards successful
unification, Commander Ali Abdullah Salih, President of the Republic!

4



Coedg sl (s yglad!

'mu‘uJY|mejuJ‘wrM|M@ab _\.ﬁ.\.“JMJJU

Lcdsus:»_a)LuY‘ @&JM).LU&AL)JL’_JL\‘:J&‘ daaiae Ul "ULau\;’J‘,:

o el Lo L@..an_).LoJ L@-»)bb‘tw‘).ﬂ.lwtsdu“’ u.mu\.a.na.t

NS BT

eMbl@.:)L-l.am‘).\lltawLaJuws [V KUY

3 o (23 WY ALY oy 3o Ml el Huls Ul dala S 5
Jass agily aady
Gl—cy o ca
Y eble Lo JlabY!
Y1 Lal Jslass
P po a2
Lo sl M Lo
ol sy ! Fr—a s
coledl i aa
goll 138 (il e
cudl o sl e
OV e ————yally
o laaatiy Biueds
oo Ulas Iy a i
s a5 o Lol o (puills TEIL jpatlly ¢ Uals¥ly ¢ paniil] 1 EusY!
! a..\a.a.u‘l;a L_gul.n‘auy|

L la g5 b sl a Lo oy reamily Sy Haall 13 e ell ol 4
cumu.t'YJ‘«)b..‘AJ‘ JL&J'MU”A&MJSGWGMI Gl

"MJL.uaY"t.A_wc-ﬂyc

¢ Uil G e Lola

D anne b Lesloa sabe euly ¢ WU Jludl 138 g 7yl
fo ¢l las aae Gb iy ! Barus b llal Lo i (e =Slas 53 YY1 -

GJJ|:H_AJ|J‘JJ‘_‘;1|J d.LiJ'J dLAJY|qu_uJ|J.A 4-1.0\)&.1‘
ST sepa b poo TSI bl Sl analiy 30a35 o Fus yat

\Y-

RN PP



Lo Jley by My o Luayall oo Gslaill 13 sgole S« alll sl L Gl - 3

ASWICAIEORVYUR BV SRS YT PN I US| PRI VN PR
Laall
&0

Jals @l S o Go ¢ Sms by« Lage 450355« oLdA dusia 05
RTRWA

Y J...a)__u L434 U\,—AAJ‘J&JJL&JJ‘&O&))?JJ'LG_}@J‘J Llassda Le: 3

‘gL;:. L.o.s_._s‘ Y'JSM‘@:M| ‘L_;J:sJ..AJ..n:iﬁ._:G\,_cbg:\_&a‘,Aj\g

MGJAJQJAY|£;EL%)LJ|UAJY‘AMBWUAASLA&JLAJ

!OMQ.M\..‘

oo ile LIS aBs o e 3K aslis Ul jlas elao a3 Logd Lia: 3

! “AJ.)

Gt Loy« call Jeagas ¢ 650l oy csﬂ‘ dasidl @U' J‘A“J gl
5 Olagd Lo gl Gugpall daglg ¢ Guspall & pal s dae oy 4 2340 050
Tyl g el (o as8all gbaall ga 138y . Buscue b Jundll

YN

R FIrey

[ WY

(T T

AT EFITY

BE Wrw

RE FUTw



Cooperation between home and school

M - How many times have I told you, Mus’ida, that our children’s success and
progress at school depends on proper cooperation between school and home!
What I say goes in one ear, and comes straight out of the other!

Ma — What are you going on about now! I'm perfectly prepared to cooperate with
the school and its teachers over whatever they want, and whenever the school
and its teachers ask me!

M - And what do you mean by cooperate with the school and its teachers,
Mus’ida?

Ma — In all ways! I’ll go and teach the pupils instead of the teacher, and the teacher
can come to work in the house and bake and knead and look after the
children in my place. All we have to do is take turns. She does one day, I do
the next!

M - Then you’ll only have done what you should have done in the first place! If
only all mothers would adopt this sort of cooperation between home and
school, then our pupils would begin to feel some sense of stability and
reassurance and have more self-confidence, particularly with the
examinations approaching!

Ma - Come on! Stop talking in riddles, and tell me what’s eating you!

M - You can see how much our younger children’s health has gone down recently,
can’t you?

Ma - The children, my dearest, get really worried and concerned when the exams
come up. They lose their appetite, can’t sleep, and stop eating properly. God
knows what the exam results will be like!

M - What’s up with you, Mus’ida! What’s making the children live in this sort of
state, particularly with the exams coming up!

Ma — Why don’t you ask the teacher the same question, and see what answer she
gives you!

M — The teacher spoke without me even asking her, Mus’ida! She said that lack of
cooperation between home and school was the main reason for the
exhaustion, fear and sleeplessness which primary school pupils suffer from
as the exams start to approach!

Ma - And just what form should this cooperation take? My children already go to
school well fed, with their tuck money, and dressed up to the nines!

M — That isn’t what I’'m talking about! The pupils also go to school with their sides
numb and their necks and backs bent double from the weight of the books
they have to carry in their bags.

Ma - You don’t need to tell me! They come back from school with the same load,
aching all over, and their bodies bent double. No sooner are they in the house
than they throw their bags down in the hall or wherever, and charge out to
play, or sit and watch television.

M - Why don’t you go and meet them, Mus’ida, at least half way, and take their
bags from them to relieve them of some of the burden? You haven’t got an
office at the airport and a bunch of tourists you need to attend to!

Ma — When you get yourself an airport, I’ll open an office there, and it can be a
family office!

M - I’'m talking to you about the family atmosphere and the family office! Pupils
leave the house carrying their bags, and when they leave the classroom they
have two burdens: the first is because they can’t understand the lesson, and
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the second is the bag which is breaking their backs. Then they go home to
find no one who’s prepared to sit down with them and go over the lesson and
explain the bits they hadn’t understood in the classroom. And that’s the type
of cooperation between home and school which is lacking, Mus’ida!
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My father’s rug

M — Mus’ida, what on earth made you chase your son around the house and chuck
potatoes at him? Have you gone totally mad, or are you still on a training

. course?

Ma — Woe betide him! If I'd been able to catch him, I'd have skinned him alive
with my own teeth! But no matter, let him come back and then I’ll show him
what’s what!

M — What on earth does he want?

Ma — I don’t know what’s got into him, but rather than do the dawn prayer at the
right time, he got up and came over to me, and rather than saying, ‘Good

‘ morning, Mum’, he said, ‘Mum, I wish your dad would drop dead this
week!’

‘M - Strange! You don’t think he’s apprenticed himself to a gravedigger, do you?

Ma — That’s enough bad taste from you and your son, Mus’id! I have never, in my
whole life, come across anyone apart from my son who wished his own
mother’s father dead. I’ ve absolutely no idea why he wants him to die!

M - He probably didn’t mean it, and don’t forget that life and death are in God’s
hands alone.

Ma - God be praised! But if my father ever heard him say what he said, he would
think that it’s me wanting to get hold of his inheritance, Mus’id.

M - God alone knows whose hour will come first, in any case, and our son was
probably joking, Mus’ida.

‘Ma - Some joke wanting my father dead! He must be possessed, Mus’id!

M - It’s not that, Mus’ida. Our son has just added up two and two and worked out
that he won’t be able to get married unless he finds some money or inherits
some. You know how the Yemeni proverb goes, ‘Let my father die, so I can
wrap myself in his rug!’!

Ma - How does that figure, ‘Let my father die, so I can wrap myself in his rug!’
Mus’id?

M - God alone knows the real truth! But what I think is that our son reckons he can
only get married when your father dies and leaves his money.

Ma — As long as he wishes my father to drop dead, there’s absolutely no question
of him getting married!

M - It’s not entirely his fault, though. It was you who put the idea into his head in
the first place!

Ma — Are you trying to say that I said I would let him get married with my father’s
inheritance!

M - No, but after I took my share of my father’s inheritance, 1 million riyals, I told
you that I’d put it in the bank until I managed to collect the same again, and
then I’d marry the two boys off.

Ma — And I said that if you did that we would just end up spending it. I told you to
marry the older boy off with the million we had, and then when we got
another lot of inheritance money we could marry off the younger boy. ‘It’s
better to have a single house built than a wrecked village!’2

M - Peace be upon the Prophet!

Ma - The peace of God be upon him!

M - Then it dawned on our younger son that you would marry him off with money
from your father’s inheritance, just as I married off the older boy with money
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from my father.

Ma - What on earth made him cook that one up?

M - Nothing really. Your son is actually thinking fairly logically, Mus’ida, taking
into account the reality of the situation and his troubles.

Ma — I don’t know what you mean by his troubles and what you call the reality of
the situation, and I don’t think I ever will!

M - In that case, I'll tell you. The reality of the situation is that your son is without
a job and is worried that he’ll have lines on his forehead before he gets
married. We can’t get him married as it is because we don’t have the means,
and there’s no one left from my family to leave me an inheritance for me to
marry him off in the same way that I married his brother. The only hope he’s
got is your father’s inheritance. As the proverb goes, ‘Let my father die, so I
can wrap myself in his rug!’

1 Al-Akwa’, p. 1363.
2 Al-Akwa’, p. 479.
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Co-wives

Ma — Oh Mus’id, if you want to do good in God’s eyes and win favour from my
family, please go round to my brother’s after evening prayer at the mosque,
then have supper there and spend the evening.

M - If you’re sure your family are going to sell the house and the buyer’ll be there,
I’ll go even if it is after the evening prayer! I reckon my commission’ll be
around 150,000 riyals!

Ma — They're not about to sell the house, so you can get that idea out of your head!
The thing is my nephew from my brother’s first wife came over last night,
and he was really upset about his father.

M — What'’s that got to do with me? They can sort things out on their own!

Ma - Yes, I know that, but my nephew was complaining that his father doesn’t
treat him and his half-brother fairly. He wants you to go over and talk to his
father, perhaps he’ll come to his senses and realise he should treat his
children equally, as we’ve been told to do by God and His Prophet, peace be
upon him.

M - Peace be upon him and all his family and companions! That would be a good
thing to do. Between you and me though, Mus’ida, your brother isn’t the
brightest one of the family. When his new wife came along, she exploited the
fact that he’s not very clever, and got him to neglect his duties towards his
first wife and her son and forget all the time they’d spent together. That’s the
result of having more than one wife.

Ma - You’re right there! But when things started to become difficult for the first
wife because her husband wasn’t treating her properly, and because of her
co-wife’s stupidity and selfishness, she kicked the tenant out of her own
house and set up home there. She wasn’t going to make trouble for herself!

M - The fact is, Mus’ida, that your brother’s first wife is a true gem, but
unfortunately he wasn’t able to look after his gem properly.

Ma - Exactly! These days no one seems able to tell the difference between a pearl
and its shell. As the Yemeni saying goes, ‘Mix itl together, Fagih, it’s all
ours anyway!” Then that upstart went and ousted the one who belonged, and
all the problems have been dumped on that poor son of the first wife!

M - Go on!

Ma — What I mean is that the son of the first wife simply wants his father to treat
him and his brother equally. It’s not right that he should favour one son over
another! :

M - You’re quite right there! You have to treat your children fairly in all ways, and
that’s one of the things our religion teaches us in no uncertain terms. Fathers
who aren’t fair and who don’t follow what their religion teaches them are
quite out of order.

