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MARRIAGE PATTERN IN EGYPTIAN NUBIA

EUGEN STROUHAL, Praha

INTRODUCTION

In connection with the international scheme to safeguard
the Nubian monuments which were in danger through the con-
struction of the High Dam near Asswan, scientific interest during
the last few years has turned towards studying the Nubian popu-
lation. The basis for this study was laid by R. Herzog (1957) and
others. The members of the Social Research Centre of the Ame-
rican University in Cairo (Fernea 1966a, Geiser 1967 ) and several
other scientific expeditions, collected interesting sociological,
socio-economic, linguistic and ethnographic findings in Egyptian
Nubia.

Two Arab-Czechoslovak Anthropological Expeditions were
undertaken in 1965 and 1967 to New Nubia, based in the vicinity
of the Upper Egyptian town of Kom Ombo, where the inhabitants
oft Nubia were resettled 1 —4 years earlier. The aim of the
Expeditions was to study the physical characteristics of the pre-
sent Nubian population, including the growth and development
of the young generation. Its findings, about which preliminary
reports have been published (ValSik et al. 1970a, Valsik et al.
1970b, Valsik 1972), are now being compiled into a comprehen-
sive monography, which will be published under the auspices
of the Comenius University in Bratislava. Apart from physical-
anthropological results (Strouhal 1970, 1971a, 1972a, Hussien 1971a,
1972a, Ferak-PospiSil 1972, Drobna 1972), biological (Hussien
1971b, Strouhal 1971b), medical (Strouhal 1972b,c) and lin-
guistic findings (Fiedler et al. 1971) the elaboration of the ma-
terial assembled by the Expeditions brought a number of social-
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anthropological facts, of which the marriage pattern in Egyptian
Nubia will be treated here in more detail.

It should be remembered that the research was not primarily
focused upon a systematic collection of these findings, but they
were noted during the investigation of individuals, chosen from
the population as samples, for a closer analysis of the physical-
anthropological data obtained. The composition of the population
samples also conformed to the aims of physical anthropology.
It is then necessary to look upon the findings as upon by-products
of our Expeditions which indeed characterize perfectly our po-
pulation samples but can give only rough information about
conditions in Nubia as a whole.

MATERIAL AND METHOD

We start with data collected from 597 Nubian men, repre-
senting 4 — 5 % of the male population over 15 years. They were
divided from the physical anthropological aspect into groups of
119 juveniles (15 — 20 years), 437 adults (21 — 55 years) and
41 old men (57 — 87 years). They represented all three settled
Nubian ethnic groups, inhabiting old Nubia from north to south
in the following sequence: Kenuz (184 persons), Arab (130 per-
sons), Fadidja (233 persons). Moreover, we were able to get
a small sample of Ababda (27 persons), which by origin belonged
to different Bedja tribes, living as nomads in the Eastern desert,
but which for centuries have been settling down in the Nile val-
ley and are gradually merging with the resident Nubians. A spe-
cial group comprises hybrids (23 persons), on the one hand
cross-breeds between the single Nubian ethnical groups, and on
the other cross-breeds between them and Egyptians and Sudan-
ese. They, too, form no negligible part of the Nubian population,
so they cannot be eliminated from social-anthropological studies.

For physical-anthropological reasons several villages, twelve
altogether, were selected from each ethnic group of which the
most numerous samples were obtained. This enabled a thorough
study of the micro-areas. Besides that, members of other villages
were also found by chance during the investigation, which are
a minority in the material. For technical reasons it was impossible
to make a systematic investigation of samples from all villages
in order to make in this respect too, the groups fully represen-
tative. Samples of the Kentuz were assembled from the villages
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of Dahmit, Umbarakab, Koshtamna and Ad-Dakka, of the Arab
group from the villages of Wadi’l-Arab, Shaturma and Maliki,
of the Fadidja from the villages of Ad-Derr and Ad-Diwan, joined
into one group, further Qatta, Ibrim, Qustul and Balana. The
Ababda were taken from the villages Wadi Alaqi, Sayala and
Maharraqa.

