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Fikrun wa Fann/Art & Thought No. 86 - Love 

 

 

The Kiss and the Word 

Oriental Love Scenes 

Kamila Klepacki 

 

 

The Islamic world is generally regarded in the West as prudish and inhibited. Yet Islam is far from 

being opposed to carnal pleasures – at least within marriage. Young unmarried lovers also like to 

take advantage of these freedoms, even though this means having to fight for them. After all, what 

would love be if it were uncomplicated? 

 

Samira still lives with her parents in the Old Town of Damascus. A newly-married couple has just 

moved into the apartment upstairs. Rolling her eyes, Samira says that she’s been having trouble 

getting to sleep lately. Every night it’s the same thing. It starts with the clacking of high heels on 

wooden floorboards that resonates through the ceiling of her bedroom. Then there’s a rhythmic 

squeaking, accompanied by a duet of groans. Samira herself is far removed from such scenes, 

because although she has just turned thirty-two she is still unmarried, and therefore still 

untouched. 

Extramarital sex is frowned upon throughout the Islamic world; in some countries it is even 

forbidden by law. In Saudi Arabia adultery is punishable by death; people are whipped for violating 

the law that enforces segregation of the sexes, and the country is swarming with plain-clothes vice 

police. Any hint of romance is nipped before it gets a chance to bud. The Western cliché of prudish 

and sexually repressed Islam seems to fit. Yet even in Saudi Arabia there is no law that interferes 

in the sex lives of married couples. In this context not only is everything allowed, it is also desired. 

 

Woman as eternal temptress 

As early as the eleventh century al-Ghazali claimed that Oriental people had a very sensual 

disposition. The Persian religious philosopher extolled sexual satisfaction as one of the unbeatable 

advantages of having a wife – alongside cooking, cleaning, and the bearing of children. In the 

twelfth volume of his revival of the religious sciences, Of Marriage, he wrote about sex drive: ‘The 

desire that is associated with its satisfaction […] is intended to indicate the promised bliss of 

Paradise, for it would be futile to give someone the prospect of a bliss he had never experienced.’ 

Paradise as eternal orgasm. Matrimony, however, is also reliable protection for a man against the 

seductive power of other women. Al-Ghazali quotes a saying of the Prophet as proof of this: ‘When 

a woman comes, it is as if a devil came. Therefore if one of you sees a woman and finds pleasure 

in her, he should go to his wife, for with her he will find the same as with the other.’ Of course, 

Mohammed knew the old maxim: whet your appetite elsewhere, but do your eating at home. But 
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why a devil? Arab feminists like the Moroccan sociologist Fatima Mernissi see Islamic matrimonial 

tradition as having one origin above all: man’s fear of the eternal temptations of womanhood. A 

woman can drive a man mad with her charms, control him and, above all, distract him from his 

important religious duties. This also almost happens in the Biblical story of Joseph the dreamer. 

Zuleika is the beautiful and cunning wife of Potiphar, who took Joseph in to his house when he was 

young. She falls in love with Joseph, who grows up to be an attractive young man, and then she 

just can’t leave him alone. 

In the Koran the life of Joseph is related in the twelfth sura, the sura called ‘Joseph’. It is a 

particular favourite, above all because of the very erotic version of the seduction scene. One day, 

by chance, Joseph and Zuleika happen to be alone in the house. According to the Koran, ‘…she in 

whose house he was sought to make himself yield (to her), and she made fast the doors and said: 

Come forward. […] And certainly she made for him, and he would have made for her, were it not 

that he had seen the manifest evidence of his Lord. […] And they both hastened to the door, and 

she rent his shirt from behind.’ As luck would have it, the unsuspecting husband has just arrived at 

the door. The scorned woman quickly turns the tables, claiming that Joseph wanted to seduce her 

and must be punished immediately. However, the evidence is against her, and initially Joseph is 

spared. All that’s left for the husband, who so narrowly escaped being cuckolded, to say is: ‘Surely 

it is a guile of you women; surely your guile is great.’ 

 Joseph almost succumbed to the beautiful Zuleika, but he was lucky, because God was on his side. 

Nonetheless, his example shows how dangerous womankind, those crafty temptresses, can be for 

men. A woman must therefore know her limits within a marriage and subordinate herself to her 

husband. Once she has been domesticated, the man – so al-Ghazali seems to tell us – at last has 

time for the important things in life: pious prayer, religious study, a water pipe and political 

discussions with his friends in the coffee house. 