Ma — Absolutely! Now go over and talk to my brother. Tell him that he’s opened
his pocket and his heart to his son from his second wife at the expense of the
son from the first wife.

M - What do you mean?

Ma — My brother favours his son from the last wife; he sends him to school, and
helps him get his school certificates through bribery.

M - He may as well feed him knowledge with a wooden spoon, like my
grandmother used to spoon-feed me local ghee. He doesn’t want to learn, and
he doesn’t deserve to be educated. It’s like sowing seeds in a desert!
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Ma - Exactly! But the son from the first wife, who does want to learn, and crieg
because he wants to go to school, has been forced out of school by his father,
The father then went and bought him a battered old dabbab, and told him to
go and fend for himself and his mother. He told him not to show his face
again, and to get it out of his head that he still had a father!

M - That’s wicked, Mus’ida! Islamic scholars tell us that fathers who don’t treat
their children fairly will have to account for it before God. Also don’t forget
that treating children unfairly is bound to build up resentment and jealousy
between them, and if siblings resent each other how can you expect to have a
cohesive society based on trust and love? Anyway, after evening prayer I'll
come and pick you up, then we can both go over and give your brother a
piece of our mind. And we’ll stay put until he sees sense and agrees to treat
his children fairly, exactly as we’ve been taught to do by Islam. Fair
treatment of our children is the basis of love and respect within the family,
and love and respect within the family is the basis for love and respect within
society as a whole. This is something that not only your brother, but all
fathers, must get into their heads!

1 Reference to different types of grain.
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Young men and marriage

Ma — Whoever said, ‘Only ever attack someone who’s just finished fighting, and
leave other people to sort out their own arguments’! was right. Bringing up
children and dealing with them requires wisdom and patience. And there you
are leaping into the deep end before you’ve learnt how to swim! Hot
tempered is an understatement!

M - It’s just like you to say something like that! I can’t do anything to please you!
If I'm patient with the children and deal with them gently, you say I’'m not
tough enough with them and they don’t have any respect for me. If I get
tough with them, you say I do nothing but shout at them!

Ma - Okay, fine, but moderation is best in all things: don’t slacken the rope so
much that it sags, and don’t pull it to the point of breaking!

M - Now what? I’'m at your command — tighten the rope and slacken it off as you
will and don’t take any notice of me. After all, I'm only your private

& secretary!

Ma — Don’t be stupid! You know perfectly well I don’t think you’re my secretary,
but show some regard for your son. Remember the Yemeni saying, ‘Son, one
day you’ll have your own son.’2

M — Come on! Let him show me some regard for fear of God, Mus’ida! I’m doing
my best! I would love to build him a villa, furnish it, marry him off, give him
his own car, and put a salary into the bank for him every month, but you
know I don’t have the means!

Ma — You don’t need to build him a villa or give him a bank account, for goodness
sake! Just be there for him — see what he wants and help him as well as you
can.

M - What he wants, Mus’ida, is for me to get him engaged just like his friends
who go around flashing their engagement rings in his face!

Ma - I really don’t care what other people think, and nor should he. Everyone
should be their own person.

M — That’s exactly what I told him — educated, self-confident young men should be
above the scorn of other people and not pay them any attention.

Ma — Absolutely! But the boy is very sensitive. He gets upset for a month by
anything that’s said, even if it’s of no consequence!

M - And if I say anything that upsets him, I’'m at your mercy, even to the point of
you telling me to go and get him engaged this minute!

Ma — It’s not the time for getting engaged. If only you could talk to him and
convince him properly and cheer him up a bit. But you jump down his throat
like a cat leaping onto a mouse, ‘Get out of my sight! Shut that door! Make
sure I never hear that sort of talk from you again! First thing you can do is
turn round! Go out and earn your own living for a change!’

M - Now what! Don’t you gang up with your son like that! Find him a job which
brings in 30,000 riyals, then you can pay 150,000 for the engagement, and
put aside 1,200,000 for the wedding, and I'll be ready to marry him off
straight away.

Ma - I'm not daft, I know exactly what my son’s like, Mus’id! He’s got enough
worries on his plate, just don’t add to them.

M — I took his worries from him, dumped them in the middle of the floor, and
made them as light as a feather. I said to him, ‘Son, you keep comparing
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yourself with people who are luckier than you, and that makes you
dissatisfied with your lot. That way you’re making yourself unhappy
unnecessarily. Our Prophet, peace be upon him, advised us to compare
ourselves with people who are less fortunate than ourselves so that we can
appreciate how well off we are and make sure we stay on the true path.’

Ma — What a fine speech!

M — Hang on, I haven’t finished! I said, ‘Son, you’re concerned about how you’re
going to get a job and who’ll employ you. And again you’re making
unnecessary worries for yourself. God Almighty, He alone is the Creator and
the Provider and the one who sorts out all the concerns of his creation. All
we have to do is look around and do our best, “If one door shuts before you,
a hundred doors will open!”3’

Ma - You’re absolutely right!

M -1 also told him, ‘If I were to marry you off as you are now, without any work
and unable to bear the responsibilities of marriage, you’d simply end up
being a burden to me, and that’s one of the reasons that marriages fail!’

1 Cf. al-Akwa’, p. 925.
2 Cf. Zayd, p. 20.
3 Al-Akwa’, p. 119. From a Humayni poem.
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Pollution in the streets

Ma — Now I'd just like to know whether you're a citizen like everyone else, or
whether you're a representative of the government. I've no idea which.
Mus’id!

M — What on earth do you mean, a representative of the government?

Ma — Ask yourself! You woke me up first thing this morning upsetting the garage
mechanic. He's just an honest man trying to make a living for himself and
his family. No one does what you do unless they’ve been commissioned by
the state! ) .

M - Are you trying to say that I can only stop someone doing something wrong if
[’ve been commissioned by the state, Mus’ida? )

Ma - I'm not trying to say anything in particular, but you’ve no right to be so
arrogant and aggressive towards the poor garage mechanic. All he’s trying to
do is earn an honest living for himself and his family! _

M - Do you think I went up to him with five mates bearing automatic weapons,
Mus’ida!? )

Ma — If you ever did manage to get yourself mates with automatic weapons and
bombs with you being so stupid, you’d charge over people like a mad bull!
But God is merciful! .

M - First of all, understand what’s going on before you go making accusations! I
went over to the garage mechanic and spoke to him perfectly politely. I said,
“The people of this neighbourhood had to petition the state for two years to
get them to asphalt our street.” Can’t you see?

Ma — The state agreed and asphalted the streets of our neighbourhood, then each of
us had the pavement in front of our houses paved. _

M - Exactly! So after all this asphalting and paving, our neighbourhood became
clean and something to be proud of. Now it’s up to everyone here, young
and old, to maintain this level of cleanliness. )

Ma — Quite so! But it is not right for you to attack the garage mechanic and tell
him if he doesn’t get out of the neighbourhood you’ll have his workshop
closed down and have him arrested! Who on earth do you think you are?
God forbids pride, and being spiteful is usually typical of scorpions, not
men!

M - God preserve us! Can we stop this stupid talk? I'm trying to tell you that I
spoke to the garage mechanic as politely and with as much respect as I could
muster. I told him that every man, woman and child in the neighbourhood
had decided that we had to maintain the level of cleanliness we now have in
the area, by not dropping any rubbish or litter. And we agreed that everyone
was responsible for cleaning the pavement in front of his own house. I said,
‘And you, mate, have come and smeared the street, and the pavement, and
the walls with used oil and grease and diesel. This type of pollution not only
makes the streets and the pavements and the walls look disgusting, it also

ruins the soil and will probably leak into our drinking water!”

Ma - You're absolutely right there, and this is something we all have to
understand. But you should lay off interfering until you're actually a
representative of the government so that you can attack more effectively,
Mus’id.

M - Stop going on about responsibility and representation and attacking people!

As a citizen, it’s my duty to make other people realise that they need to abide
by basic laws of cleanliness!
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Caring for orphans

M — Now what’s making you cry over your sister and moan about like this? We all
have to die, and anyone who isn’t prepared to meet his maker every minute
of his life is very shortsighted!

Ma - I know that! I'm not totally stupid! Let’s pray that we may die well in God’s
eyes!

M - Amen! So why are you still crying over your sister two months later?

Ma — Are you trying to ban me from crying over my sister?

M - It’s two months since your sister died! Is she collecting her things in
preparation for resurrection, or is something else making you think about her
all the time, Mus’ida?

Ma — I’m thinking about the trust she placed in me as she was dying. She asked me
to look after her children, and said she was relying on God and on me
because the father couldn’t be trusted. He’d get a stepmother for them as
soon as he’d put her under the ground!

M - You did what you had to do. You looked after them properly and they stayed
with you from the time their mother died until their father remarried and
came to take them back.

Ma - I told you at the time, Mus’id, when their father wants to take them back,
please make sure he doesn’t. They’re still young and motherless, and God
will reward us for keeping them with us.

M - You’'re right about that! Those who are entrusted with the care of orphans find
their reward in heaven! But the fact is their father did come for them, and it
wasn’t up to me to stop him.

Ma - God help them with that father they have and the stepmother he got for them,
and the treatment they’re likely to receive! And they were put under my care!

M - They’re no longer under your care. They’re under the care of their father and
their stepmother now, and every guardian is responsible for his own ward.

Ma — How are they under the care of their father and step-mother, and what do you
mean by saying that every guardian is responsible for his own ward? The
way the father has gone and left the children to the stepmother is rather like a
shepherd leaving his sheep to the wolf! It makes my blood boil!

M - Don’t get mad, and don’t make problems with other people. Go and see your
sister’s children whenever you can, and do what’s in your power.

Ma - Look! If I go to see them or they come over to see me they cry so much they
break my heart, and they won’t tell me what’s up with them and what’s
making them so sad at this tender age.

M - TI'll tell you why they cry when they see you, and what’s making them sad.

Ma - Please do! ‘

M - Your sister’s children see their mother in your face and your voice and your
sympathy and generosity. That’s what makes them cry, particularly when
they compare the way you treat them with the way they’re being treated by
their stepmother.

Ma - You know, Mus’id, the only thing she’s any good at is turning the father
against those poor orphans. If she had her own way, she’d kick them out of
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the door onto the street!

M - This is often the way when the mother dies, Mus’ida. If the father takes on an
unsympathetic wife, the child’s denied the love and affection he needs, and
isn’t brought up in the way Islam and the Prophet, peace be upon him, have
told us to bring up children.

Ma — The peace of God be upon him!

M - And if the child ends up on the street, the deprivation and harshness of life he
experiences will have a very negative effect on him. It’s very likely that he’ll
go off the rails and become a destructive influence in society. It’s partly
because of that, Mus’ida, that Islam has told us to care for orphans and tells
us that those who look after orphans will be rewarded well in God’s eyes.
The Islamic scholars say that the Prophet, peace be upon him, said he would
be in heaven alongside people who have cared for orphans properly.
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‘A good mother-in-law is better than a field by a stream’:

Ma - May God preserve our sanity! What on earth were you doing just now,
Jjumping and dancing around in the street with the children? Have you totally
lost your senses or have you discovered some treasure?

