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Some observations on women in Omani sources

OLGA ANDRIYANOVA

Summary

In the field of Omani studies, a relatively young historical discipline, no serious academic research on the political, social, and cultural
role of women in the history of Oman has yet been undertaken. This can be explained by the nature, preservation, and availability
of source material. The present contribution attempts to combine existing approaches towards women’s history, elaborated with
reference to material from other parts of the Middle East, with first-hand primary sources collected in Oman, in order to stimulate
further research in this underexplored field. After a short historiographical review, three types of available sources are revealed.
Biographical dictionaries provide us with long lists of women renowned for their knowledge and piety, thus raising the issue of
female religious education in Oman. Works of Omani historians such as Kashf al-ghummah, attributed to Sirhan al-Azkawi, or Al-
fath al-mubin by Ibn Ruzayq are seemingly ‘male-oriented’. However they throw some light on women'’s roles in the political life
of the country and, vice versa, on the impact of the turbulent Omani history on women’s lives from the seventeenth to the nineteenth
centuries. Finally, legal documents from private collections (wills and acts attesting the purchase of property) elucidate women’s
relatively active participation in local economic life and women’s importance in the matters of charity, education, and general well-

being of the community.

Keywords: women, Oman, sources, economy, education

Where have the women gone? The idea of this paper
was inspired by several factors: the seeming absence
of women in local historical sources (al-Azkawi 2005;
Ibn Ruzayq 1983; al-Salimi 2000); the apparent lack
of studies that question women’s roles in the history of
Oman; and, of course, my natural interest in the problem
as a female researcher working in the field of the Omani
socio-political history of the seventeenth to nineteenth
centuries.

In search of women in the relevant literature, I have
attentively reread the Omani chronicles, keeping this
‘gender’ approach in mind, and also studied new sources
that I recent'y came across. The aim of this paper is to
present the primary source material available to me at this
stage, and — wherever possible — make parallels with
relevant research findings on other regions of the Middle
East, many of them better documented, in order to avoid
completely speculative conclusions.

After a short historiographical overview, three types
of sources (biographical dictionaries, chronicles written
by Omani historians, and legal documents from private
collections) are discussed, each illuminating an aspect of
women’s day-to-day life.'

! Given the limited volume of this paper, the study of the status of
women as drawn from Ibadi figh works is not included here, nor is the

Historiographical remarks

Women studies in Oman are as old, or as young, as
academic Omani studies in general. Gender studies
were pioneered by two anthropological works: Uni
Wikan’s book on women in Suhar (1982) and Christine
Eickelman’s comprehensive study on female networks in
al-Hamra> (1984). Both were based on field studies made
in the 1970s and contain very little historical information,
concentrating instead on contemporary issues related to
women’s lives.? These studies were made at a time when
Omani society was just beginning a social, economical,
and cultural transformation brought by modernity;
these two works are, nevertheless, crucial for a better
understanding of Omani women’s past.

Thus there has been no serious historical research
on women in Omani society which could be compared
with the works on women in other regions of the Arab
world (Marcus 1983; Zilfi 1997; Nashat & Tucker 1999;
Okkenhaug & Flaskerud 2005; Keddie 2007). None of
the general reviews on the feminine condition in Arab
lands contain references to Oman in the Middle Ages or

representation of women in Omani literary works.

2 A series of studies by sociologists and anthropologists followed,
attracted as they were by the rapidly changing Omani society (Chatty
2002; Beaudevin 2004).
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in the modern era (e.g. Keddie 2007: 13-59). Moreover,
the peculiarities of the country’s historical development
mean that the changes visible in the ‘central’ regions of
the Middle East and North Africa in the nineteenth and
first half of the twentieth century — in particular, the
impact of modernization and westernization as described
by Keddie (2007: 60—101) — were absent in Oman. This
absence of serious academic research on Omani women
may be explained by the problem of the nature and
conservation of the sources. In Oman there are no serial
shariah court records similar to those in the lands under
the Ottoman control that have been widely exploited
to produce evidence of the social and economic life of
women (Jennings 1975).