 

Sex before marriage is absolutely taboo 

However, when he is at home he must not forget his marital duties. The Prophet Mohammed is 

quoted as saying, ‘Let none of you fall upon his wife like an ox, but let there be a messenger 

between you.’ When asked who this messenger was, he answered, ‘The kiss and the word.’ The 

Egyptian sex therapist Heba Qutb sees this as a invitation to erotic foreplay. It is the man’s job, 

Qutb says, to satisfy his wife on a regular basis; her orgasm is his duty. Qutb has had her practice 

in the Cairo district of Mohandessin for five years now, in which she helps couples to overcome 

sexual frustration; she explains the female anatomy with the help of diagrams, and also explains 

oral sex and different positions. Heba Qutb has two doctorates: one is from the University of Cairo, 

and she gained the other – in sexual medicine – in the United States, at the Maimonides University, 

Florida, since this subject was not taught in any Egyptian university. Photos of the ceremony in 

which she received her doctorate show her smiling proudly with her diploma in her hand. She 

wears a gown, and her headscarf peeks out from underneath the mortar board.  

Qutb, a 39-year-old mother of three daughters, says her real job is ‘to make families happy’. Her 

theory is that 80% of divorces in Egypt only come about because things are not going well in bed. 
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The main problem, according to her, is that the partners are simply not aware that a woman can 

enjoy sex at least as much as a man – it’s just that sometimes she needs a little longer. 

Furthermore, many women still grow up believing that sex is a dirty male hobby. 

Those who cannot come to Qutb’s practice turn to the television for enlightenment. Since autumn 

2006 she has presented the programme ‘kalam kabir’ (‘significant words’) for the satellite channel 

al-Mehwar. The concept of the programme is that there is a new topic every week; for example the 

wedding night. Callers from all over the Arab world put questions to Heba Qutb, who elucidates the 

answers both seriously and knowledgeably. She always has a quotation from the Koran or a hadith 

to hand to support her argument. 

Despite its frankness, Qutb’s advice remains, on principle, within the boundaries of Islam. She only 

counsels married couples at her practice – for her, sex before marriage is an absolute taboo. 

Yet it is increasingly common to meet young women and men who are well over thirty and still 

unmarried. A man must first establish himself professionally so he can afford an apartment, 

furniture, a television and perhaps even a car. Added to this are the enormous costs of a proper 

wedding, which are usu-ally borne by the bridegroom alone. According to a report by the Cairo 

office of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation from the year 2004, 70% of the unmarried people 

surveyed said that they had not yet saved enough money to marry. The average marrying age in 

Egypt has thus risen from 25 to 30 for women and from 35 to 40 for men. Fifteen to twenty-five 

years of sexual maturity may pass between puberty and the wedding night, years which, ac-

cording to the rules of Islam, of Christianity, and of the neighbourhood gossips, are to be spent in 

abstinence. This is particularly true for women, as it is naturally more difficult for them to fake 

their virginity. 

 

‘We are lying to ourselves’ 

At least in Islam there is a possibility of having an intimate love affair with God’s blessing but 

without making a lifelong commitment: the so-called urfi marriage, a kind of temporary common 

law marriage. Nowadays it is frequently contracted between young people who want to be together, 

but who do not want to take on either the costs or the responsibility of a proper marriage. All that 

is required is a kind of marriage contract and two witnesses. All participants have to sign the 

contract, after which the couple are married. The marriage is not officially registered anywhere, but 

at least sex is no longer a sin. Nonetheless, the partners usually keep their relationship quiet and 

end it as it began, secretly, by te aring up the contract. 

It only becomes tricky when there is an accidental pregnancy. The child is usually aborted, and the 

hymen surgically restored. Done. In this way, all those involved are spared ignominy. This 

procedure has been the subject of intense discussion in recent years, particularly in Egypt. The 

reason for this was Hind al-Hinnawy, a young Egyptian woman whose story was all over the papers 

for months. She not only wanted, at all costs, to keep the child conceived in an urfi marriage, she 

also sued the father. She forced him to acknowledge paternity. 

Hind al-Hinnawy, now 28, is a costume designer. Three years ago, while working on a television 

show, she met Ahmad al-Fishawi, scion of a famous Cairo acting family. They fell in love and 
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decided to embark on an urfi marriage. ‘For me this way of getting married was a legitimate way of 

finding out whether I wanted to be with this man for ever or not. It was agreed right from the 

beginning that at some point we would tell everybody and make our marriage official,’ says Hind 

al-Hinnawy. However, things turned out differently. Al-Hinnawy became pregnant. When she told 

al-Fishawy, his reaction was fury. He wanted her to have an abortion, saying that he would never 

acknow-ledge the child and give it his name. However, as long as a child’s father does not sign the 