M — What do I want treasure for? But today I'm so happy I could fly!

Ma - Thank God for answering my prayers! They’ve made you director general!
How wonderful!

M - God answers the prayers of those who pray, but no, they haven’t made me
director general. I'm over the moon because our younger son has decided not
to get married. He said he isn’t going to get married and doesn’t want to get
married, not now, not ever!

Ma - Don’t believe a word of it! He won’t stop pestering me for a moment, saying
he wants us to get him married by whatever means possible like we married
his elder brother.

M - But he’s changed his mind! Haven’t you heard him singing as he goes in and
out? ‘They said, “Get married, my friend, have fun!” But marriage in truth is
only pain. Oh woe to him who marries today!’

Ma - God let us hear good news and get rid of the bad! Oh Lord, listen to my
prayers!

M - Amen!

Ma - Mus’id, you don’t think the boy’s gone funny in the head because he’s been
going on at us so much to marry him off?

M - Nothing’s funny about his head. ‘His mind is fine and his body is fine’, as
Abd al-Halim Hafid once sang.

Ma - Then God knows what’s behind all this!

M - It’s simply that he’s keen to please you and doesn’t want to cause you any
trouble.

Ma — What are you talking about ‘cause me any trouble’! Just get to the point will
you and tell me what you and he have been talking about. I’'m not in a mood
for going round in circles!

M - If I tell you the truth will you promise not to get upset and be cross with me?

Ma - Out with it!

M - To be honest, our son’s worried that if he gets married you’ll start treating his
wife just like you treat his brother’s wife.

Ma — Oh, I had no idea until now that he was taking sides with his brother’s wife,
Mus’id!

M - He’s not taking sides with her nor has he been talking to her, but he’s not
stupid. He can see what’s happening!

Ma - They say, ‘If someone’s rejected me once, I'll reject them twice!’

M - I’ve heard that song and I can sing along to it too, but I want to talk to you
about how much you’ve changed since your son’s wedding.

Ma - Gold never changes, Mus’id, and it’s only snakes that change their skin!

M - That’s as may be, but before your son got married you were a kind, gentle,
quiet, dignified mother, calmer than the softest breeze, and the house was
like paradise with an aura of love and respect and calm. After your son’s wife
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joined us in the house, though, you transformed from everyone’s mother into
a rival co-wife to your son’s wife, and the house transformed from paradise
to hell-fire. ‘She’s gone and taken my son from me! He’s giving her harisa!
They’re listening to the songs of Ahmad Ubayd Qa’tabi! They’re eating cake
together!” and on and on! This just won’t do, Mus’ida, and it doesn’t become
you!

Ma — He’s still my son, and I'm still his mother. Or has his wife come and made
him forget about his mother, Mus’id?

M - You’ve got a right to be obeyed and respected, Mus’ida, but you haven’t made
it easy for him. You haven’t appreciated how his circumstances have
changed after getting married, nor how his wife, as a housewife, is her own
person with her own personality, nor how she should be free to conduct her
life with her husband in the way that suits them. You’re just acting like a
scheming co-wife. ‘They did this! They did that! They came in! They went
out!” You’ve started to think badly of your son, upset someone else’s
daughter, disturbed everyone in the house, and frightened your younger son
off marriage. Remember how the Yemeni proverb goes, ‘A good
mother-in-law is better than a field by a stream!’

1 Al-Akwa’, p. 731.
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Migration of young men from the countryside

M — What did Ali ibn Zayid say, Mus’ida?

Ma — He said, ‘I count my land in terms of my men,

because it’s the men who farm the land.’!

M - Yes, ‘“My land!” He replied, “My men!"’2

Ma — Exactly, but everything has its down side, and the men we’d reckoned on to
till the land and revitalise the village have upped and offed for the city!

M - And worse than that is the fact that they haven’t managed to make a living for
themselves in the city, and we aren’t able to do the farming we need to make
enough food for ourselves from our own land!

Ma — That’s one thing! The other thing is that the farmers who used to fill their
stores with grain enough to make bread for half the population of the city are
now buying grain from the market, and counting on boats coming over from
abroad laden with grain!

M - Okay, Mus’ida, and if foreigners didn’t harvest, what on earth would become
of us?

Ma — Ali ibn Zayid gave us an answer to that one.

‘He who doesn’t go to his land between the shafts of the plough
will wish his children good morning in one village and good evening in the other.” 3

M - But most of the villages don’t have any young men left! The land isn’t being
cultivated, and the mountains are bare!

Ma — But it isn’t the land with its valleys and plains that fails us.

‘The soil never fails,
unless the farmer fails to deliver!’
M - Yes, exactly!
‘If the land falls behind it’1l give later.
It’s men who don’t deliver on their promise.’

Ma — Quite so! And that’s exactly the situation we’re in at the moment. The men
haven’t lived up to their promise and have failed in the city, and the land is
no longer cultivated and the mountains have become barren.

M - God help us!

‘He who has a weak bull,

will call him, “Father!”” from the stall.
And if not for reproach of others,

I wouldn’t call him, “Father!”

I'd call him, “Father of my children!””4

Ma - If my children could understand that saying, it would be worth ten lectures!
But the fact is there is no bull, and even if there was, there isn’t anyone who

could plough with it!
M - Listen here!
Ma - Go on!

M - People who have gone to the city when they are still capable of farming the
land and enjoying the fruits of the land, are bound to end up being sorry.
How much will it cost them to buy roti, and flour from lorries, and vegetable
oil! Gafu’a and a jug of local ghee get into your bones and knees, and they
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taste different, Mus’ida!

Ma — I know they taste different, but what’s the point in talking about it?

M - There’s no point in simply talking, but the thing I’'m really concerned about is
this.

Ma - Go on!

M - Yemen is a hidden treasure, and the key to that treasure is the plough and hoe.
But the plough and hoe need the strong forearms and knees of young men,
and the young men are all in the city with flabby forearms and flabby knees.
What I mean, Mus’ida, is that the problem’s twofold.

Ma - Go on!

M - The first thing is that the land is no longer being cultivated and the mountains
have become bare, and that will cause poverty and need, even if we do have
oil and other minerals.

Ma - Yes, exactly! And ‘there’s nothing like asid from the land’!5

M - The second thing is that migration of young men from the countryside to the
city is causing pollution and overcrowding in the city, and is almost
definitely the cause of prices going up.

Ma - You don’t need to tell me that, it’s patently obvious! The land’s no longer
under cultivation, the mountains have become eroded, the city’s
overcrowded, and people from other countries are harvesting crops, while
we’re sitting here waiting for their boats to land so that we can eat.
According to the Yemeni proverb, ‘Anyone who relies on someone else’s
sauce can expect to eat their food dry!’6

1 Ahkam, p. 78; Aqwal, p. 60.

2 Cf. Aqwal, p. 58.

3 Aqwal, p. 58; Ahkam, pp. 84-5.

4 Cf. Aqwal, p. 33; Ahkam, p. 67.

5 Proverb from Arhab, al-Akwa’, p. 217.
6 Al-Akwa’, p. 1217.
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Teach them from seven!

Ma —I have no idea what you think you’re doing, Mus’id! You don’t seem to have
a clue about how to bring children up properly! I wish there were a way of
getting through to you!

M - What good would that do you! You’re so pessimistic and short-tempered! You
view the world through the eye of a needle!

Ma — That’s better than being totally blind! You don’t even look at the world
through the eye of a needle. You just stagger around, and it doesn’t look like
you will ever get to see what’s going on properly!

M — Will you leave me in peace and let me bring up my son as I want to, or are you
going to constantly tell me you know best? _

Ma — Don’t worry! I'll leave all the know-it-all stuff to you! Parents have put their
sons into Qur’an schools to give them something to do and keep them off the
streets during the holiday, and his Lordship spends his time looking for
someone to teach his son to play the lute and sing! It’s like talking to a brick
wall!

M - It’s not my doing, Mus’ida. I’m not particularly keen on music and singing.
But my brother said to me, ‘Your son has a gift for music, and could become
pretty accomplished in the future. I’ve decided to take him under my wing
and teach him to sing and play, and that’ll keep him off the streets and out of
trouble.’

Ma — But I’d love to know how on earth your brother got to know that our son was
keen on music and singing!

M - He heard our son singing and liked his voice, so he decided to take him on
during the holiday to develop his talent by teaching him to sing and play
properly. The boy was delighted with the news and went over to his uncle to
stay with him.

Ma — Oh well done, the two of you! Now you can jolly well go and fetch the boy
from your brother, otherwise I'll go and drag him back by the scruff of his
neck!

M — Why do you want to drag him back by the scruff of his neck? Leave him at his
uncle’s to keep him off the streets during the summer holiday, so that he can
teach him to be an accomplished musician.

Ma - So that he can become an accomplished musician, eh?! But your brother
never became an accomplished musician, did he, and he’s had a lute strung
round his neck all his life!

M - So what! My brother rushed into music and playing the lute, but he didn’t
study properly, and no one took an interest in him or discovered his talent.
Now he wants to teach our son so that he can give him the opportunity his
uncle never had!

Ma — Mus’id!

M -Yes?

Ma - Our Prophet, Muhammad, peace be upon him, instructed us to teach our
children to pray when they’re seven, and to make sure they pray regularly
when they’re ten.

M - The peace of God be upon him and all his family and companions!

Ma - Okay. But you, God bless you, want to teach your son to play an instrument
and sing before he knows how to pray. By teaching your son to play music
and sing before he learns how to pray, you’ll give him the wrong idea about
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the world, and religion and its values, or have you become all modern and
hip like the Europeans, Mus’id?

M - Stop going on, and just tell me what you want, will you!

Ma — You know very well! All the parents were really pleased about the mosque in
the neighbourhood and leapt at the chance to put their children into the
Qur’an schools to teach them to pray and teach them God’s book, and to
keep them off the streets and out of mischief during the summer holidays.
But you want to teach your son to play the lute and sing before teaching him
how to pray and get him used to it, so he can grow up using prayer as a light
by which to see this world and the next!
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Laws of cleanliness

M - You know what, Mus’ida? If everyone in this country abided by basic laws of
cleanliness in their houses, neighbourhoods, shops, factories. workshops.
including travelling peddlers, and stuck to them rigorously, then San’a, the
capital of the Republic of Yemen and the face of Yemen to the outside world.
would look like a rose in summer!

Ma - You can say that again! When everyone pulls together, you can really get
things done!

M — The expansion of the city, the increase in population and buildings, and in
rubbish and fumes have all become a huge burden on the city, the state, and
the population in general. Things will only get worse unless we citizens stick
to the basic laws of cleanliness conscientiously and responsibly.

Ma - Yes, that’s right! Go on!

M - What I mean, Mus’ida, is that the state, represented by the secretariat of the
capital and other bodies, isn’t in any position to enforce cleanliness unless
the citizens are prepared to do their bit and abide by laws of cleanliness
themselves.

Ma - Can’t you force them?