European travellers made a number of commentaries
on Omani women, but the veracity of information cannot
be checked, and the information itself is often of a
purely observational character or simply second-hand.’
While repeating here the generally accepted opinion that
travel literature ‘teaches us more about European views
on gender at the time the book was written than about
the Middle East’ (Roded 2008: 9), we must, however,
mention that the notes on women by J.R. Wellsted and
S.B. Miles cannot be overlooked, both authors having
spent sufficient time in the interior of Oman (in the 1830s
and 1880s respectively) to be able to leave some credible
information (Wellsted 1838, i: 58, 63, 67-68, 193—194;
Miles 1896: 533; 1901: 467; 1910: 171). For the first half
of the twentieth century, quite interesting material on
women’s lives in the Persian Gulf region is provided in
the publications of The Arabian Mission of the Reformed
Church in America, even if they must be treated with
care given the background of the authors. After the
opening of a mission station at Muscat in 1893, a number
of reports on Oman appeared in the publications of the
Mission (currently available for researchers in Neglected
Arabia [The Arabian Mission of the Reformed Church in
America 1988]). Recently, these materials were used by
E. Doumato (2000), who employed an unusual approach
towards women’s social and spiritual life. Unfortunately,
the monograph provides very little information on Oman.

The study of contemporary books published in
Oman reveals that the Omanis themselves manifest an
interest in women’s roles in the history of their country.
This local interest is probably stimulated by the social
transformation experienced in the Sultanate with the
appearance of an educated female audience which

3 For a critical analysis of British travel writing on Oman refer to al-
Hajri 2006. See also Pastner 1978.

is interested in the subject. Sultan Qabiis’s political
position towards women, which included promoting their
education and encouraging active participation in the
country’s development, may also have played a role in
the process.

Nowadays, the new publications generally enumerate
prominent women famous for their piety, their beneficial
acts, theirroles in religious education, and their knowledge
of traditional medicine. Some of their names have been
preserved in Omani written sources, on gravestones, or in
the memories of elderly persons. As far as we are aware,
there are at least three recently published biographical
dictionaries devoted exclusively to women, and more
publications are to be expected (al-Shagsiyyah 2000; al-
Sayfi 2003; al-Shaybani 2004). Moreover, none of the
books on history and culture of Omani towns ignore the
‘gender’ question (al-Khartist 2007: 66—70; al-Ghaylani
2009: 302-337; 357-363). Unfortunately, these works
are mainly an accumulation of information in which no
critical analysis is applied. Nevertheless, based partially
on local oral evidence (the number of elderly people
possessing oral historical information is fast declining)
and on written materials that are not easily accessible to
outsiders, these collections can be an excellent instrument
for further research.

Biographical collections:
women, piety, and education

The first biographical collection to be considered is notes
by “Ali b. Salim b. Nasir al-HajrT on the virtuous women
of Biddiyyah in the province of al-Sharqiyyah. Written
in 1977 at the request of the scholar Muhammad b. ‘Abd
Allah al-Salimi, it has never been published, although a
semi-official edition of the manuscript can be traced on the
Internet (al-Hajr1 ASN 1977). The fact that this collection
appeared in Biddiyyah is by no means surprising: the
activity of the famous Omani scholar Nur al-Din “Abd
Allah al-Salimi (c.1870-1914) provoked the creation
of an Ibadi scholarly centre in al-Sharqiyyah province
from the end of the nineteenth century. Apparently, as in
other Omani towns known for their scholarly traditions,
there were a number of educated women in Biddiyyah.
The choice of the women collected in this list is also
understandable, as noted by Roded (1994: 12): ‘because
most authors of the biographical collections were religious
scholars, they devoted more attention to women and men
who contributed to Islamic scholarship and religious life.’
Thus, this and recent collections mentioned above lead to
the question of women’s education.
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If Omani folklore often presents women under a
negative light as being people deprived of reason and
capable only of fulfilling household chores (al-Hamidt
1986, i: 256; Wellsted 1838, i: 63), the historical evidence
often indicates the contrary. In every village there was at
least one educated woman who would have known the
basic rules of Ibadi jurisprudence. She would have been
qualified to advise illiterate women on issues of family
law or on the performance of religious duties (interview
with Shaykh Muhanna al-Khartisi in al-“Awabi, 19
February 2010). Biographical dictionaries mention
numerous women who possessed a good knowledge of
the Quran and traditional healing methods, teaching
other women, organizing women’s meetings, and leading
collective prayers. These learned women often have the
title al-shaykhah, which underlined their highly esteemed
position in society. A study of the personal names of pious
women reveals that there are no theophoric names, but
most of them are adjectives describing moral qualities of
high esteem: Salimah (‘good’), Shaykhah (‘respected’,
‘learned woman’, ‘teacher’), Rahmah (‘merciful’),
Safiyyah and Nagqiyyah (‘pure”), Rayah (‘flag’, “banner’;
perhaps a woman who can be an example to others).
Women’s names are often quoted along with the names
of their learned brothers, fathers, and husbands (al-Hajrt
CASN 1977: 15, 18-19; al-Khartisi 2007: 69, 70; al-
Sayfi 2003: 41, 45, 55 et alibi).* Apparently, to acquire
knowledge, women could rely on the help of these
scholarly relatives, who considered education necessary
for their spiritual well-being (see Berkey 1991: 147). The
marks of ownership appended on old manuscripts attest
that women could possess, buy, and inherit books. To give
an example, on one of the blank pages of the manuscript
of volume 6 of the eleventh-century Muhammad al-
Kindt’s Bayan al-sharc (one of the major Ibadi works
of figh), it is written that the manuscript, now held by
the public library of Biddiyyah and initially copied for
Sulayman b. Muhammad al-Ma‘marT al-*AqrT al-NizwT in
1144 /1732, was then passed on to his wife, “‘Uwayna bint
<Amir b. Ahmad b. Salim al-*Uthmaniyyah, in 1177/1763.
Girls also attended traditional Qur’anic schools, together
with boys who formed the majority (Miles 1901: 467).
The Ibadt jurisprudence works often quote a hadith which
noted that acquisition of knowledge is a duty of every
Muslim, man or woman (al-Bisyant 2007: 5). If there is