birth certificate and give it his name, the child does not officially exist. Since al-Hinnawy was 

determined that she would not under any circumstances have an abortion, she con-fided in her 

parents. After they had recovered from the initial shock they decided to stand by her and, if 

necessary, take legal action to force al-Fishawy to acknowledge paternity. The tabloids were 

delighted. Al-Fishawy was not only a distinguished actor, he also presented a well-known 

programme giving religious advice to young people. After a long battle the court of appeal set a 

precedent by ordering a paternity test. Not only can young Lina now bear al-Fishawy’s name, she 

also has an official right to schooling, medical treatment and Egyptian citizenship. ‘The problem 

here,’ says al-Hinnawy, ‘is that people hide themselves away. They drink, they smoke, they have 

sex, but all in secret. We are lying to ourselves.’ 

 

Women always talk about marriage straight away 

Farid sits and stirs his tea in one of those historic Arab houses with the light, artistically decorated 

interior courtyards that have, in recent years, successfully been converted into coffee houses. A 

fountain splashes behind him; on the table in front of him his mobile phone is buzzing. He’s just 

received a message via Bluetooth: two bears cuddling up to one another with the text ‘I love you.’ 

He deletes it immediately. Short porn films and pornographic photos also get passed around in this 

way. 

With a sweeping gesture Farid indicates the young customers in the café and says, ‘Everyone 

sitting here has a boyfriend or girlfriend. Just nobody’s allowed to know about it.’ At least, not their 

parents and neighbours. At 27, Farid has already had seven girlfriends. As a matter of fact, he 

would like to have a serious relationship, but women always talk about marriage straight away. 

They could at least get engaged, and then get married when there’s enough money for it. But Farid 

doesn’t want to promise anything before he’s finished his studies. Besides, he hasn’t met the right 

woman yet. 

Still, he isn’t averse to a bit of fooling around. It’s always possible to find some way of being alone 

somewhere for a little while, and then everything’s allowed, as long as she doesn’t lose her 

virginity. And if, for once, you want to sleep with a woman properly, ‘you look for one who’s 

divorced or married’. Or a foreigner. 

Word has got round in Damascus, Cairo, Tunis and Amman that Western women tend not to take 

their chastity quite so seriously. The source of this information is American blockbusters, music 

videos, amateur porn films on the Internet, and rumours. The result is often a somewhat 

exaggerated idea of Western promiscuity, something about which every young woman who has 

tried to live in an Arab country can tell you a thing or two. Sometimes men don’t even mean any 
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harm or have specific expectations when they make advances; it’s just that Arab boys aren’t 

renowned for their shyness. And maybe one woman in a hundred says yes, and then they can have 

a nice time together. Maybe he’ll even get a trip to Europe out of it. 

 

After the divorce he would come back with the money he’d saved 

Some people meet the love of their life a little too early. Sam loves Rana and Rana loves Sam. 

They’ve been a couple for seven years now, and officially engaged for three. Their families know 

each other. Sam is always welcome in Rana’s parents’ house not far from the main shopping street 

in Damascus, al Sa’a. However, he and Rana are still not allowed to s pend any time alone together. 

Theoretically. Perhaps the situation is a little easier for the two of them because they are Christians 

and thus somewhat more open to the supposed Western way of life. Sam’s greatest dream is to 

live together with Rana under one roof – ‘preferably the way you do in the West’, without a 

marriage certificate. However, since society forbids it, he will marry Rana. He’s been working 

towards this goal for years, and now he has a new plan. Every day he spends two hours in an 

Internet café and chats with Jean in San Diego. Jean is looking to marry a nice man, and she could 

also get Sami a good job – maybe even in her company. When Sam talks to Jean on Skype he puts 

on a sultry voice. Sometimes he even says ‘baby’, though he doesn’t re ally feel comfortable doing 

it. He reckons he could live with Jean for three years. He would be very nice to her and try to make 

her as happy as possible. After the divorce he would come back to Syria with the money he’d 

saved and marry his Rana. She already knows about the plan and would be prepared to wait. But 

in the end it doesn’t work out, and now Sam is already making new plans. 

What Sam hopes will be the answer to all his problems has a name: bezness. It’s an Arabic 

corruption of the English word ‘business’, coined to describe the extremely lucrative business with 

European women. ‘Bezness’ is particularly widespread in Islamic tourist destinations like Tunisia, 

Egypt, Morocco and Turkey. It usually starts off quite harmlessly: an attractive young man tries to 

get friendly with a Western woman travelling on her own, pays her compliments and works his 

charm on her until she succumbs. If she shows her gratitude with presents or small ‘loans’, it’s also 

known as sex tourism, but bezness goes further than that – as far as serious fraud, violence, and 

total ruin. 

