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ABSTRACT

Dbjective: Evaluating variations in a number of reproductive aspects among married

>alestinian women. over a period of 50 years.

Method: A questionnaire with the necessary information, was distributed to 1200

narried Palestinian women, of whom 1044 responded. Illiterate women were

nterviewed by the researchers.

Results: The majority of women (91 %) were younger than their husbands, compared

0 5% where the husband was younger. Spousal age difference at marriage was vast;
ver 7 years. The mean age of marriage for men and women was 26.75 and 19.7
rears, respectively. The educational level showed major differences between spouses.
lliteracy rate was 13 % for females, and less than 5 % for males. One quarter of the
usbands and 17.8% of wives achieved primary level education; the ratios for
itermediate and high schooling achievement were 42.2% and 47.7%, respéctively.
bout 70.3% of marriages werc non-consanguincous. 12.2°% first cousins-paternal

de, 8.2% first cousins-maternal side, and 2.3% were from the family. The mean age

menarche for all women was 13.5 years.



Conclusion:  Palestinian men prefer to wed women considerably younger than then

age. The progressive level of education indicates great achievements for women,
particularly since the mid-1970s. Contrary to public presumptions, most marriages

Were non-consanguineous,

Keywords: Age at marriage, educational level, consanguineous marriages, menarche.

INTRODUCTION

The past two decades witnessed dramatic changes in attitudes regarding women

issues, particularly in the Arab Countries. There was a special emphasis on matters

245

related to women's health ', educational attainment ">, fertility rate **°, population

growth and family planning . as well as the participation of women in politics,

. i ; 410,11
economy, and their ratio in working force .

The age at which women marry is influenced by several demographic, social,
cultural, educational and economical factors. For example, rural women tend to marry
at younger ages than their urban counterparts '2. Uneducated women tend to marry at
an earlier age, and the age gap becomes progressively wider as their educational level
becomes higher. In one study, 77% ol the illiterate Lgyptian women were married by
the age of 20, compared with 13% who had obtained more than primary level
education *. Another study in Morocco found the mean marital age for uneducated
women to be 17.8 years compared with 24.9 years for women with secondary level

. 13
education .
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Differences in the age at marriage between men and women have narrowed
over the past decades in many countries in Africa, Asia, Latin America, the
Caribbean. as well as in Europe and Northern America '*. For example, two recent
studies in the USA showed that girls marry two years younger than their spouses M
On the other hand, although many Arab states witnessed reduction in marital age
differences, yet they did not match those reported in the Western States. Studies in the
Arab world indicated that on the average, Arab women marries by the age of 22 years,
whereas Arab men marry at the age of 27 years ’ Nigerian women marry 5 years
carlier than men: 18 years and 23 years, respectively e

Regarding the literacy issue, studies suggested that ﬁlany Arab countries have
succeeded in reducing illiteracy rates by 50% during the 1970s and 1980s. For
example, in 1971, the illiteracy in Bahrain reached 46.36% and 76.11% in males and
females, respectively. However, these rates were reduced to 13% in males and 29%

females 1991°.

Many studies have discussed the various aspects of consanguineous marriages;
their ratios in comparison with other marriages in the society, and the controversy

about their adverse effects on health of the off springs 17-22

The present study aims to examine a number of components that influence the
human reproductive biology in Palestine, and the changes that took place overa
period of 50 years. These include the following aspects:

1. Average age at marriage and spousal age differences.

2. Time-related changes in educational attgiinment of husbands and wives.

3. Percentage of consanguineous marriages among Palestinian population.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Over a twelve month period (mid-1990 until mid-1991), a total of 1200
questionnaires were distributed by fourth year trained female biology students, An-
Najah National University, to currently married or ever married Palestinian women.
The number of women responded were 1044 (response rate = 87%). Women were.
living in the city of Nablus. West Bank, or the neighboring villages and refugpee
camps. The age of women ranged from 20-70 years.

Women were divided into five groups, according to their year of birth. Group |
included women who were born during 1920-1929. Group II were born in 1930-1939;
Group 111 were born in 1940-1949; Group IV born in 1950-1959; and Group V
comprised women born during the years 1960-1969.

Spousal age differences at the time of marriage, was considered for the sample
as a whole, and for each of the five groups. In addition, the percentage of: husband
being older, wife being older, or same age spouses, were also evaluated.

Formal education was measured as the highest level of schooling attended by spouses.

Spouses were sorted out into seven educational levels:

a). Level (0) consists of spouses with no formal education.

b). Level (1) included spouses with primary education (1-6 years of schooling).
c). Level (2), those with intermediate education (7-9 years of schooling).

d). Level (3), high school education (10-12 years).

e). Level (4), college educated spouses (14 years).

f). Level (5), university educated mates (16 years of study); and

g). Level (6) included couples with postgraduate education (Masters or Ph.D.).