4 Sometimes women provided financial support to their learned, but
not always well-to-do husbands. Thus, al-Shaykhah Shuwaykh bint
Muhammad al-Sa‘Gdiyyah (d. 1768) transferred part of her property to
her husband, “alim Habib b. Salim Ambiisa“idi (al-Sayfl 2003: 29) at
least twice.

no theoretical obstacle for the education of women there
must have been major socio-economic factors that meant
that the majority of women were illiterate, even those
from the upper class and the religious elite. It is often
stressed that the lack of education for women in Arabia
was related to the overwhelming view that a woman’s
place is in the home and that knowledge may lead to
haram, ‘improper behaviour’ or ‘sin’ (al-Zahrani 2004:
401). In the Omani biographical collections ‘staying at
home’ and ‘not talking to other women’ are praised as
a sign of virtue and goodness (al-Hajri ‘ASN 1977: 13).

Omani chronicles: women and politics

The political roles of women, as well as the impact of the
country’s history on their lives, are evident in a rereading
of the Omani historical literature which, at first glance, is
quite male-oriented.

Women appear as victims of tribal conflicts and
foreign invasions. During the civil war in Oman in the
1720s, 100 women and children are said to have perished
in a cavern, hiding from the atrocities of the followers of
one of the political leaders (al-Azkawt 2005: 122). The
Persian intervention in Oman in the late 1730s harmed
the female population in various ways: many were killed
or brought to Shiraz, although the possibility that 10,000
women and children were murdered in Nizwa alone is
probably an exaggeration (Ibn Ruzayq 1983: 337-338).
The Wahhabi commander Mutlaq al-Mutayri, who came
to Oman in 1807, may have killed men and captured
women who had not converted to Wahhabism (al-Salimt
2000, ii: 206). In these turbulent circumstances, women’s
jewellery and cash could be stolen; they could be forced
to ‘marry’ their offenders ‘without divorcing their
husbands and without application of the rules for “iddah’
(Ibn Ruzayq 1983: 277, 446-447).}

Women in historical works are often anonymous.
Ibn Ruzayq, the nineteenth-century Omani historian,
mentions three daughters of the Imam Ahmad b. Sad
(1744-1783) but explains that he omitted their personal
names as a courtesy — literally /i-luziim al-adab — in
other words, in order to save the women’s honour (Ibn
Ruzayq 1983: 386, 442). His daughter Muzah became
famous for her involvement in the process of succession
to power within the Al Bl Sa‘id family at the beginning
of the nineteenth century — a common story in Middle

5 “iddah: a period during which a widowed or divorced woman cannot
remarry (al-Bisyani 2007: 210-213).
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Eastern history.® Her personal name came to us through
European sources describing her regency in the early
years of Sa“id b. Sultan’s reign.” The honour of women of
lesser rank is protected in the same manner (Ibn Ruzayq
1983: 259; al-Salimi 2000, ii: 332).