M - Mus’ida, force can be used to get people back onto the straight and narrow,
but cleanliness is a moral, human and religious issue. Laws of cleanliness are
at the heart of Islamic teaching. God Almighty said in His book, that He
loves those who repent and the pure of body and heart. According to the
saying, cleanliness is next to godliness. The Prophet of God, peace be upon
him and all his family and companions, said that God is beauty and loves
beauty, and that God is pure and loves purity, and that you should keep your
own spaces clean.

Ma - The peace of God be upon the beloved of God!

M - The peace of God be upon him and all his family and companions!

Ma - If you think about it for a moment, religious teachings about purity and
general cleanliness are more important than all the other laws put together.
People who don’t keep their own place clean are no better than animals!

M - Mus’ida, all that’s needed is for people to keep their own place clean and tidy
— if everyone cleaned in front of their house, or factory, or workshop, or
shop, or the place where they spread out their wares, and made sure they put
all their rubbish into rubbish bins or skips, then we’d have a clean city with a
clean atmosphere. This is what our religion teaches us. And this is what’s
meant by abiding to the laws of cleanliness and hygiene responsibly and
conscientiously. You know how the saying goes, ‘If people aren’t prepared to
listen to the Holy Qur’an, God will make them listen through force!’
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Adolescence

Ma — What were you doing waiting on the street for our neighbour Muslah!? What
on earth did you want from him?

M - I didn’t want anything from him! All I wanted to do was have a quiet word
with him on his own.

Ma - Woe betide you if you were going to ask him for money, when the poor chap
has no idea where he’ll get the money from to cover the electricity and water
bills before they cut him off.

M - Everyone borrows these days. But I know Muslah’s situation. I was simply
going to tell him to keep an eye on his son and that gang who come for him
by car in our street, right under our window.

Ma - God give us strength! What are you doing interfering with our neighbour’s
son or with his mates in the street, Mus’id?

M - Do you watch them and admire them, Mus’ida!? One of them turns up the
radio to full volume, another preens his hair in the car mirror, and another
takes out his pistol and polishes it just to show us that he’s got one. Our
neighbour Muslah’s son is so naive I'm worried he’ll get sucked into the
gang. Shouldn’t I advise my neighbour to keep an eye on his son?

Ma - Oh you’re always putting your foot in it, aren’t you!

M - What do you mean, I’'m always putting my foot in it?

Ma - Mus’id, you should have understood the situation properly before you started
interfering in other people’s affairs. The three friends and our neighbour’s
son are all cousins, and if you start saying something about one of them
you’ll have to be prepared to accept the consequences!

M - What if they are cousins! That actually makes them worse than outsiders!

Ma — What they do has nothing to do with you! They’re all from the same family,
and the family will stick together.

M - I’m talking to you about the family! Our neighbour’s son has just started
adolescence, and adolescence is one of the most dangerous stages of life,
because that’s the time boys feel they’ve left their childhood behind and
become men. They start to get a distorted view of life and the people around
them, before they’ve had any proper experience. The most dangerous thing
of all is that they’re easily influenced by other people at that age.

Ma - Go on!

M - Adolescents think that smoking, for instance, is a sign of manhood and gives
them a feeling of independence and a sense of escaping from their parents’
orders.

Ma — Now that’s true, I must say! As soon as they start to grow whiskers they stop
listening to their elders!

M - That’s not all! Adolescents think carrying a pistol displays the courage and
heroism of old. They also believe that the values and morals conveyed by
satellite channels such as mixing with girls, love and marriage form the
proper basis of life, particularly when they get together with others of the
same age. So I was simply trying to tell Muslah this and get him to keep an
eye on his son. It is our duty to God, to His Prophet and to His believers to
give advice to other people before anything serious happens!
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Marriage for the sake of inheritance

M - The Yemeni philosopher said,
‘I was troubled today.
We raised her and brought her up,
but someone else claims her.
When death overtakes me,
he’ll come to cut up my wealth.’!

Ma - Yes, exactly! ‘When death overtakes me, he’ll come to cut up my wealth.’

But there’s more to it, Mus’id,
“You took care to bring her up,
You who call her, “My loved one!”
They can make you bow your head in shame
and bring about calamity!’2

M -1 don’t know about that one, but I do want to talk to you about that first saying
which concerns men getting married simply in order to get their hands on the
woman’s inheritance.

Ma - That happens all the time! If I told you about my brother-in-law, for example,
you’d laugh yourself silly!

M - Go on then!

Ma — Very well! When my mother died, God rest her soul, all the family and
in-laws came along to carry the bier. After everyone had paid their respects
and the mourning was over, that brother-in-law of ours came up all of a
fluster, wanting us to work out how much the deceased had left. He said he
knew how much his wife’s share was worth and what she would inherit from
her mother. I told him he didn’t need to worry, because the legacy was huge!
There was land, two villas let out to foreigners, two old houses in the Old
City, and I thought she had around seven or eight million in the bank. I told
him Mus’id was the executor, and that he should go to see you to find out
exactly how much his wife’s share would be.

M - He did come to see me, Mus’ida, and I told him that the legacy of the
deceased was a coral necklace, ten gold pieces, a sheepskin wrap and a
counterpane, and that thzt was all to be shared out between the two sisters
and their brother. The brother let his sisters have everything, and they each
took five gold pieces. That left the coral necklace, the sheepskin wrap and the
counterpane between two sisters.

Ma — Well, I then saw him when he’d taken the sheepskin wrap and the
counterpane, saying that they were his wife’s share, and that I should take the
coral necklace.

M - Goodness me, Mus’ida, he must have been crazy!

Ma - Don’t worry yourself, I was even crazier than him! I snatched the sheepskin
wrap from him and told him to take the counterpane and the coral necklace.
The sheepskin wrap was not going to leave that house and I was not going to
let go of it! It’s the only proper piece of inheritance we have left.

M - How right you were! That sheepskin wrap is an example of a local Yemeni
handicraft that’s no longer carried out. The problem is that shepherds in the
villages are no longer concerned about sheep, and our sons today haven’t got
it into their heads that sheep with their milk, skin and wool are a source of
income and an essential part of self-reliance. Worse than that, your
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brother-in-law was just waiting for your poor mother to die so he could
inherit the sheepskin wrap on behalf of his wife and deprive us of the last
example of traditional local industry we have. But God was merciful when
you kept the wrap for yourself, Mus’ida! Now it’ll serve as an example for
anyone who decides to go back to this type of traditional Yemeni handicraft.
The Yemeni proverb goes, ‘If you lose your cover, you deserve to be cold!’3
And the Yemeni song goes,

‘My friend, if your family quarrel with you,

take your wrap and come over to me!’

1 Qanun San’a, p. 4; Aqwal, ps. 61, 69.

2 Cf. Aqwal, p. 61. Typically for Ali ibn Zayid, the original is cryptic and leaves much
unsaid. The intended meaning is that girls must be brought up correctly if parents are
to avoid later problems.

3 Al-Akwa’, p. 1379.
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‘More haste, less speed!’

Ma — Now tell me, my crazy husband, did we go out in the car to buy the shopping
or did we go out to have an argument with other people in the middle of the
street?

M — What could I do, Mus’ida? It wasn’t my doing. The whole thing suddenly
popped up out of the blue!

Ma — The only thing that popped up out of the blue was you! Honestly, I don’t
know anyone like you!

M — What on earth have I done now?

Ma - You know perfectly well what you’ve done! The people who clean the street
and take away all the rubbish which makes the city an eyesore, told you to
wait until they had swept that pile of rubbish out of your way. You thought
you were above them and couldn’t care less for their efforts, though, and
simply ploughed through the rubbish, scattering it all over the street!

M - I was in a hurry. I wanted to get your shopping and take you back to the
house, and then go back to sign on at work!

Ma - Oh so that’s it, is it! You were trying to help me, and I couldn’t care less!
Well you didn’t consider the street cleaners while you were trying to help
me, did you! You went and hit that man’s car, smashing his brake lights, and
all because of your arrogance with the poor street cleaners, and because of
driving too fast down a street packed with traffic and pedestrians. Where'’s all
that modesty and patience that you keep going on about, eh?

M - Oh go on! Why don’t you just get a rod and give me a good hiding?!

Ma — I don’t need to, you’ve already given yourself a good hiding! You thought
you were above the street cleaners and the rules of the road. You smashed
that driver’s brake lights and stopped him being able to go to work. Then you
and he went and had a wrestling match in the middle of the street, and
everyone crowded round to see what his Lordship was doing. The money we
were going to use for the shopping was used to pay for the lights, and we
came back home without any shopping, all because of your legendary
patience and brilliant behaviour! As the Yemeni proverb goes, ‘He who sees
Mus’id in the marketplace congratulates his family!’1

1 Cf. Al-Akwa’, p. 1158.
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Protecting the land

M - The Yemeni philospher said,
‘My land is protected by walls and dykes of clay.
When the rains come at night,
I can sleep easily!’!
Ma - Yes! ‘My land is protected by walls and dykes of clay.
When the rains come at night,
I can sleep easily!”
But if the Yemeni philosopher could see how the rains come at night when
we’ve no clay dykes to protect the land, and how they sweep away what’s
left of the topsoil, he’d turn in his grave!

M - God be praised, for all goodness comes from Him! People who know that the
rains are going to come and prepare for them by strengthening their terrace
walls and dykes can sleep easily!

‘My land is protected by walls and dykes of clay.
When the rains come at night,
I can sleep easily!’
You can see what the proverb means, can’t you Mus’ida, when the reality of
the situation is right there before your eyes!

Ma — Of course! ‘Not all green is the same, nor are all gradients equal.’2 The true
Himyaritic farmer used to examine the length of his irrigation networks and
fortify all the walls and dykes during the dry season. Then, when the rains
did come at night, he would get up and go out to make sure they were
holding properly.

M - You’ve said it! ‘Not all green is the same, nor are all gradients equal.” Most of
the farmers around us today and elsewhere neglected their irrigation
networks and dykes during the dry season. They did themselves out of the
benefit of the night rains, which simply swept away what was left of the good
topsoil. And all the time the farmers were taking shelter, making sure their
hands and feet didn’t suffer from the cold!

Ma - If you think about it, Mus’id, a handful of good topsoil swept away by the
rains at night or in the full light of day is more valuable than three sacks of
good wheat!

M - You're quite right! But what can we do, and who properly understands what
it’s really worth? Some farmers don’t really bother about agriculture any
more. They’re quite content with growing gat, and rely on getting their grain,
flour, vegetables and fruit from the market, which is very short-sighted.
Others have simply abandoned their land and irrigation networks and their
walls and dykes to vermin, erosion and the rains, and either go and get
themselves jobs, or open up a shop so that they can sell stuff in tins and
packets! And this is the cause of poverty and the hand-out culture you hear of
now!

1 Cf. Aqwal, p. 20.
2 Arabic original is a Yemeni proverb.
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A heart at peace

M — What did the Yemeni philosopher say, Mus’ida?
Ma - Go on! What did he say?
M - He said,

‘Oh for a heart at peace!

That I could plough with a white ox,
with nothing owed and nothing owing!
The delight of ploughing in winter!
Ploughing in winter is the hero’s sword!!
How many difficulties God has solved!’2

Ma - Yes, exactly!

‘The delight of ploughing in winter!

Ploughing in winter is the hero’s sword!’
And there’s more, Mus’id.