The percentages ol consanguineous marriages (o all marriage were calculated
b

L
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and the influence of the aren of residence (city, rural aren, or refugee camp) on spousal

kinship was also evaluated.

RESULTS

Mean Age At Marriage

The mean age at marriage for Palestinian men and women is shown in Table 1.
With the exception of Group 11 husbands and Group 1V wives which we signilicantly
higher than all other marital groups (P<0.001), no significant differences were found
between the various age groups since the early 1920s. The mean age of marriage for
all women in the sample was 19.70 years, compared with 26.75 years for all husbands.
The mean marital age ranged from 19.07 to 20.54 years for women, and from 26.32 to
27.88 years for their husbands.

The area of residence seems to have little effect on the marital age of couples
living in urban and rural areas. Urban mean marital age was 19.79 years for women
and 27.70 years for men, compared with 19.99 years and 26.28 years for women and
men in the rural areas, respectively. On the other hand, the mean marital age for
spouses in refugee camps was significantly lower (P<0.001) than that reported in the
city or the rural arcas. It was 18.99 and 24.65 years for women and men, respectively

(Table 2).

Spousal Age Differences

The husband-wife age variances at the time of marriage, are shown in Table 1.
Men were older in 90.9% of all marriages, whereas women were older in only 5%,
Both spouses had the same marital age in 4.1% of the sample. Moreover, significant
variations were reported by the five women groups, regarding spousal age dilferences:
with Group IV reporting the lowest age difference (5.90 years), and Group 111 having
the highest (8.12 years). Overall, husbands were older by an average of 7.05 years.
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Educational Level

Table (3) shows the mean educational level for Palestinian spouses. As one
might expect, women's educational levels were significantly (P<0.001) lower than
their male counterparts in all age groups. Overall, husbands attended 1.22 years of
study more than their wives, with Group I women reporting the highest educational
difference (3.67 years). As time advanced, this educational gap started narrowing,
until it reached its lowest value (0.27 years) in Group V. On the other hand, the jump
in educational attainment reported by the wives, was significantly higher than that
recorded for their male counterparts; 8.26 years versus 5.86 years, respectively.

Large differences were found when the educational level was considered for
each marital group separately (Table 3). Whereas 70 % of Group | women were
uneducated, only 2% of Group V were so. However, the variations in educational
level for the husbands, were much less drastic than their wives. Only 10 % of Group I
and 2.5% of Group V males were without education. The highest level of education
attended by Group | husbands was the secondary school, compared with primary
schooling for the wives. This is contrasted by postgraduate studics and university

education for Group V husbands and wives, respectively.

Spousal Consanguinity

The percentages of spousal consanguinity for the various groups and locations
of Palestinians are shown in Table 5 and 6. Overall, 70.3 % of the married couples
were non-consanguineous, 27.4 % were first cousins, and only 2.3% were from the

same family. The percentage of women who were married to their first cousin
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" (paternal side), was more than double those who got married to their first cousins
matemnal side.

When husband-wife consanguinity was correlated with the residential area,
substantial differences were found between city spouses on one side, and spouses
dwelling rural areas and refugee camps on the other sid;:. Our data indicate that 80%
of city dwellers were non-consanguincous, contrasted by 61.6% of those dwelling the

rural areas, and 54.9% of the spouses living in the refugee camps (Table 6).

Age At Menarche

Table (7) demonstrates the ratios of women reaching menarche age. The mean
age of menarche for women in Group Iwas higher than all other groups. The vast
majority (84.4%) of the women in our sample reached menarche when they were 12 1o
15 years of age. A small percentage reached puberty by the age of 11 (6.1%), or after
the age of 15 years (9.3%). The mean menarche age was 13.5+ .. years forall
women. Except for Group I women, the variations between women groups regarding

the age of menarche are very small and insignificant.

DISCUSSION

Age At Marriage
The mean age at marriage for Palestinian women (Table 1) was found to be
higher than that reported in a number of African and Arab countries. For example,

