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Taboo subjects such as the importance of virginity for
Jordanian women and their sexual knowledge were open
for public discussions in recent debates in the Kingdom. A
private hospital which organised a lecture on virginity
issues recently drew a large crowd that participated in an
open and frank dialogue. For the first time in the Kingdom’s
history physicians and psychiatrists presented the issue
from a social, psychological and anatomical angle. Medical
experts agreed that virginity should not be a prerequisite for
men in choosing their partners.

One psychiatrist, Mohammed Habashneh, said the issue of
women bleeding on their wedding night to prove they are
virgins has always been a source of fear and concern for
both men and women in Jordan and elsewhere in the Arab
world. Pathologist Ahmad Bani Hani of the National
Institute of Forensic Medicine concurred: Women are afraid
they might not bleed and men are afraid that their perfor-
mance on the night of marriage will not lead to their wives’
bleeding, he said. People place great concern and attention
on a “simple body part [the hymen] without realising the
grave effects it poses to women’s mental health,”
Habashneh told the audience that “women in this part of the
world are haunted by the idea of wanting to prove they are
virgins from the time they become aware of this issue until
their wedding night,” the psychiatrist said.

The consequences for a woman not to bleed on her wedding
night could be dangerous, such as divorce and in some
cases murder by their families: “We had families coming to
the national institute first thing in the morning after the
wedding night, wanting to examine the woman because she
did not bleed,” said Bani Hani. “This is such a humiliating

process for woman. Men do not face similar embarrassing
and stressful moments, and sometimes they are impotent
but do not want to admit it,” he told the gathering.

From a societal perspective, the pathologist said that bleed-
ing on the wedding night takes precedence over more
important issues such as having a happy and constructive
marital life and children. Habashneh echoed Bani Hani’s
remarks saying that trust between couples should not be
based on “drops of blood, but it seems that women in our
part of the world are guilty [of not being virgins] until
proven otherwise.”

“The hymen is not 100 per cent indicative of virginity”,
Bani Hani said. From a medical point of view, gynaecolo-
gist Randa Abu Zarour said women might not bleed on the
wedding night because hymens are not one size. There are
women who are born without a hymen or where the hymen
is elastic and does not break, she explained. Habashneh
pointed out that there is nothing in the Holy Koran or the
Prophet’s sayings stipulating that a woman must bleed on
her wedding night. But a participant disagreed: “Islam
implied indirectly that women should bleed in order to
prove that they did not engage in sexual intercourse before
getting married,” the man said.

A second man asked the experts if animals had a hymen
“because I want to know if God placed the hymen in
women for a certain reason.” The experts could not answer
his question. One male participant said the virginity issue is
absurd because women are “our mothers, sisters, daughters
and wives. The best thing to do is just to forget this issue
altogether and to close your eyes on the wedding night.”
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It has been thirteen years and a half years since
L’Harmattan published my work “Le désir amputé” on
the sexual experience of the Christian woman in a tra-
ditional Lebanese society, and fifteen and a half years
since it has been submitted as a PhD thesis. Ever since,
solicitations concerning the same theme at meetings,
in periodicals … have been at the origin of further
publications on sexual education, the male/female
relationship, the experience of the body, etc …

My work caused a scandal then and would definitely
cause one today. The reactions after every communi-
cation on the subject whether published in a newspa-
per or broadcast on television are the best witnesses to
this fact. The reactions focused on the same idea:
morality. Talking about sexuality is an act that goes
contrary to morality. I, a woman, living in an Eastern
society where things related to sex are neither men-
tioned nor talked about, could only be malefic and
amoral. So many comments and reflections have since
altered the collective debates to include the personal
individual level, questioning who I am, my way of life,
my motherhood, my role as a wife, up to my physical
integrity…

This is how my book started: “As a matter of fact, I am
a woman…”. To be a woman in this part of the world,
doing research, talking of sexuality, and above all of
women’s sexuality, transgresses many taboos and inhi-
bitions.

Because I was a woman, I needed to extricate myself
from the general view that women are controlled by
their feelings and emotions. There is no doubt that the

source of this work has been a subjective impulse, a
passionate drive, which has manifested itself in scien-
tific research. In his “Introduction” to the Philosophy
of History, Hegel asserts that “nothing great in this
world is accomplished without passion.”

What was I looking for? What were my findings?
What is still left of them today? This is the itinerary I
propose to follow after all these years.

What was I looking for?
Problematic and Hypotheses 
The problematic of my research was enclosed in a
double perspective: to understand the way women
“live” within their erotic bodies, in the light of
received ideas on sexuality, ideas generally transmit-
ted by education, and sexual education particularly,
and to discover the cause or causes which make one
woman more satisfied sexually than others.

With that double perspective in view, I advanced the
following hypothesis: if the basic sexual energy is
repressed, this vital impulse would express itself and
transgress the forbidden, and nothing could restrain
desire. Indeed, desire tries to find a pathway despite
the taboos of a forbidding education. 

But how was I supposed to study such a subject loaded
with so much feeling? After ten preliminary inter-
views, the questionnaire method ended up being the
only one possible. For the sake of concision I will not
talk about this now though I would be glad to answer
any questions if this matter is of interest. 
I had to face the problem of sampling. In a fantasy
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But another participant recommended having his wife
undergo a virginity test before the night of wedding “so that
I will make sure my wife is a virgin and I will marry her
with a peaceful mind.” A female participant said at the end
of the lecture: “The whole issue of doubting a woman’s vir-
ginity is insulting. If my husband wants to take me to the
Forensic Department to make sure I am a virgin, then I do
not need such a man to start a life with or have children
with.”

In a separate study released recently on sexual knowledge,
attitudes and behaviour among married women conducted
by a local psychiatrist revealed misconceptions on the sub-
ject. Jordanian psychiatrist Walid Sarhan said in his find-
ings that the average educated couples in the cities think
they know enough about sex, but their sexual life [is char-
acterised by] little harmony and poor communication.
Based on his study’s findings and examination of female
patients, Sarhan maintains that female sexual non-satisfac-
tion is greatly affected by male sexual knowledge ... and in
most cases it has a negative effect. “Sexual issues are rarely
discussed in Arab countries and research in this field is very
limited,” Sarhan said. His study sought to obtain informa-

tion about knowledge, attitudes and sexual behaviour and
practices among Jordanian women.
The questions focused on standard sexual knowledge and
related topics. 150 questionnaires were distributed to mar-
ried women in Amman aged 18 to 56 with a marriage last-
ing up to 40 years. Of the 150 women surveyed, 21 rated
themselves as possessing an excellent level of sexual
knowledge, 65 rated their level as very good, 50 as good
and 14 as weak, he said. On the question of how important
sex is to a married woman, 57 said it was very important,
77 said it was important, 12 decided it was not important
while four said they didn’t know. Meanwhile, 37 women
said they provided their children with sexual education, 88
said they do not, and the remainder did not have children.
But in a separate question, 134 said religion would not stop
them from obtaining education about sex, with only nine
answering in the affirmative and seven saying they did not
know. Sarhan, who is the general director of Al Rashid
Hospital [for  psychiatric treatment] pointed out that sexual
education is lacking in the Arab world and is hardly touched
upon in school curricula: “Teachers usually skip the subject
because they find it embarrassing and fear they might have
problems in their classrooms,” he concluded.
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