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BOOK REVIE\iVS 

I 'XDERSTA.ND!NG' ARABS 

liy Margaret K. Nydcll 

Yarmouth, .tvlainc: lntcrcultural Press 
l11c:, 1987, 64pp 

The author hdpfully explains in the 
preface that the hook is  written for 
\\'Cstcrn "non-specialists who want or 
ntcd to have a cleartr undnstanding of 
the thought patterns, soci::il relation­
sli i ps, and w ays of' life of modern 
,\ralis.'' /\s Wt"II as being a primer un 
1\ral> ('haractcr and behavior, it is ;111 
n:<'elli.:11t quick refrrencc book fur 
rh,·c:king up on our behaviour in the 
/\rab world. 

t\ li,urtecn page introduction outlines 
patterns of change which influe nce 
1\rab thinking and beh,1vior today. 
i\yc:lell deals particularly with westerni­
zation and fundamentalism. 

The body of the book deals with maucrs 
csst·mial to understanding of' and effec-
t in· interaction with Arabs. Pithy 
sun1marics of key points in each of the 
tt·11 chapters give a quick overview of 
the material dealt with, as illustrated in 
the following excerpts: 

Beliefs and Values - "All llrabs share 
basic beliefs and values which cross national or 
social class boundaries . ... Their beliefs are 
injlu enced by Islam even if they are not 
i\l us/ems, child-rraring practices are nearly 
idmtical, and the family structure is essentially 
thr same." This chapter closes with 
htlpful summary lists of values, religious 
attitudes, and self-perceptions. 

Friends and Strangers - "Among 
Arabs also, a friend is someone whose 
company they enjoy. However, equally impor­
ta11t lo the relationship is the duty qf a friend 

to give help and do favors to !he best of his 
ability." 

Emotion and Log i c  - "Arabs  
consciously reserve the right to  look at the 
world i11 a subjective wtry . ... Arabs are more 
likely to allow subjective J1erceptio11s to direct 
their actions . ... ho11or is more impor/anl than 
facts ... people are more i111por/a11/ than rules." 

Getting Personal - "For Arabs the 
sj)(lce which is comfortable for ordinary social 
w1wrrs11tio11 is approximately the same as that 
which I Vestemers reserve for intimate conver­
sation." 

Men and Women - ";lrab me11 and 
womw are careful about appearances whw 
the

y meet . ... The /JUblic display of intimaq 
bf tween mm and women is strictly forbiddm 
by the Arab social code ... even between 
husband and wife ... '' 
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Social Fo.-malities and Etiquette --­

"GenerositJ' to guests is esseritial for a good 
reputation . ... Your personal image a11d status 
will he ajfuted by people's perceptions of your 
hospitality." The chapter closes with a list 
of generally accepted rules of etiquette. 

The Social Struc tu re - "Foreign resi­
dents of Arab countries automatical(y flrcrue 
most of the status and privileges of the upper 
class. .. . No upper-class person engages in 
manual labor in front of other people . ...

U/1/1er-class Arabs are careful about their 
dress and appearance whenever they are in 
public because the way a person dresses indi­
ca les his wealth a11d social sta11ding . ...

IVhen'you plan social evwts, do 1101 mix 
people from different social classes." 

The Role of the Family - "Family 
loyalty and obligations take precedence over 
loyalty to friends or the dema11ds of a job . ...

The reputation of al!)' member of a family 

group reflects 011 all of the other members. 
. . . There is 110 real basis for a close relation-
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ship except ties of kinship . . . .  the most impor­
ta11! requireme11tfor a 'good' child is respectful 
behavior infro11t of adults. Chi/drm must greet 
adults with a handshake ... and refrain from 
i11terrupti11g or talking back." 

Religion and Society - "A rahs idenlijy 
strongly with their religious groups, whether 
they are Moslem or Christian and whether 
the

y follow religious observances or 1101. A 
foreigner must be aware of the pervasive role 
of re!igio11 in Arab life in order to avoid 
causing offense by injudicious statements or 
actions." 

Communication with Arabs -

" Eloquence is em/Jhasi;:,ed and admired in the 
Arab World Jar more than in the West ... 
how you say something is as im/iortant as 
what you have to say . . . .  words have /Jower; 
they can a_lfect events .... A careless reference to 
bad evmts can lead to misfort1111e or make a bad 
situation worse. Arabs avoid such references as 
much as possible a11d use euphemisms i11stwd." 

The book is obviously writ ten by 
someone who has had close and personal 
involvement with ,\rab countries and 
peoples. While acknowledging that 
Arab world culture is far from mono­
lithic, Ms Nydell does an excellent job 
of identifying features and characteris­
tics ,vhich are common. I identified 
again and again with her analyses. 

The book closes with two appendices, 
the first giving an overview of the 
Arabic language, the second an over­
view of each of the countries of the 
Arab world. The latter especially helps 
put in perspective the common factors 
which have been dealt with in the body 
of the book. 

Reviewed by Editor 
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BEHIND CLOSED DOORS: Women's 
Oral Narratives i11 Tunis by Monia Hejaiej 

UK: Quartet Books Limited, 1996, 
369 pages, £ I I 

Monia Hejaiej provides a perceptive 
account of the personal lives of three 
women story-tellers from the meclina 
(old city) of Tunis. These Beldi women 
arc members of a historic and highly 
civilized community, the city's tradi­
tional elite. Through her family tics to 
that society, Hejaiej was able to enter 
the intimate world of these women talc­
tellers. She interviewed them between 
Dcc,ember 1989 and April 1990 in their 
homes in Tunis and recorded their talcs. 

The primary intention of' this book is to 
deal with the relationship between 
teller, talc and society. The author was 
able to focus on the role and imponann· 
of talc-telling in the lives of three �efdi 
women, Chaya, Sa'diyya and Khcira. 
Tht· first part of the book centers on 
these women and the world of the Bddi 
community. In the second and major 
pan the author presents the forty-seven 
tales themsclvt:s. 

from the description of the Beldi women 
and their world, it is easier to sec the 
significance of certain points stressed in 
their stories. For example, Ghaya is 
concerned that women exhibit the tradi­
tional values of patience and resigna­
tion; so she reinforct:s this value system 
in her swry, 'Sabra'. Hejaiej notes the 
unusual parallel between the life story 
of Chaya and the tale of Sabra. The 
tale, which offers a creative depiction of 
Ghaya's suffering, becomes a cathartic 
ritual dramatization of her own life. 

This book is of interest lO all who want 
co understand the women of the Bcldi 