‘Oh for the eye to have what it sees!

For the heart to have what it desires!

With two young oxen I plough and rejoice!’3

M - And there’s even more, Mus’ida!

‘If only I knew what would dismiss cares!
Suckling babies or furrows on a terrace!’4

Ma - My heart yearns for the ploughing and sowing season, for peas from the pod,

and a drink from a cold clay jug! And I wish I could sing out with all my
heart!

‘I would compare you to a branch of rue
nurtured and protected by a wall!
Your love is a torture that needs water and tender care.’

M - Even if you did sing your heart out, Mus’ida, the only people who would

listen to you and appreciate the sound and meaning would be the older
generation who still understand the old sayings, and songs, and the sense of,
‘Oh for a heart at peace! That I could plough with a white ox!’

Ma — Why would only the older generation understand, when our children, the

youth of today, may God keep away the devil, are graduating from
universities with certificates in computer science and foreign languages! All
they need now is to start eating asid with a knife and fork!

M - We don’t need to worry about them! All they seem to be interested in is

progress and refined culture! They’re only a stone’s throw away from
reaching the surface of the moon! What I want to talk to you about is our
children, people of the land and agriculture!

Ma - With all due respect, as long as most of the valleys are dry and barren, and

the land is uncultivated, and the young men with strong forearms are
scattered around the cities and provincial centres, there’s no point in counting
on hearts being soothed by the songs and dancing of old.

‘Oh you slender, elegant, beautiful one,

like the neck of a smooth clay jug,

love is a burning fire,
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oh beauty with no separation!’

M — Look, that’s exactly what I want to talk to you about! Last week, I went with
my cousin to his village, to those people he had a dispute with. Later [ went
off for a walk to the old well that used to be the only one in the wadi. It’s still
as our fathers and grandfathers had left it but it’s been neglected. I sat on the
sawirih, the wall of the well, praising God for his wonderful kingdom and

_contemplating the vicissitudes of fate. I’ve no idea how I came to forget my
glasses on top of the sawirih, but I didn’t remember them until I got back to
the house. Anyway, I went up to my son and said to him, ‘Look, son, I went
and took my glasses off and left them on top of the sawirih, where I'd been
sitting. Could you fetch them for me?’ So he went off. Then he came back
again and said, ‘What’s a sawirih, Dad?’ See what I mean, Mus’ida?

Ma - That’s nothing, there’s worse to come!

M - Go on!

Ma — Last year, I went to the village and spent two weeks there. I walked round all
the valleys, but I never heard any traditional singing or saw any dancing, and
I didn’t see any fresh pods, or one cold clay jug covered with vine leaves.
The Yemeni philosopher said,

‘Oh for the eye to have what it sees!
For the heart to have what it desires!
With two young oxen I plough and rejoice!’

1 i.e. Ploughing in winter prepares the soil for sowing before the rains, and therefore
eliminates hunger just as a hero is felt to do. The plough is compared here to the
blade of the sword.

2 Ahkam, p. 107; Aqwal, p. 36; Qanun San’a, p. 2.

3 Ahkam, p. 104; Aqwal, p. 33.

4 The second sentence is in answer to the first.
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‘He whose wife wears the trousers will hit his neighbour’s wife!’

M - How does that Yemeni proverb go, Mus’ida?

Ma - Go on, tell me!

M - The proverb goes, ‘He whose wife wears the trousers will hit his neighbour’s
wife.’

Ma — Oh yes! ‘He whose wife wears the trousers will hit his neighbour’s wife.’
And I'll tell you what! I hadn’t heard of anyone hitting his neighbour’s wife
until your nephew came to set himself up and live in our neighbourhood!

M - Look, I'm talking to you about proverbs so you can gain from life’s
experiences, I’m not asking you to make a song and dance!

Ma — But that’s precisely what I want to do! People who were on the scene said
that your nephew pulled his neighbour’s wife’s sitara, and that is very
wrong! I’ve never heard of any Yemeni or Arab tribesman doing something
like that before! You’d better go and see what you can do, before those
hypocrites and people with their own agendas make mountains out of
molehills, and then step to the side to let us clear up the mess!

M - Look, it’s got nothing to do with me. It’s between them. Since it wasn’t me
who grabbed at our neighbour’s wife’s sitara, you needn’t worry. People are
responsible for their own actions.

Ma — That’s all very well, but the woman’s husband, children and brothers are not
going to accept that slight on their female relative, and they’re not going to
stay quiet about it either. And you won’t be able to slide out of defending
your nephew when they come up to accuse him!

M - Anyone who heard you would say you’d become the district governor,
Mus’ida!

Ma - It’s nothing to do with the district governor! But I'm going to give my
brother a call and get him to lend you his gun. Then you can take it to that
woman’s family and tell them you’re leaving it with them in recompense for
what your nephew did!

M - May God help you, Mus’ida!

Ma - And God give you strength and help you to gird your loins for the sake of
your nephew!

"M - First you’d better understand the situation properly, and make sure you’re in
full control of the facts before you leap to conclusions. My nephew has tribal
blood and knows the meaning of tribal duties, values and honour and the
need to stick to them. He wouldn’t dream of taking a passing look at his
neighbour’s wife, let alone grab at her sitara!

Ma - So what on earth can we do about those witnesses who swear that your
nephew grabbed at his neighbour’s wife’s sitara without any sense of shame?

M —T’ve no idea! God alone knows the unseen and is the only true witness. People
are all different. Testifying to something is one of the things we’ll be asked
about in front of our maker, and woe betide those who bear false witness on
the Day of Reckoning. But there is something I want to know — what’s
behind this disagreement between my nephew and his neighbours?

Ma - You’ve asked me before, and I've told you it’s because of the children and
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the street.

M - Go on!
Ma — The houses are full of children, may God preserve them!
M - Yes, go on!

Ma - They’ve got nowhere to play apart from the street, and your nephew’s wife,
who hasn’t got any children of her own, blew up at the children. She said she
likes her peace and quiet and that the children were annoying her. So, as I
told you, she got really cross with them. One day she shouted at them,
another day she cursed them and their parents, another day she accused them
of being rude and badly brought up. The last time, though, she went and hit
the son of that particular neighbour in the middle of the street. According to
her, he’d shot the ball at the window, giving her the shock of her life!

M — Peace be upon the Prophet!

Ma — The peace of God be upon him and all his family and companions!

M - And I'll tell you what happened after that!! The neighbour heard her son
crying and leapt to his defence. The sound of people arguing and shouting
brought the women and children of the neighbourhood to see what all the
noise was about. My nephew ran to drag his wife back into the house away
from the commotion in the street, and when he took hold of her, he
accidentally grabbed the neighbour’s wife’s sitara. She screamed out and got
the people present to bear witness, and those false witnesses certainly didn’t
let her down! And you go leaping to conclusions and want to get me
involved alongside my nephew, and make it appear that we’re in the wrong!
The whole thing is quite ridiculous and has got completely out of hand!

1 Added in the English translation.
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The unscrupulous executor

M - You know, what makes me most angry and upset is people confiscating other
people’s money and possessions, particularly when the victims are orphans
or defenceless women, and particularly when this daylight robbery is
committed by executors of wills and testaments.

Ma - Oh, I could tell you a story that would make your hair stand on end, which
concerns our family. If we knew someone who could make a film out of it,
I’'m sure it would win an Oscar!

M - Go on then, tell me about it!

Ma — My uncle, my father’s own brother, ‘may his son not grow up to be a man
and may Muhammad not put in a good word for him’, was appointed
executor for us after the death of my father. As soon as he got hold of the
will, he went and forged another so that he could erase the name of the other
executor.

M - That is blatant betrayal of the trust with which he was entrusted and which
he’ll be asked to account for in front of God, ‘on the day when neither wealth
nor progeny will serve him well, and only the pure of heart will benefit.’

Ma - Praise be to God! Anyway, after he removed the name of the second
executor, he took all the papers and documents, and went and altered the lot
as he saw fit, with no sense of shame or fear of God!

M - And who told him he could do that? Who was the writer, and who were the
witnesses, and how on earth did their consciences allow them to aid and abet
this kind of treachery and disregard for God’s law!?

Ma - Oh, you don’t need to worry about that! There are plenty of people around
with weak wills and no conscience, recent graduates from Satan College. As
the saying goes, ‘Birds of a feather flock together’!

M - May God protect us from the work of the devil and all his accomplices! This
type of person, Mus’ida, in families and in society in general works like a
cancerous cell in an otherwise healthy body.

Ma - Hang on a bit! That’s not all! There’s still the graduation party!

M - Go on!

Ma — After me and my full brother and my half brother grew up, we asked the
executor to give us each a copy of the papers and various documents my
father had left. He handed us six pieces of paper. The first was my mother
and father’s marriage certificate. The second certified my father’s divorce of
my stepmother, and his marriage to her again with a new contract and new
brideprice. The third mentioned the items to be passed on — two stone
cooking pots, four brass spittoons, the snuffbox, two robes, and the
deceased’s loofa!

M - He should have taken those documents, put them in water and drunk their
ink!1 He handed you a set of completely worthless papers! Carry on!

Ma - Wait! There are still the fourth and fifth pieces of paper, and what they
contained shows what he was really on about!

M - Go on!

Ma - According to the fourth document, my stepmother had taken all the papers
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and documents when my father was on his deathbed and handed them to her
son. He then hid some of the papers, sold some of the items, and built
himself the house he’s living in this very minute!

M - No one’s going to believe him over that! But watch out, because the executor
may now try to get the beneficiaries to fight it out amongst themselves, in
order to divert them from what he’s up to.

Ma - You’ve got it in one! If he’d only satisfied himself with cheating us, that
would’ ve been almost forgivable. He then went up to my stepmother and her
son and told them that Mus’ida and her brother would be coming to make
trouble and take them to court over the house they were living in, which was
their property! Then he told them to have a big stick ready before we even
knocked on the door!

M — God will show him! They say it’s only weak people who let you down.

Ma — Then the executor came over to see my brother and me, and gave us the same
rubbish! If you want what’s rightfully yours, make sure you take a big stick
with you. So he meant to make us fall out and fight amongst ourselves with
absolutely no cause! And all this deception and hatred was stirred up so he
could distract us from his cheating and falsification and stealing other
people’s property!

‘He who means to cauterise others will find himself cauterised even more!
And he who delights in his cousin’s misfortune will find it come back to him!* 2

1 Cf. Zayd, p. 40.
2 Qanun San’a, p. 14.
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Youth and television

Ma — Oh Mus’id, what on earth are we going to do? I don’t know where to hide my
face from the parents of that girl who we asked for in marriage to our son!

M - Why? What’s happened? We’re keeping to our word. I’'m just waiting for my
brother to come from Mukalla to lend me 50,000 riyals so I can pay for the
engagement items, then we’ll go and have the engagement.

Ma - Bless you! But don’t bother waiting for your brother, because we’re not
going to have any engagement.

M — Why? Have the family decided against it and come and told you, or what?

Ma — It’s just that our son really doesn’t look as if he’s prepared to get married. I
can sense that already.

M — What’s he said to you?

Ma — He hasn’t told me anything as such. It’s just that he looks like he’s on an
entirely different planet!

