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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
the 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\INL 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‘lL_\’ . 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 ‘wri (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 Yemenio 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 serial.
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
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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 least 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 muxabbayih 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 arc 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 ‘ibad 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 hit:
‘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 I[-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 malTied_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. Mus'ida.
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 ecither. 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.
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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 [ 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.
IU’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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