Women in Thistorical writings do not exist
independently and are always somehow connected to
the ‘greater’, ‘male’ history. Anonymous women save
men’s lives and are saved themselves by righteous men.
Wives appear beside their husbands, interrupt men’s
conversations, and sometimes even discuss political
affairs (Ibn Ruzayq 1983: 144—146, 280, 495, 540; al-
Salimi 2000, ii: 17, 328). In these sources, the day-to-
day life of these women and their economic status remain
beyond our reach.

Private documents: charity, sponsorship,
religious duties, and agricultural economy

Ordinary, more or less well-to-do women reappear in legal
documents from private collections such as wills, acts of
purchase, and/or sale or acts of transfer of property. Here,
the names of women appear in their complete form as
the strict rules for notaries demand that those involved
must be clearly identified. It is, however, admitted that
if a document is generated by a man it is sufficient to
identify his female relatives mentioned therein by their
personal name and the degree of relationship to him (Ibn
‘Ubaydan 1985-1986, ii: 226-227).

Legal documents in Oman are difficult to access. As
there was an absence of centralized archives, ancient
documents are difficult to find. People either do not realize
the historical value of these ‘old papers’ or perceive them
as family property and remote from historical research.
During my stay in Oman I had the opportunity, thanks to
the good will and historical consciousness of the owners,
to gain access to two private collections of documents.

The first one is a collection of documents of various
types (wills, correspondence, talismans, extracts from the
Qur an) dating back to the end of the nineteenth and first
half of the twentieth century and kept by a nephew of the
late katib (‘writer’, ‘notary’) of al-Hamra>, an oasis town

¢ This is similar to the activities of al-Dar al-Shamsi in neighbouring
Yemen in the thirteenth century (Sadek 1989: 122), or the manipulation
of the succession to the caliphate by Khuzayran, an ex-slave and second
wife of the ‘Abbasid caliph Muhammad al-Mahdi in 785 (Roded 2008:
84-91).

7Ibn Ruzayq consistently called her al-Sayyidah bint al-imam or simply
bint al-imam, the titles al-sayyid or al-sayyidah being employed for the
members of the ruling Al Ba Sa<id family (1983: 462, 466, 476, 482,
495 et alibi).

to the north-west of Nizwa (al-Dakhiliyyah province) and
the main settlement of the al-“Abriyyin tribe from the
seventeenth century. Several wills generated by women
from this collection are discussed below.

The second collection comes from al-Figayn, one of
the villages constituting the oasis of Manah (to the south
of Nizwa), an ancient settlement which was, according to
tradition, the first foothold of the Azdite tribes that came
from Yemen. For centuries, it was one of the important
agricultural regions of Oman. Manah is one of the main
settlements of Al Bii Sa‘id, a large tribe from which
the present ruling dynasty stems. Although it was not
possible to see many originals, the present owner of the
collection, Sayf b. Khalfan b. Khalifa al-Busa‘idi, gave
us digital copies of seventy-eight documents. These were
mainly sukitk (sg. sakk ‘act’, ‘document’) confirming
transactions with reference to property, purchase and sale
of land, or water rights. The documents cover the period
from 1748 to 1961. Several factors make this collection
unique for Oman: the number of documents, their age
(for the historians of Oman, a private document on local
affairs which is over 100 years old is always a treasure),
their good state of preservation, and their homogeneity
(documents of the same type from the same locality). As
almost half of the documents attest transactions in which
women are involved as the main participants, they were
destined to be analysed within the scope of this article.

Wills from al-Hamra?

Women’s wills show their preoccupation with fulfilling
religious duties, with charity, and with their concerns
about the well-being of their town or village. One of
the items studied was the undated will of a certain lady,
Nakidah, now held in the private collection of Sultan b.
Sayf b. Qaswar al-‘AbrT in al-Hamra>, Oman. Nakidah
states in her will that her property must be used upon
her death to feed sixty poor people and that a payment
must be established for those who will fast in her place
during the month of Ramadan. She also bequeathed MT$
1 (Maria Theresa thaler)® to pay those who clean the fala/®
of al-Hamra® and MT$ 1 to pave the road to the cemetery.
Another woman’s will, dated 17 Sha‘ban 1369/3 June
1950, from the private collection of Sultan b. Sayf b.
Qaswar al-“Abri, gives a long list of beneficent acts to