M - Oh God, I hope it’s good news, please!

Ma — Your son, my dearest, is immersed in a world of fantasy and romance.

M - That’s not a problem. It’s what happens to adolescent boys. But when we
marry him off to a good girl, she’ll get him out of this dream world.

Ma - You don’t seem to get what I mean! The boy told me quite frankly, ‘Mum, I
don’t want you to get me some girl I'm not going to like, and force her on me
like you force feed stalks to cattle!’

M - That girl is certainly not unlikeable, I'll guarantee that!

Ma - I said to him, ‘Pull yourself together and don’t worry! She’s been blessed by
God with beauty, modesty and good morals, even though she may be from
rather a poor working family.’

M - If it comes to that we’re all workers. Poverty, Mus’ida, doesn’t shame the
poor, nor does wealth honour the rich. Has our dear son become a millionaire
who wants to marry the daughter of a millionaire?

Ma - We’re not talking about millionaires and their daughters! But your son came
out with something else. He said that young people in the developed
countries only get married once they’ve got to know each other. And we
want to marry him off blind, as if it’s a lottery!

M - If he said that it’s not his fault, because he’s at that age, and he’s been
influenced by the satellite channels which set out to spoil the values and
morals in our young people. You know that my cousin Naji went to the West
and found that the young men and women there meet secretly and openly,
and then get married. Naji was swept along by all this. He got to know a girl
and behaved like everyone else in that country. They went out to restaurants
and clubs together. She whispered sweet nothings to him, and he told her she
was the love of his life.

Ma — That’s right! Then they got married, and after the wedding nothing went
right. The sweet nothings and ‘love of my life’ stuff went out of the window,
and they started arguing almost immediately.

M - T’ll tell you why, though.

Ma - Go on, then!

\AE



M — My cousin Naji told me quite frankly what happened. He said, ‘Between me
and you, Mus’id, a month after the wedding my view of her changed, and her
view of me changed. From that moment, doubt began to nag at me. I said to
myself, if the girl was prepared to forfeit her honour and go out with a
strange boy before getting married, what’s to stop her doing the same thing
once she’s married? This never actually happened, of course, but there was
always that bit of doubt nagging me. It was only then that I fully appreciated
the meaning of the Yemeni proverb, ‘What begins with passion ends in
rejection’.! Anyway, that’s what happened, Mus’ida, so make sure you tell
our son the story of my cousin Naji before you go to bed tonight, and remind
the girls in our family of the saying of the Yemeni philosopher, ‘Beware of
courtship before marriage!’2

1 Zayd, p. 43.
2 Aqwal, p. 49.

VAo



((o.uu ‘:’%‘-’J‘»

¢ Barue b Lasas Lo Jull s Jub it (b bl

Kt IV

- T

il S Jib i el b oall
Cdatdl Jib b it el b ol
comall 8 mialy padts sl ol sa L
e daddl Jud b g b b adl
LS Y5 Jie Wy« Usd Ol Lo o) laaty ! gl e (155505 « pobiie oIS
iy Jall sl e 8 eme ¢ Bl ol Y
c SUISATL Tls B Y ¢ il e daacel (o e e Js3l Lida cpo « Gla
sl oblsa e Jlwl gu Y

sl aa Lias U adsls G

!\;.L.u!:

‘Lf_atfuw-&f:

oS ol Buas
M| - pela—st &5
Ol::?gl.  olal agie (Sl

Zﬁ oea—iy sl
1D Ll « 5L
alsll . Ayl
s ¢ ol Y

il Lela
e e
ob e oy
Gomll Slaas 8,L05 (eLS © piie puatlly all g3 b pall SIS
325 3 5l B aas La Loy« 55835 La3ll 358 ¥ dd 503 G Al

Lulie

LRSI Gals ¢ SJBH adall b bk« alud -
Yoall B5a N Ll basyss L Jugy « 3G ot ol SJEI Gasdlly -

Saaa Ly agile) (B 0 OISy ¢ puuadl agyamy a3 ¥l By LSy g oS
ALY e Lo oS L padis Ao « Lgale cras aaly JS OIS,
S g s SUSH auliy ¢ cupniay ¢ oulie U Salilly o Gulie Y1

e il s el Zi) e play Joill 15 pgab el il un gl

A1

DA uo



‘Jﬂlﬁdﬁﬁgﬁewuggﬂl»

¢ puad daaa G875 Lo
comall Jriials pak Hle oL sa L
CJa J i i Gl L o

! pual dal ey e A a2l ga L

Gl 05 e Wyl ¢ Jladl fals o LISl siay Jsall 138 ¢ waiue b 585 U :

¢ Yl

i o Ll e Jsae oladl SA1 aly ! gpute Bl gl b L
il 153 1 els Lo gl Gy« ol Lo S+ Ul uhie b iy o
B TV ol ey dasl oty cmapoll I Ciia s « ke
¢ Latdll ol agd adus ¢ YY) Sllay ( deliss d g | 931S ml‘,m‘,l.n.ul
s« paiiaad] Gokll e Copatl oK1 Lol o Losie BN aills
O g Ll By ola Goas « SSby ¢ g Famg e ey
- daadd IS8 b e lsa sy « Gsatay ¢ pulie s ¢ 3,Lal

!‘a.L.u!:“

cBae any Lo Lo Jlaoll oy« ol wlidbiiag ¢ sl 8500 5505 A
BN LAy« Jooant 4Ky « Ugall Gail ¢ Qulill oy . alie 55935 Y]
oty « B it S0 Al T I el - ol - il

omadl 8 auSy o ¢ Lo JSL as < JUI

AV



‘Love, my friends’

M- ‘Love, my friends, needs heart, strength and means.” What comes after that,
Mus’ida?
Ma — It goes,

‘Love, my friends, needs heart, strength and means.

It’s not for him who lit up his shop in the light of day.

Love, my friends, needs heart, strength and means.

It’s not for him who collects money then breakfasts in prison.
Love, my friends, needs heart, strength and means.

It’s not for the trader who was born yesterday.’

M - Very poetic! And I’ve been thinking that every saying and proverb has got a
story behind them which gives us an insight into life and people.

Ma - I just learn the sayings from listening to other people. I don’t know whether
they’ve got any stories behind them, and I don’t even bother asking!

M - Well I'm going to tell you the story behind that saying now!

Ma - Okay, go on!

M - They say that there were three men. Two of them were traders and the third
collected tax [zakah] and handed it over to the state. The first trader went
bankrupt because of all the goods he used to buy on credit. They lit a candle
and put it over the door of his shop in broad daylight as a sign to his
creditors. The second trader went into business without knowing anything
about it, and was bankrupt within the space of three months.

Ma - Go on, what about the third person, the tax collector?

M - The third person collected tax, and rather than hand it over to the state
treasury, he embezzled it. In the end, he was sent to prison. At that time,
there was a lovely girl. Each of them wanted to marry her, but it never turned
out, because the first trader was bankrupt, the second trader was bankrupt
and in debt, and the tax collector was locked away in prison. Later a saying
emerged from the story and it became the subject of a popular song.

‘Love, my friends, needs heart, strength and means.

It’s not for him who lit up his shop in the light of day.

Love, my friends, needs heart, strength and means.

It’s not for him who collects money then breakfasts in prison.
Love, my friends, needs heart, strength and means.

It’s not for the trader who was born yesterday.’

Ma - Tell me, though, Mus’id, is that really a true story, or did someone make it
up?

M - If you think about it, you’ll realise that it’s based on truth. My nephew hasn’t
got any patience. He wanted to get rich overnight, whatever it took. He
opened up a shop and curried favour with the importers and wholesalers. He
acted very honest and upright so that they would trust him, and they began to
give him goods worth hundreds of thousands of riyals. He would give them
half the cost at the time, and the rest once he had sold the goods. But,
unfortunately, he went off the straight and narrow. He became excessively
wasteful and extravagant. In the end, he had to leave the business altogether,
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without a penny to his name and up to his ears in debt, and they lit a candle
over the door of his shop.

Ma - Go on!

M - Other people, Mus’ida, set up a business without knowing anything about it
beforehand, and often without a clue about how the market works or how
traders operate; people like these usually go bankrupt within a very short
time. Some people, who are entrusted by the state to collect taxes and take it
to the state treasury, betray that trust. They embezzle the money, and end up
eating fenugreek and bread in prison!
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Shikma

M — Where have you been, Mus’ida? Come on, tell me you think! Should we take
ourselves down to the Centre to learn to read and write better, or do we know
enough already?

Ma - They do say that you can’t ever have too much knowledge, and that we
should seek knowledge even if it means going to China!

M - And just what would take us to China? But we’ve got a Centre just round the
corner! We could start getting up early from tomorrow to study there. You do
one day, and I'll do the next, so that we can learn Standard Arabic, the
language of the Holy Qur’an.

Ma — But you already know the Qur’an, the sayings of the Prophet, literature, and
the rules of grammar. What benefit would you get from going back and forth
to the Centre?

M - Oh, we’d have to go to the Centre, at least so that they could interpret the
word shikma for us, and tell us what it means in Arabic, or at least give us the
dialect meaning of it!

Ma — Ah, so that’s what it’s all about, is it! I was beginning to wonder what you
were going to say!

M — But it’s not just that! We’ll get them to translate the word shikma for us into
Arabic. Then we’ll go to a legal advisor, and get him to see exactly what you
did to me, to the household, and what you did with the neighbours’ pans,
plates, and spoons, and what you went and threw into the rubbish bin!

Ma - They say, ‘If you’re not used to doing something it’s torture!’! The only
person I know who invites people round and opens up his house and moans
about it afterwards is you! It isn’t as if you don’t know the Yemeni proverb,
‘Open up your house and be proud, or close it up and hide yourself away!’2

M - Well you didn’t make us proud, and they didn’t talk about your pride in all the
papers, and we’ve nothing left to hide ourselves away with! You’ve simply
gone and made a spectacle of us and shown everyone how stupid we are!

Ma — Why on earth are you going on so much? Simply because I held a party for
my niece. Don’t you think I should repay my debt?

M — What debt? Tell me what debt will you! And who would want to credit you
anything anyway?

Ma — My sister held a party for my daughter, so I held a party for her daughter.
That’s what I mean by repaying a debt, and if you’re not prepared to repay
other people’s generosity to hell with you!

M - Things should be appropriate, though. You can’t do something properly
without having the means! Your sister is one of those who have tons of
money. little charity, lots of conceit, and love being ostentatious and showing
off, even if it’s at the expense of Mus’id and Mus’ida!

Ma — What do you mean, ‘even if it’s at the expense of Mus’id and Mus’ida’?
You’'re really getting everything muddled up today!