The data were collected anamnestically. The questions were
posed to the probands at the beginning of the investigation by
an Arab collaborator of the Expedition instructed in advance.
Practically all Nubian men speak Arabic fluently and the same
applies to those of the Kentuz and Fadidja groups, who preserved
their dialects of Nubian; for the Arab and Ababda Arabian is the
only language. Questions concerning genealogy, membership of
an ethnic or descent group, number of children and the like, were
answered by most of the questioned men without hesitation and
with certainty, because these are facts which torm part of the
current social structure in Nubia. As a rule we only eliminated
information about parents of old men from the reports because
many of the old men could no longer remember certain facts
clearly.

RESULTS

1. Age of Men When Gettin'g Marrield

Nubian men marry much later than is the custom in Euro-
pean countries (Table 1.). Not one marriage of a man younger
than 21 years of age has been ascertained. This is certainly con-
nected with the fact that in the young age groups mainly students
of the secondary school and teachers’ training college from the

Tab. 1. Number of unmarried men*® in Nubian ethnic groups according to age

Ethnic Egtglf 15 — 20 years 21 — 30 years 31 — 40 years
grouP mén
A B C A B c A B C

Keniiz 184 42 | 42| 1000 43 | 32 74,4 18 1 5,6
Arab 130 14 a0 S0 35 " s 51.4 39 6 15.4
Fadidja 233 i IRe 2 000 47 | 31 66.0 65 4 6,2
Ababda 27 3 3 | 1000 8 7 87.5 6 0 0.0
Hybrids 23 6 6 | 1000 4 2 50.0 6 1 16,7
Qlotal 597 119 | 119 | 1000 | 137 | @0 657 | 134 | 12 9,0
Nubians d 4 i
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41 — 50 years 51 — 60 years 61 — 70 years
AR e AR e Al e el R
31 il 6,5 23 0 0,0 2l 0 0,0 6 O 010
31 0 0,0 10 0 0,0 il 0 0,0 — — | —
45 0 0,0 21 0 0,0 1 0 0,0 — e N
7 1 14,3 3 0 0,0 — — — == — ‘ .
2 0 0,0 5 0 0,0 — — — - | = -
| | l
g G 2,6 7 () 0,0 28] @ 0,0 6 0 0,0
| | i
* divorced men and widowers not included
A = no. of all men B = no. of single men C = % of single men

New Nubia Centre, Nasr City, are represented. It can also be
due to the fact that a relative shortage of women results from
polygyny, neither are economic reasons to be ignored. Most mar-
riages fall within the age category of 21 — 30 years although
almost two thirds, ascertained in the material, are unmarried.
This may probably be connected with the fact that the material
comprises also a number of students from the afore-mentioned
schools who, because of social-economic changes in New Nubia,
began to study in later years. Among the 31 — 40 years olds only
9 0% remain unmarried and a mere 2,6 % among the 41 — 50 year
olds. All men over 51 years were married which is in keeping
with the Islamic principle that marriage is a merit.

From the table can be inferred that of the single ethnic
groups the Fadidja marry earliest, after them the Arab and hyb-
rids, then the Kenuz and at the latest age the Ababda. This is
probably connected with the general social-economic level of the
groups mentioned.

Zo N hmlpEn @i Wiwves ame DiwverecEs

Polygyny is not ruled out in the Islam world of which pre-
sent day Nubia is part. In Egypt the highest number of simultan-
eous wives was stipulated by law to four. Polygyny is, however,
on the decline, particularly for economic reasons. Tables 2 and 3
show the situation among the Nubians.

The quotient of the number of simultaneous wives per man
is between 1.06 — 1.10 with adult Nubians. The ethnic groups
forming an ascending sequence are Ababda, hybrids, Fadidja,
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Tab. 2. Number of actual, divorced and dead wives with Nubian men