8 A silver coin widely used in Arabia in the eighteenth to twentieth
centuries.

> A falaj (pl. aflaj) is a channel bringing subterranean waters to the
surface for irrigation and water-supply purposes. For a detailed study of
the aflaj of Oman, see Wilkinson 1977.
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FiGURE 1. The will of Salimah bint Hamad b. Nasir al--Abriyyah (1306/1889).
(From the collection of Sultan b. Sayf'b. Qaswar al-“Abri; photograph by O. Andriyanova.)

be executed on her behalf after her death, including the
feeding of sixty poor people of al-Hamra>, establishing
a ‘salary’ (ujrah) for those fasting for her, and a payment
of MTS$ 4 for her relatives who do not inherit from her.
Another MT$ 4 was donated to the person responsible
for the orphans of the town (wakil al-aytam), so that he
could buy clothing for his wards and, finally, MT$ 70 to
be given to the three brothers whose parents were kind to
her ‘when she was in good health and when she was ill’.

To give an example of a typical will, we quote here
most of the will dated 21 Shawwal 1306/20 June 1889
from the same archive collection (Fig. 1).

(1) bismi -llah al-rahman al-rahim

(2) awsat salimah bint hamad b. nasir al-<abriyyah
bi-malihd al-musamma (?) min saqyi falaj qaryat
al-hamr@ min kidam bi-mda yastahiqqu min jamr
al-huqig

(3) kulliha wa ma‘a nisf athariha lahda min hadha °I-
falaj li-saqyi hadha °I-mal wagqfan mwabbadan
tunfad ghallatuhu li-man yucallim al-<ilm al-
sharif wa-’l-adab

(4) fi hadhihi °l-qaryah al-madhkiarah huna fa

®)

(6)

(M

M

@

man baddalahu ba‘da ma sami‘ahu fa-innama
ithmuhu cala °l-ladhina yubaddiltinahu wa-"11ahu
sami© ‘alim wa awsat aydan salimah

hadhihi bi-malihd al-musamma sifat al-sarm
min baldat misfat al-cabriyyin bi-ma yastahiqqu
min jamr® al-huqiiq kullihd wa bi-shurbihi min
al-ma

al-muctad li-saqyihi min falaj hadhihi °I-baldah
wagfan mwabbadan tunfad ghallatuhu [li-
yukaffan(?)] fuqara> amwat bi-hadhihi °l-misfat
al-madhkurah huna

wa-ashhadatnt “ala dhalika fi yawm 21 min

shahr shawwal sanat 1306 wa-katabahu majid
b. khamis b. rashid al-abrt bi-yadihi [...]

Translation:

In the name of God, the
Compassionate,

Merciful, the

Salimah bint Hamad b. Nasir al-“Abriyyah
bequeathed her [date palm] plantation (mal)
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called (?) watered by the falaj of al-Hamra® in
[the region of] Kidam with all the rights due to it

(3) together with half an athar'® of water that she
owns from this falaj as an everlasting, inalienable
wagf-' Revenues from it should be spent for
the sake of teachers of religious sciences and
literature

(4) [who teach] in this village mentioned here.
If anyone alters a will he had heard, the sin
of altering befalls those responsible for such
altering. God is Hearer, Knower."

This Salimah also bequeathed

(5) her plantation called Sifat al-Sarm situated in the
village Misfat al-<abriyyin'® with all the rights
due to it and together with the water which is
usually spent

(6) to irrigate it from the falaj of this village as an
everlasting inalienable wagf. Revenues from it
should be spent for the winding of bodies of poor
people who die in this Misfat mentioned here.

(7) And she made me her witness in this on the 21st
of Shawwal 1306. Majid b. Khamis b. Rashid al-
<Abri wrote it with his own hand.

This example of women’s sponsorship in the document
cited above from al-Hamra> finds its counterparts, though
quite late, in the aforementioned Biddiyyah, where
women also used to endow properties and books (al-Hajr1
cASN 1977: 7, 15, 40; al-Hajri MS 2009: 14, 44).
Apparently, throughout the interior of Oman, with its
agricultural economy based on growing date palms with
the help of falaj irrigation, it was common practice to
endow water rights or land property for the use of the
religious scholars (‘ulama@’) and their students. Books,
as a precious medium of learning, used to be endowed
directly (al-HajiT MS 2009: 17). Women seem to have
played a significant role in providing material support for
those secking knowledge through the wagf institution,
even if, at the moment, we have few examples. J.C.
Wilkinson came across women’s bequests while studying

10 athar: a time-share of a falaj, about 30 minutes during which water
will come to the plantation once in each cycle of the falaj. 1 athar =24
qiyasah.