M - The only people who are getting things muddled up are you and your sister!
When you invite people over or visit members of the family and friends and
neighbours it’s supposed to be done because you like them and genuinely
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want to see them. Your sister’s giving your daughter a party, on the other
hand, wasn’t for that selfless reason at all. It was simply so that she could
show off and be ostentatious. When she asked you to hold a party for her
daughter, she insisted that you put on all the trimmings, and you certainly
didn’t fail her! You relieved the neighbours of their pots and pans and plates;
you slaughtered a calf; you barbecued a sheep; you roasted chicken; you
fried fish; you stuffed the boot of the car with sweets and cakes; and rather
than religious chanting, you decided on pretty songs and the lute. Then you
invited all the posh people of your sister’s ilk, and didn’t bother inviting your
own neighbours, friends and acquaintances! Half the posh women didn’t turn
up, and the half that did come for lunch didn’t have any appetite and couldn’t
eat. All that food and drink that God blessed us with was tipped into the
dustbin. And that was because your sister’s got an over-conceited view of
herself, and because you’re ignorant and blindly do other people’s work for
them. As the Yemeni poet said,

‘A crow learnt to walk like a grouse,

when he used to walk like a quail.

He stumbled around doing both;

but in the end could only fail!’

1 Al-Akwa’, p. 820.
2 Cf. al-Akwa’, p. 191.
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Certificates

Ma — What’s up with you today, you’re so bad tempered and cross! Relax! You
need to be patient in life. As the Yemeni saying goes, ‘One nice word can
break a dry stick.’!

M — That one nice word didn’t break a dry stick and didn’t even bend a fresh one.
All it did was break my back and empty my pocket!

Ma - You shouldn’t ever say anything like that about your children, and go on at
them about how much you do for them! Pull yourself together! They’re your
children. Today they need you, but tomorrow you’ll need them. Our children
are our only support and our life blood.

M - So are you saying I shouldn’t tell them right from wrong or give them any
advice, Mus’ida? Should I just leave them to make a mess of their lives and
waste their time?

Ma - Of course you should give them advice and talk to them, but kindly and by
setting them a good example. Jumping down their throats and speaking
roughly and yelling at them only makes things worse. If only you’d listen!

M — Oh I really hadn’t realised how clever you’ve become!

Ma — That’s enough of ‘how clever you’ve become’! Your sons are men now, and
it’s not right for you to show them up in front of their friends. Say what you
want to them in private, but treat them with respect in front of other people.

M - Mus’ida, all I want is for them to behave like men. They’re my sons, they’re
not my guests. Can’t you see that?

Ma - If you’re thinking about learning and studying, then wait for the certificates I
guarantee they’ll get at the end of the year.

M - That’s all very well, but you’ve forgotten one thing. The house is full of
certificates. Every one of them has twelve certificates — six from primary
school, three from preparatory school, and three from secondary school. That
makes a total of twelve for each one of them, and the marks for all of these
certificates are identical. They never get any better and never get any worse!

Ma — Nevermind! They’re at University now, and good luck to the lot of them!

M - Mus’ida!

Ma - Now what?!

M - Schools, institutes, colleges, and universities are not there simply to dole out
certificates and wish good luck to the lot of them! They’re there for
knowledge and learning, for seekers of knowledge, the brilliant, the genius,
for those who strive for the best marks. They’re there for those who seek to
stand beside the brilliant, for those who others look up to, and for those who
are depended upon to do the very best for themselves, their society and their
country.

Ma - With our sons bent over their books and lecture handouts all hours, they
certainly should get the best marks and become university assistants. Just
don’t worry about them!

M - And just when are they studying, Mus’ida? Halfway through the month of
She’ban, or when the cock crows?

Ma - I'm sick up to here of your sarcasm! They’re studying right in front of your
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nose in your house. They don’t go anywhere! Just stop giving me all this
nonsense!

M — But I'm talking about all this knowledge. Your sons, Mus’ida, have got all
their studying and learning sewn up, and they insist they can’t do it without
gat. It’s become an addiction, Mus’ida!

Ma — Just like all other boys of their age, and that’s the fact of the matter
throughout the country!

M - Too right! Your sons have lunch, then meet up with their friends, and chew,
and chat, and watch television, from 3 o’ clock in the afternoon to 9 o’ clock
at night. They keep half a mind on the programme, and leave half a mind for
their books and lectures.

Ma — All I know is that come 9 0’ clock they’re absolutely shattered from all their
studying.

M — With all due respect, they’re certainly not shattered! They’re numbed by gat
and the television. As a result, they crawl under the blankets, and hallucinate,
and have weird thoughts, and toss and turn, until 2 or 3 o’ clock in the
morning. Then they wake up exhausted, a bag of nerves, confused,
depressed, so they turn over and go back to sleep. And if they do actually
manage to drag themselves to the lecture hall, they nod off, and yawn, and
the only thing they’re concerned about is the television and the price of gat.
They’re not bothered about the lecture, and they don’t have a clue what the
lecturer’s going on about!

1 Cf. al-Akwa’, p. 879.
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Marrying children

Ma — What’s up with you today? You’'re totally in a world of your own. What on
earth are you thinking about?

M - You tell me what I might be thinking about. What do you think might put me
into a this sort of state?

Ma - I’ve no idea what’s going on in your head, but the only things I know to put
people in a dream world like this are debts and love.

M - Thank God I haven’t got any debts on my plate, and the only thing I know
about love is what other people tell me. But you know what the world is like,
Mus’ida. No one can ever be totally at peace.

Ma - You haven’t been arguing with your brother about our daughter again, have
you?

M - Mus’ida, my brother’s been going on about how he was the only one who
looked after me properly and fed and clothed me after my father died.

Ma — Just listen here! Don’t believe a word of it, even if he does say how much he
did for you! The only one who fed and watered you and feeds and waters us is
God Almighty. And the other thing is that he gave you absolutely nothing!
The only money he ever spent on you came from the money your father left
you, which he also helped himself to! In the end, he said there was nothing
left, and kicked you out of the house without a penny!

M - Well he’ll suffer for it in the end, Mus’ida. If anyone ever told you that
someone could take someone else’s money and not have to account for it on
the Day of Judgement, don’t you believe it!

Ma - You don’t have to tell me that! But I really can’t get over your brother’s
cheek. Firstly he confiscates the money that’s due to you and feeds himself
and his children on money that’s not his. Then he goes and tells you how
grateful you should be, because he’s the only one who’s looked after you and
fed you since your father died! The only thing that’s missing is for him to say
he’s your maker! And on top of all that he’s got the gall to threaten you if you
don’t hand over your daughter!

M - May God forgive us! If that was all just a fairy tale, it wouldn’t be so bad. He
wants me to give my daughter in marriage to his son.

Ma - Look, there’s no point in hiding behind defences, you need to go and face him
man to man!

M - I don’t think it calls for that. Nothing’s happened yet. She’s our daughter and
we’ve got the right to say, ‘No’.

Ma — That isn’t what I mean. Your brother has got it into his head that he’ll get the
girl engaged, draw up the marriage contract, and take her off with him, and
you seem to be incapable of standing up to him because he’s had you under
his thumb since you were a lad. It seems the only thing that’ll make him listen
is someone standing up to him man to man.

M - But I did stand up to him, Mus’ida! I told him that the girl is still very young,
and everything should be in its own good time. Then I'll be prepared to do
what he wants.

Ma - Mus’id!

M - Now what?

Ma - If you’re really so much under your brother’s thumb, so be it! But if you ever
agree to him coming and taking our daughter in marriage to his son, he’s
going to find he’s got Mus’ida in his way! Get some sense into your head!

Yoo



Our daughter’s only nine years old! She still wants to play with other
children. Listen to me, will you!

M - Did I say okay to him? Did I say okay he could come and take our daughter
whenever he wanted, Mus’ida? I’ ve still got some wits about me, you know!

Ma - And just where are these wits you talk about? Your brother’s wife phoned me
up yesterday to congratulate me. She said I shouldn’t worry about my
daughter because the groom himself is still only fourteen. She said they’d
come and have the engagement and draw up the wedding contract, then
they’d take the girl away with them, and she’d keep a good eye on her.

M - Go on! What did you say to her then? You can be pretty tough in this sort of
situation! .

Ma — Why should I be tough? I simply said to her perfectly politely that if they
were looking for somewhere for their son to play, take him to the park or to
the youth sports club. And if they were looking for something to entertain
him, there are plenty of toys in the market place. They could get a bear that
plays the drum and dances. Only once foreign cartoons show us children
getting married, will we do likewise!
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Reckless driving

M — What on earth do you think you were doing, Mus’ida, running into the path of
a car like that! You were just asking to be killed! Have you no eyes in your
head, or were you gazing at the stars?

Ma — Was I gazing at the stars! I ask you! I never dare cross the road until I've
looked left and right at least three times! I still care about my life, you know.

M - So how come that driver went and drove over the bag of tomatoes and
squashed them? How did it get to be under the tyre in the first place?

Ma - Let’s say, if the bag of tomatoes hadn’t fallen under the tyre on its own, that
driver would have squashed me along with the tomatoes without giving it a
second thought! But God was merciful. I took a step back, the bag of
tomatoes fell off my head into the path of the car, and the driver went straight
over it with the front tyre. I don’t think I’ll get over the shock as long as I
live!

M - Mus’ida, if you think that shock’ll have a bad effect on you, I'll go and heat
up the cauterising iron and cauterise you!

Ma - You will do no such thing! The only one who needs to be cauterised is that
lunatic of a driver! But I told him just what I thought of him and got people
to crowd around him.

M - And what good did it do getting people to crowd around him? You’d have
done better with a stone in your hand.

Ma - It’s not a question of stone throwing, it’s a question of manners! I can’t
believe that driver! Rather than say, ‘Thank God you’re not hurt, dear!’ he
got out of his car with a furrowed brow and started yelling at me. You’d
think I was his mother-in-law the way he went on. He had absolutely no
sense of shame or dignity!

M - That’s just the problem, Mus’ida! Unfortunately some drivers seem to lack
any sense of responsibility and don’t bother about behaving well. They don’t
respect the right of the road, or pedestrians, nor have any regard for the rules
of the road, or the traffic police. They don’t obey directions, or traffic lights.
And this recklessness, bad manners and lack of regard for other people is
typical of stupid idiots.

Ma - Exactly! The description you’ve just given applies perfectly to that driver
who almost knocked me down and squashed my bag of tomatoes with his
tyre. But some people would be impudent outside a police station. As the
Yemeni proverb goes, ‘He who has no sense of shame will do what he
wants!’!

M - Exactly, having a sense of shame is part of Islamic belief, and a feature of the
true believer. Respect for the road, caring for the safety of pedestrians,
sticking to the rules of the road, and showing respect for the traffic police is
all part of having a sense of shame. As you’ve said, ‘He who has no sense of
shame will do what he wants!’

Ma - I found all this out first hand! That driver is someone who doesn’t care about
rules or values. This type of behaviour causes accidents that result in tragic
loss of life and damage to property and possessions. And the family, society
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and the state departments responsible bear the costs. We can’t carry on
footing the bill, and we can’t sit back and let these people get away with it.
But the Yemeni proverb sums it up nicely, ‘It’s only weak donkeys that let
you down!’2

1 Al-Akwa’, p. 136.
2 Cf. al-Akwa’, p. 1091; Zayd, p. 47.
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Weapons in the hands of adolescents

M - Now tell me, Mus’ida, did you go to the market to buy the chicken and
vegetables for lunch, or did you go to check the state of the street and watch
other people as they went about their business?

Ma - I just went to buy the shopping. I haven’t any interest in other people, and
they haven’t any interest in me. Don’t you go looking for things to complain
about!

M - So what’s this that I heard then?!