 

‘In Tunisia alone there are 1,700 cases of serious fraud each year’ 

Sabrina meets and falls in love with Amor on a last-minute trip to Zarzis, a holiday destination in 

Tunisia near the Libyan border. A few months later she leaves her husband, resigns from her job, 

moves to Tunisia to marry Amor and invests all her savings in their new life together. In the 

beginning all goes well, but Amor doesn’t seem to get on with his German wife. It isn’t long before 

he starts to show his ‘true face’. He orders her about, hits her, and locks her in the house. One day 

he heads off to Germany by himself and leaves his wife alone with his family. A series of 

humiliations follows: threats, assaults, slander, the bribing of lawyers and translators. Sabrina 

loses one court case after another and finally returns to Germany after eight years in Tunisia. She 

has lost both her money and her honour. 



 
 
 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Copyright © Goethe-Institut   
Alle Rechte vorbehalten  6  
www.goethe.de/fikrun 
 
 

Sabrina is not a real person. She is the main character in the novel Sand in der Seele (Sand in the 

Soul) by Evelyne Kern. However, the author had exactly the same experience. Following this bitter 

disappointment and her return to Germany, Kern founded the society Community of Interest 

against Bezness (CIV e.V.) and started the website 1001Geschichte.de. Here she collects stories 

that all sound very much like her own. Bezness has become a mass phenomenon. ‘In Tunisia alone 

around 1,700 cases of serious fraud are reported every year,’ says Evelyne Kern. She wants her 

work with the society to provide targeted assistance for victims. Its members include several 

female lawyers and a female psychologist who give free advice. It’s best, of course, if they make 

sure women know about the ‘bezness’ trick and don’t fall for it in the first pla ce. ‘If it hadn’t been 

for this forum I would have done the stupidest thing of my entire life. All the stories on here helped 

me to realise that men always pull the same tricks. Mine supposedly had to go to the army and 

didn’t have any money to buy his way out. Ha ha,’ 

writes one contributor to the forum. She was lucky. Evelyne Kern remembers a particularly nasty 

story. A woman was living with her younger husband in the Tunisian town of Mahdia. When her 

money ran out and she refused to take out a loan he locked her up and took away her passport, 

and when she tried to run away he shattered her leg with a rusty iron rod. Her daughter brought 

her back to Germany. Her leg had to be amputated. She now lives in a psychiatric clinic and is 

unable to communicate. 

The stories don’t always have such a brutal ending. Sometimes a pretty eighteen-year-old falls for 

a nice Tunisian boy and marries him on the spur of the moment so he can be with her in Germany. 

For a while the new boyfriend is sweet, kind and lovely, and then one day he isn’t any more. He’s 

still happy with the residency permit he got out of it, though. 

 

‘A bi-cultural relationship is like an ongoing battle’ 

Momo and Liz were coming back together from a visit to Momo’s parents in Djendouba in Tunisia 

when a customs officer gave him a appreciative pat on the back: ‘So! Just got to know each other 

and you’re already coming to Germany? Well done, mate!’ Yet Momo and Liz had already been 

together for some time, and visa problems were never an issue for them. When they met, Momo 

had already been living in Germany for four years. He’d had an invitation to come to the country 

and had been granted a visitor’s visa; he met a woman who was several years his senior, and they 

got married. The marriage later broke down. So far, so clichéd. The only thing is, Momo didn’t 

really want to stay in Germany, because he’d just set himself up with a carpentry business in his 

home town. Now Momo and Liz are married, their daughter Josephine is one year old, and they’re 

currently expecting twins. ‘A bi-cultural relationship is like an ongoing battle,’ says Liz. ‘You need 

more tolerance that in another relationship.’ ‘A real Tunisian man ideally has no responsibilities at 

all. He is always completely free and spontaneous and he doesn’t like being questioned,’ explains 

Momo. ‘If you were really that Tunisian, though, I wouldn’t be with you,’ Liz replies. 

There is only one generalisation that can be made about love: it is always different. A girl from 

Yemen about to embark on an arranged marriage may perhaps hope that ‘love comes with 

marriage’. For a young Syrian man who will soon be thirty and who’s hoping to get a student visa 
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for Germany, love is ‘when the heart beats faster’. And when 32-year-old Samira from Damascus 

lies in her bed at night, love just gets on her nerves, because love is a rhythmic squeaking that 

penetrates her ceiling. 

 
 
Translated by Charlotte Collins 
 
Kamila Klepacki is a freelance journalist specialising in the Middle East. She lives in Hamburg. 
 
 
 
 
 