No. of | Total :
Zthnic Age moaro_ no. of Actual wives Divorced wives Dead wives
group i || eiEel | fueene e Eell T S
men |wives| n | A | B e wo s
Kenuz 21—55 7/l 87 7.5 RS O/ 1(0) 7| 8,0 \ 0,10 2 2l 000
Kenuz 56—87 36 62 48 77,4 1588 5 S () 14 9 14,5 0,25
Arab 21—55 91 103 SRy Gz || kil R ) 0,02 3 2,9 ( 0,03
Fadidja 21—55| 140 160 | 151 | 94,3 | 1,08 6 ‘ 3,8 0,04 3 (ORISR 002
Arab and | |
Fadidja 56—70 5 8 5| @25 ko) 1 2.5 0,20 2 25,0 | 0,40
Ababda 21—55 16 18 17 | 94,4 1,06 1 5,6 0,06 | — -— —
Hybrids 21—55 14 L5 15 | 100,0 1,07 | — — ‘ - — - -
dwiel 21455 sap il "agailigroll es 7 [Faa] e 4zl 005 e 21| 0,02
Nubians } ;
\
o [
Uil Sfsy ) e T SR Sl R | G
Nubians )
A = % of total no. of wives B = Quotient wives per man

Tab. 3. Number of simultaneous wives with Nubian men

r ¢ One wife Two wives Three wives
0.0
: Age | actually % of no. % of no. % of no. | Total
Ethnic group group | married | , |ofactually[  |ofactually| = |ofactually no. of
men married married married |W1Ves
men men men
Kenuz 21—55 7/l 64 90,1 7 9,9 — — 78
Kenuz 56—87 35 24 68,6 9 72437/ 2 57/ 48
Arab 21—55 91 84 92,3 7 7.7/ — — 98
Fadidja 21—55 140 129 9251 1Ll 7,9 — = 151
Arab and Fadidja | 56—70 5 5 100,0 — — — — 5
Ababda 21—55 15 13 86,7 2 i858 — — 17/
Hybrids 21—55 14 13 92,9 1 Tl — — 115
Total Nubians 21—55 331 303‘ 91,5 28 | 8,5 - l — 359
Total Nubians 56—87 40 29 72,5 9 225 2 4,0 53

Arab and Kentz (both of the two latter groups have an equal
quotient). In 91.5 % of cases adult Nubians have, on an average,
one wife and 8.5 % only have two wives (Table 3). Out of the
single ethnic groups mostly the Ababda have two wives (13.3 %),
followed by the Kenuz (9.9 %), then the Fadidja (7.9 %), the
Arab (7.7 %) and hybrids (7.1 %). We did not find polygynous
marriages of a higher grade among adult men.
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On the other hand among old Nubians, significantly repre-
sented only by Kenuz, the quotient reaches much higher values
(1.29 resp. 1.33; Table 2). In 68.6 % cases the old Kentiz have
only one wife, whereas they have two wives in 25.7 % and three
wives in 5.7 % cases.

The predominance of polygyny among old men, in compari-
son with adults, ensues from the fact that they are already pro-
viding final information, whereas with adults there could be an
increase in the number of wives during the years to come. At the
same time it should be taken into consideration that among old
men the rate of divorced and deceased wives is also much
higher (Table 2), part of whom could belong to polygynous mar-
riages. We therefore assume that the conspicuous difference be-
tween old and adult men regarding number of wives, at least
partially, reflects a decline of polygyny in Nubia.

Divorces are much less frequent than in European countries,
despite the comparative freedom given by the Islamic law. With
adult males a mere average of 4.2 % divorced marriages were
found and the quotient per man was 0.05 divorces (Table 2).
Of the various ethnic groups most divorces were found to be
with the Kentiz (8.0 marriages, quotient 0.10), and less with the
Ababda, Fadidja and Arab; in the too small group of hybrids no
case of divorce was ascertained. It is not out of the question
that the number of divorces is lower because we recorded mostly
that part of the male population which doesn’t migrate to Egypt
for work. Among the labour migrants the divorce rate will prob-
ably be higher.

A somewhat higher divorce rate was ascertained among old
men, though the difference was comparably small; so this prob-
ably results from the natural age difference between them and
adults.

Based upon anamnestic data of women, also gathered by our
Expeditions, Miss Hussien (1971) came to the conclusion that
divorces of first-cousin marriages are much rarer (3.6 %) than
those of other marriage types (14.6 % ). We tried to verify this
in the material concerning men (Table 4). In the whole material
the difference shows up markedly with the adults as well as —
and most conspicuously — with old men. But these differences
are based only on the results shown by the Kentiz. With the Arab
and Fadidja groups the results seem to be rather reversed, with
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