Ma - Let us seek refuge in God from all devils! What on earth did you hear?

M - How can you let yourself talk about someone else’s son?

Ma - And just who is this someone else’s son I’ ve been talking about?

M - Your son’s friend!

Ma — Why should I want to talk about someone who’s still got the mind of a child?
What would make me want to talk about him? But I'll tell you what! When I
came back from the market, I found him waiting by the door in a Toyota land
cruiser. He said he was waiting for my son.

M - But Mus’ida, how on earth did our son get to know someone with a Toyota
land cruiser, when all his other friends have nothing but second-hand
bicycles and worn-out boots?

Ma — I must admit, I was rather surprised, too, when he opened the car door and
came out wearing a pistol on his right hip, a pager on his left, with a mobile
phone strung around his neck! The only thing missing was a lollipop stuck in
his mouth then he’d have had all the gadgets and appliances anyone could
ask for!

M - Look, that’s nothing to do with us. We’re not responsible for how other people
behave or their stupidity, just get that into your head!

Ma - However, I am responsible for my son. When I saw the pistol on the lad’s hip
and a car that was bigger than him and more than he could manage, I was
concerned about my son. Don’t you know how dangerous guns and cars are
in the hands of adolescents, Mus’id?

M - Of course I do! The one thing that worries people most is weapons, cars and
satellite television in the hands of adolescent boys.

Ma - Exactly! When I saw that boy with all those gadgets I measured him up. I
told him my son wasn’t at home, he’d gone to the village to buy things for
his father. He asked me the name of our village, so I said Bayt Alal. He asked
where Bayt Alal was, and I said next to Bayt al-Rabu’i. He asked how long
ago it was since he’d left. I told him about half an hour. Then he asked what
he’d gone to fetch, and I said he’d gone to fetch stalks and hay for the calf
we were fattening for Eid Arafah. Then he asked me what hay was, and I said
it was like popcorn. He said, ‘When your son comes back, ask him to leave
me some hay to try.’ I said I'd leave him some hay, and he could go and
share it with the calf!

M - Oh Mus’ida! Why did you make fun of the poor boy like that! You’'re
normally so considerate! It’s not right, and you know how you should
behave!
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Ma - Oh yes! Now tell me who exactly is making fun of the lad, will you! Me who
answers his questions, or his parents who obviously don’t care less — giving
him a pistol and a car, both dangerous weapons and either of which could
kill! Also, I'm concerned about my son. According to the Yemeni proverb,
‘He who gets near to the furnace will either get burnt or be covered in soot.’!

M - Weapons and cars in the hands of adolescents are a danger to society as a
whole. As the proverb goes, ‘Calamities come at the end of the night.’2

Ma - It isn’t calamities at the end of the night that bother me! May God protect us
from all evils! I'm talking to you about calamities that happen slap bang in
the middle of the day! Sensible people, my dearest, make sure they provide
their children with as much learning and culture as possible, to open their
minds and raise their sense of awareness, and to embed in them a sense of
higher principles and values. We, on the other hand, provide our children
with the means to kill and be killed. And we let them be ignorant, snobbish,
conceited and reckless, and tell them they can have whatever they want. The
Yemeni proverbs go, ‘Stupid people are contented’3, and, ‘A wayward child
will cause you distress!’4

1 Al-Akwa’, p. 1259; Qanun San’a, p. 6
2 Al-Akwa’, p. 31.

3 Al-Akwa’, p. 825.

4 Al-Akwa’, p. 40.
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Marrying one without the other

Ma - Goodness, Mus’id! You’re the only one I know who’s about to marry off his
younger son before his older son!

M - Just be quiet, will you, and give blessings to the Prophet!

Ma — The peace of God be upon him and his family! But really, Mus’id, how can
you mean to marry off your younger son while he’s still out playing, and
leave your older son without a wife when he’s already 35 years old! How did
you manage to square that one?

M -1 didn’t need to square it. The Yemeni philosopher said,

‘Farmers! Don’t think farming’s easy!
It needs two good bulls and a warm house full of produce.’!

Ma - Look! I'm trying to talk to you about this off-beam decision of yours.
Everyone thinks you’re daft and they’re all talking about you!

M - Why should they be talking about me? What have I got to do with them?

Ma — They say that Mus’id’s soft in the head, marrying off his younger son, who’s
only just 15, while his elder son, who’s already 35, is still unmarried!

M - Our elder son, Mus’ida, abandoned me and the land and the village, and took
himself off to the town. Then after we’d lost all contact with each other, he
came back asking me to get him married!

Ma - Since you’re going to marry off the younger boy, you may as well kill two
birds with one stone and marry off the older one too. By rights, he should
come before his brother, Mus’id!

M - His younger brother should come before him, and deserves to get married far
more than he does! He stayed tied to the land, and is my right-hand man. We
wouldn’t have half the number of sheep and goats we have if it weren’t for
all the sweat and blood he’s put into the work. You won’t get any produce or
any tilled land if you’re not prepared to put in the effort and perseverance.
And I want to get him married to firm up his commitment to the land!

Ma - He certainly does deserve well. “You don’t have a farmer without two good
bulls and a warm house full of produce.” But it’s not right for you to marry
the younger one at the expense of the older one when they’re both your flesh
and blood!

M - Okay, what do you think I should do then?

Ma - I think you should wait until I’m able to find a nice girl for the older boy, and
then marry them both off at the same time.

M - TI'll do what you say, but on one condition.

Ma - Go on!

M - The younger boy will get married because he’s already got his housing sorted
out, and can reckon on God supplying him with all his needs because he’s
prepared to work the land. He doesn’t need to wait for a wage or overtime, or
wonder where his food’s going to come from. And he doesn’t need to worry
about poverty. You know the saying,

‘I’'m not worried about poverty,
because I have a hundred vines of grape!’2
Ma — I know all that! I'm not stupid! But I'm not going to stand by while you
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marry off the younger boy and not the older one when they’re both your
children! Do you want me to have a slanging match with you so everyone
can hear? It’s not right to treat your children differently!

M - You’re right in that they’re both my sons, but there’s one important point. The
older boy hasn’t tended the animals, nor tilled the land, nor worked from
dawn till dusk, nor suffered from the cold and the heat, nor taken the produce
to market to sell. He doesn’t appreciate the value of the land at all. Then, at
the end of the week, he suddenly pops up wanting me to find him a bride, so
that he can remove her from the paradise of the countryside to the hell of the
city and ruin her life!

Ma - Do whatever you want, but you’re the one who’ll be to the blame!

M — There won’t be any blame. If your older son is prepared to return to the village
and the land, and roll up his sleeves and stand beside me and his younger
brother to work the land and eat from it, then he can have his bride, his coat,
shawl, waistwrap, scabbard and expensive jambiya. He can pay back half his
debt by getting up early with her to go to the fields before the dew has
evaporated, and that will serve him far better than the hardships and worries
of city life!

1 Cf. Aqwal, p. 30.

2 €f. Qanun San’a, p. 2; Aqwal, p. 27. The grapes mentioned in the original are atraf, a
slender, long, whitish type (Piamenta).
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Gat

Ma - Mus’id. since you’re the one who got your sons hooked on gat, it's you
who’ll have to feed their habit and supply their gat! It’s a real battle to give
up an entrenched habit!

M —I no longer know who I'm battling with and who's on my side!

Ma — If your pocket’s full, it’s on your side; and if your pocket’s empty, you can’t
even bank on your children being on your side!

M — What a philosopher you’ve become! There are no flies on you! And all this
time I'd thought you were an innocent!

Ma - I know nothing about philosophy, but I'll tell you one thing! The only
innocent around here is you! You get your sons hooked on gat, and now that
they’re hooked you go and attack them because they still chew! There’s no
point, Mus’id!

M - It’s not up to me to supply them with gat so they can chew. I'm only supposed
to supply them with food!

Ma — Why didn’t you just leave it at that, then? What on earth made you get them
addicted to gat?

M —It’s your fault! You’re the one who made them addicted, Mus’ida!

Ma - Stop trying to shift the blame and run away from the facts! If you don’t, you
lay down your gun and I’ll lay down mine and we’ll sort this out in a proper
tribal manner.

M — What good would that do? I’ ve already sold my gun to'pay for your sons’ gat;
and you haven’t got a gun, and wouldn’t even know how to fire one if you
had!

Ma - So now what should we do? You’d better have a look around for things to
sell or pawn. You’re sons are totally hooked. They don’t seem to have any
purpose in life other than their bag with gat. ‘They dropped me in the sea of
passion and left me, though my robe measured no more than a yard.’! And
Mus’id, with no skill whatsoever, manages to get his sons addicted to gat
when their robes are no more than half a yard long!

M - Mus’ida!

Ma - Now what?

M - I went over to see my uncle and complained to him about my sons. I told him
that they weren’t studying properly and they wouldn’t stay at home. I'd
started to worry about them wandering about the streets and the souk. He told
me that the only thing that would keep them at home and help them to study
was gat. He said, ‘Give them a little gat to stop them wandering around the
souk!” I had absolutely no idea, Mus’ida, that they’d become so addicted
they’d start looking around for things to sell and pawn!

Ma - Fine! It’s your mess, you sort it out! I want nothing to do with it! I'm telling
you, your sons are interested in nothing but their bag of gat even if it means
them sleeping on the streets!

M — So what should I do? I’ve tried all possible ways to convince them of the
harmful effects of gat, in terms of money, health, and particularly the effect
on the family’s income, and the pure waste of time.

Ma - What did they say when you told them all that?

M - Oh stop it! You don’t want to know!

Ma — Why don’t I want to know?

M — Oh very well! They said, ‘We’ll give up chewing the moment you and all the
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other dads give up, Dad! It’s not right for you to continue chewing gat when
we can’t!’

Ma - Did they really say that to you, or are you making it up?

M — Why on earth should I make it up? They also told me that the taste and effect
of gat was so cool that once you’ve tasted it you’ll go back for more!

Ma - And where are these cool effects of gat when you can see your toes sticking
out of your shoes? You can’t buy another pair because of the gat! Then the
storeroom door’s broken, and the windows of my room are smashed, and the
telephone’s been cut off and they’re about to remove the line altogether. We
only ever buy chicken when we know someone’s coming for lunch so that
they don’t go around saying we don’t eat anything as a result of gat!

M - Mus’ida!

Ma - What is it now?

M - Don’t shout at me, and don’t go around clucking like a mother hen! At first, I
was the only gat addict. Then I let my sons try it and now there are five of us.
Whatever money we have we use for the bus or a motorbike to go straight to
the gat souk. Don’t you see, Mus’ida? All the valleys and fields and farmland
has been set aside for gat. The amount of gat brought from the countryside to
the towns increases at the same rate as the amount of land set aside for gat.
The main economic and social activity takes place in the gat souk. You’ll
find everyone at the gat souk — from grandfathers and fathers down to
grandsons once they’ve reached the age of fifteen. And I'll tell you this,
Mus’ida, the gat problem won’t go away until God brings in a generation
which is absolutely convinced of the harmful effects of gat, and then uproots
the gat bushes which themselves uprooted the coffee trees and all the fruit
trees we used to have!

1 i.e. when I was still a child.
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