"wagf (pl. awqaf): an inalienable bequest made for charitable purposes.
12 Qurian 2. 181. A verse apparently used to stress the inalterability of
the will.

13 An old mountainous village situated not far from al-Hamra>.

a register of the distribution of falaj shares from Izki
(1977:213-214).

The problems related to the women’s awgaf in
Oman are still to be studied. The existing material is
scarce, dispersed, and mostly dates back to the end of
the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Researchers
and government should unite their efforts to set up a
database of archives to facilitate the study of social
and economic history. Some steps have already been
taken in this direction,'* and there is some hope that a
sufficient quantity of material will be available soon
to enable general conclusions on the functioning of
the wagf in Oman to be reached. Were the religious
endowments made by women intended mostly for charity
and educational purposes? Or were they also used as a
means to get around the inheritance laws? What was the
part played by family awgaf (waqf dhurri) as against that
exercised by religious awqaf (awqaf li-sabili llah)?"

Documents from Manah (al-Figayn village)

The documents from this collection clearly reflect the
historical realities of the agricultural economy in the
interior of Oman. The wealth of the inhabitants of
Manah consists in the possession of amwal (sg. mal ‘date
plantations”) and ‘@wabi (sg. “abiyah ‘farm’, ‘piece of land
proper for seasonal agriculture’) as well as water rights,
i.e. shares of the falaj debit used for irrigation. An oasis
settlement may consist of several quarters, often built
close to a fortress and surrounded by date plantations and
farms. The falaj runs through the quarter and then brings
water to the plantations (see Fig. 2).

Of the seventy-eight documents we were able to
study, thirty-six manuscripts give information on forty-
seven transactions over property, in which about thirty
women'® were involved as sellers (22 cases), buyers

4 In 2007, following H.M. the Sultan’s Decree No. 2007/60, the
National Records and Archives Authority was founded. From the time
of its foundation, it has reorganized the state and historical archives
by collecting, or at least digitalizing documents of historical interest
throughout the country (al-Dawyani 2009: 10-25; Singh 2011).

150On 18-20 October 2009, Sultan Qaboos University hosted an Arabic-
speaking conference (not yet published) entitled Awgaf in Oman: past
and present. Most of the papers on the ‘past’ were concerned with the
role of wagf'in education and the propagation of religious knowledge.
For Ibadi terminology and classification of wagf, see the Bahhaz & al-
Salimt 2008, ii: 1087-1093; Wilkinson 1977: 213. For a discussion on
women’s awgqdf in other regions and epochs, see Cahen 1961: 54-55;
Baer 1984; Sadek 1989: 124—125; Deguilhem 2003; Keddie 2007: 43;
on women and wagf in eighteenth-century Aleppo (Meriwether 1997)
and in Egypt (Fay 1997).

16 Tt is difficult to state the exact number of women, as in some
documents names are partially or completely missing.
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FIGURE 2. The ruins of the ancient quarter of al-Figayn and the surrounding plantation of date palms as
seen from al-Figayn fort. (Photograph by O. Andriyanova.)

(7), beneficiaries/inheritors (9), bequeathers (7), or had
participated in an exchange of properties (2). Seven
transactions were made in the period from 1770 to 1793,
fifteen in 18011849, twenty-three in 1863—1915, and two
between 1957 and 1961. Being so dominated by women,
this collection confirms the very active involvement of
women in the economic life of the community. Water
rights were the object of transaction in thirty-two cases,
and land in thirteen cases; one case presents the purchase
of a house, and one in which a sum of money was
bequeathed by a woman to her grandson. In one of these
cases, sheep and personal belongings were bequeathed
together with water rights. Some documents are damaged
and lack parts of the information, but they can still be
used for analysis (see Fig. 3).

The structure of the documents is quite homogeneous
and follows a certain pattern that does not change over

time."”” Only minor differences are visible: from about
1820, prices are given exclusively in MT$ (previously
they were given in muhammadiyyah)'® and the year of
transaction is not written in words. First comes the
basmalah (Bismi °llah al-rahman al-rahim) followed by
the names of the participants in the transaction. Then its
object, conditions, price, confirmation of the payment,
date, the writer’s signature that legalizes the document;
and sometimes one or several shahadat (witness
statements). The description of the property is sometimes
quite detailed, in recognition of the Ibadi figh principle

'7 Given the existence of a long tradition of bureaucratic writing, the
pattern of the documents is not very different from those employed in
other parts of the Middle East (see e.g. documents from Jerusalem court
archives in Roded 2008: 135-139).

8 A Persian silver coin named after the Safavid shah Muhammad
Khudabandah (1578-1587).
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FIGURE 3. An original document confirming the acquisition of water rights by a woman from al-Figqayn (1184/1770).
(From the collection of Sayf b. Khalfan b. Khalifah al-Biisa‘idi; photograph by O. Andriyanova.)

that the object must be known and agreed upon by both
sides (al-Bisyani 2007: 288, 291-292).

Below is an example of a line-by-line translation of a
document from the private collection of Sayf b. Khalfan
b. Khalifah al-Btsaidi (al-Fiqgayn, Manah), dated
1202/1787.

(1) In the name of God,
Compassionate,

(2) Bigsharah bint <Isa b. Muhammad [...] al-
Nizwaniyyah confirmed that she sold to Mubarak
b. Mas‘ad b. Muhammad al-Busa‘idi al-Manhi

(3) 1 third of an athar of the water that she
had inherited from her husband Khalfan b.
Muhammad b. <Abd allah al-Busa‘idi,

the Merciful, the

(4) At the normal irrigation cycle with all the rights
due to it, the transaction being irreversible, for
the sum of 107 silver muhammadiyyat.

(5) This buyer has already liberated himself from all
the obligations related to this transaction, having
paid the sum, which was confirmed by her to
him on Monday morning,

(6) The 7th of the month of Safar of the year
1202 from the Hijrah of the Prophet. Wrote
this [document] humble before God Nabhan b.

Mas‘tud b. ‘Umar b. Mas‘td b. Abi Nabhan with
his own hand.

The present collection is as precious as it is somewhat
faulty. The fact that the documents come mostly from the
archive of the same family makes the selection narrow
and not representative of the whole local community,
even though it gives a fascinating insight into the life of
one particular family. For obvious reasons, a one-sided
picture is given: the list of sellers is much more diversified
than that of buyers, as families tend to preserve the
documents attesting to the purchase (and not the selling)
of property by its members. Their dispersal in time allows
us to follow the process of the constitution of the family’s
wealth, but does not allow us to draw further conclusions
on the dynamics of the overall economy at a given period.
It is, however, possible to throw light on some important
issues.

What was stated for other regions of the Middle East is
confirmed for Oman by the documents of this collection:
the most important source for women to constitute wealth
is inheritance (see Nashat & Tucker 1999: 65). The Ibadt
figh provides elaborate rules for inheritance, with a strict
stratification of relatives. For example, if a woman dies
leaving a child and a husband, half of her property goes
to the child and a quarter to her husband. When a man
dies, half still goes to the child, but only an eighth to
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his wife (al-Bisyant 2007: 146—151). These rules seem
to have been implemented in al-Figayn. One document
(1241/1826) shows the distribution of the heritage of a
certain Tayyibah: 20 giyasat of water from al-Figayn
falaj went to her daughter, 10 to her husband, and the
10 giyasat left were distributed between her two brothers
and a sister. Female relatives inherited smaller shares of
property (according to a general rule prescribing that a
woman should inherit half of the share of a man), but they
inherited nevertheless, thus obtaining the possibility of
managing the property further.

In al-Figayn women apparently most often dealt with
water rights, and not with land. They could inherit (7 cases)
or buy (6) water rights that they could sell (15 cases) or
bequeath (4) later. Of the twenty cases of purchase of land
properties or single palm trees mentioned in the collection,
eighteen properties (90%) were purchased by men. Could
this be explained by a specific custom that a woman’s part
of the heritage was often in the form of water rights rather
than land? Water rights are probably easier to manage,
as the management could be assigned to the wakil al-
falaj (person responsible for the distribution of water).
Nevertheless, a plantation needed to be inspected and
this would contradict the women’s seclusion inside the
household. There were cases (2) where women inherited
land in this collection, but these were mostly small plots
(jalbah) with several palm trees, which were subsequently
sold. It is difficult to draw conclusions on the basis of a
deficient, or rather, an incomplete collection, but we can
trust the words of an elderly woman from a shaykhly
family of al-Figayn: ‘women were not interested in land.
They used to stay at home and keep the house. This was
their life. They were more interested in buying a new
bigger house’ (interview in al-Figayn, 20 March 2010).
The general trends seem to be the same everywhere even
if the economic and geographical setting is different: in
mid-eighteenth-century Aleppo, gardens and orchards
were mostly the object of trading between men. Women
were more active in the transactions within the extended
family circle and were often anxious about consolidating
their shares in houses (Marcus 1983: 146, 153, 156).

As most documents do not contain any background
information, it is hard to speculate how the inherited
or bought property was managed. Was it done under
pressure from the male part of the family; moved by the
principle of al-shufa or preferential purchase (al-Bisyant
2007: 288); or by the principle of the reunification of the
family property? Were there cases when women acted
independently? In several documents it is clear that
the interests of women were represented by their male

relatives. There is an interesting case of a woman selling
her water rights (document dated 1196/1782) to her
brother in Manah after she had moved to Nizwa, probably
after having been married outside the community.”” We
can suppose that this transaction was made under pressure
from the family, taking into account the difficulties related
to managing property situated in another town. Water
rights could be sold by women to their sons or grandsons
(as is seen in relevant transactions dated 1240/1824 and
1264/1848). Guity Nashat argued that elsewhere men
were eager to obtain property that women had inherited
and these men would buy it at a fraction of its real value
(Nashat & Tucker 1999: 66). The comparison of prices
in al-Figayn documents shows that there was no abuse of
women vendors. Even when water rights were sold to a
close relative, the price was correct and corresponded to
the average market price. Thus, in 1848 a woman sold an
eighth of the athar to her grandson for MT$ 3.75, while
the year before, in a transaction between men, a quarter of
the athar cost MT$ 7.5.

The collection provides us with an interesting
example of accumulation of property by a woman from
a shaykhly family, economically active throughout her
apparently long life. In 1813, she purchased 5 giyasat of
water from her first husband. In 1826, she inherited 20
qiyasat of water from her mother. Her second husband
(economically active in 1791-1841) was probably
much older than her. Before his death, he transferred
an important part of his property to his wife — mostly
water rights. Four transfers are preserved in the archive
collection. The annotations witnessing to the new owner
of the water were made by the same notary and possibly
simultaneously. The woman thus became the owner of
at least 1.75 athar of water from different raddar®® of
the al-Figayn falaj. In 1848, she bequeathed MTS$ 27
to her grandson upon her death. In 1849 she bought a
house in al-Figayn, and her last transaction (purchase
of an athar of water) was registered in 1872. Of course,
these are the exploits of a single upper-class woman and
they are not necessarily representative, nevertheless it is
quite remarkable that documents enable us to revive, if
even very approximately, the destiny of a woman from
a small community in the interior of Oman. The archive
documents also help to illuminate the communities’

9 A rare case for the interior of Oman and especially for small
communities like the one of al-Figayn, where marriages between
cousins were preferred.

2 raddah (pl. raddat): a subdivision of an irrigation cycle of the falaj,
initially territorial, in practice temporal. A raddah can represent one day
during which water comes to a certain part of the cultivated lands..
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genealogical trees from which women are almost always
absent.

Conclusions

There are several possibilities of restoring women to a
proper place in Omani cultural, economical, political, and
religious history. In biographical collections, we come
across educated virtuous women actively participating in
the religious life of the community. The chronicles show
us women participating in tribal and dynastic politics. In
the legal documents, women reappear as owners of land
and water rights, as benefactors and establishers of awqadf,
thus opening the way to a thorough understanding of local
communities. We do not intend to follow contemporary
researchers who stress only ‘the positive aspects of
women’s lives’, a counter-tendency that appeared as ‘a
reaction to the predominant highly negative view’ on
gender relations in the Muslim world (Keddie 2007: 10).
The positive or negative character of our examples is
directly related to the information supplied by the sources.

Sources are numerous, but they lack regularity and
are physically dispersed. The documents discussed in this
paper are but a drop in the ocean of the material — we

remain optimistic — previously not available or under-
exploited by researchers. Only through detailed studying
of all the types of sources available in one single locality
(oral history, marginalia and ownership marks of the
manuscripts, private documents, poetry, etc.) will the
researcher be able to draw a comprehensive picture of
the history of the local community with both its male and
female components. We can only suggest that the bringers
of Western research methodologies into women’s history
support the efforts of Omani researchers and lovers of
history.
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