Nigerian and Zimbabwean girls marry by the age of 18 wa

, and women in Djibouti
and Oman marry when they are 19 years old "*. On the other hand. the mean marital

age for the women in this study, is substantially lower than that reported for women in
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many European countries, as well as in a number of Arab countries. A study
conducted in 12 Western and Northern European countries in the mid-1980s,
indicated that the mean age at marriage ranged from 23.0 to 27.4 years >*. Among the
Arabs, Tunisian women have the highest age at first marriage among all Arab women
(26 years), followed by Lebanese and Qatari women (25 years each) M Kuwaiti
women marry by age 23.5 *, Jordanians by age 21.5 %, Somalian, Mauritanian,
Libyan, and Comorosan women by age 20 "*. Among non-Arabs women, the mean
age of marriage was 22.8 years in East Germany and Poland %, 21.9 years in Ecuador
1 "and around 21.6 for women in Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia and Hungary **.
Variations in  thc mean age at marriage of Palestinian women demonstrated by
~this study were marginal (Table 1). This is contrasted by a sharp jump in the mean age
at marriage among Kuwaiti women, which elevated, from 18.9 years in 1965 to 23.5
years in 1995 ¥, Likewise, Jordanian women ged 5-49 ears xperienced n
increase of marital age in a short period of time, from 19.6 years in 1990 to 21.5 years
in 1997 *. Among European countries and over a 25 years period (1960-1985), the
age at marriage was almost unchanged in six countries, but changed 0.5 o 1.4 years in

nine countries, and over 3.0 years in only two countries %,

Spousal Age Differences

The significant age variations exhibited in Table (1) are influenced by regional
economical stability. The 1940s witnessed several Arab-Israeli conflicts that lead to
mass migration of hundreds  of thousands of Palestinians from their homeland
(Palestine). This caused severe hardship in the following two decades for ‘all

Palestinians. pushing the age of marriage for men (o its highest point (27.88 years).
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Consequently. Group 11 spousal ape difTerences jumped (o 812 years. In contrast. (he
lowest age difference (5.90 years) was reported for women born in the 1950s (Group
IV). Most of these women got married in the 1970s, when the financial condition for
most Palestinians improved substantial, as a result of work opportunities in the oil-rich

) Gulf States.

Spousal age differences for Palestinians is higher than the five year difference
reported for most Arab countries, but it is lower than the cight years gap recorded in
Djibouti and Mauritania *'*. Moreover. the average age at marriage for Palestinian
males (26.75 years) is slightly lower than their counterparts in the Gulf States (27
years), but quite lower than that found in the North African block (28 years), or that of
Sudan, Morocco and Tunisia (29 years each). On the opposite side, it is substantially

higher than the mean marital age reported for men in Yemeni (24 years) and Nigeria

91310
(23 years) ',

Educational Level

) As Table (4) shows, 13% of the Palestinian women in our study were illiterate.
This is the lowest illiteracy ratio amongst all Arab countries. For example, adult
female illiteracy rate were: 19.9 % in Lebanon, 23.0 % in Bahrain, 24.9 % in Jordan,
27.5 % in Qatar, 30.6 % in Kuwait. 31.3 % in UIA. 32.8 % in Saudi Arabia, 34,0 % in
Iraq, 45.9 % in Oman, 63 % in Syria, 69.4 % in Egypt, 76.2 % in Yemen % and 86 %
in Somalia . Likewise, the illiteracy rate among adult Palestinian males was 4.6%,
which is the lowest among prevailing levels of their Arab counterparts. Adult male

illiteracy rate was found to be 9.2% in Jordan; 11.4% in Bahrain; 12 % in Saudi

Arabia: 12.7% in Lebanon; 13.2% in Kuwait; 21.6% in Oman; 23.2% in Qatar; 23.4%
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in lraq: 26.4 % in Syria; 27.7 % in UIA; 36.5 in Yemen; and 42.5% Egypt 3

Among Non-Arab countries, the rate ol illiteracy for Ecuadoran women was
12.8% in 1983 ¥, 14 % for Zimbabwean women in 1982 2 and 26 % for Indonesian
females aged 10 years or older was in 1985 2.

We believe that the hardship endured by the Palestinian population caused by
several major wars, and the unprecedented mass migrations, were the driving forces
behind these very high rates of literacy prevailing among Palestinians.

The very high rate of literacy among Palestinians was matched by very high
levels of educational attainment, the highest among all Arab populations. The
educational levels were 9.83 years for males and 8.66 years for females (Table 3).
These levels were even higher for wives born during the 1930s and their husbands:
10.54 years and 10.81 years, respectively. Among the Kuwaiti population, the

. ~ . ~ . Rl
educational levels were 8.40 years for the wives and 9.6 years for their husbhands ™.

Spousal Consanguinity

The relationship between consanguinity and infant and child mortality has been
suggested by a number of studies 30-32 Among the Arab communities, reports have
indicated that most women in the rural areas, have their husbands chosen for them
long before their martiage. Often, parents select a first cousin, deemed to be the most
appropriate choice for perpetuating a family's lineage °, Similarly, consanguineous
marriages are very common in Pakistan. The practice is deeply rooted in Pakistani
culture, dating back several centuries 2

Contrary to the general conviction, the present study indicates that the rate of |
consanguinity among Palestinians is low (27.4 %) rather than being high (Table 5),
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and that it is substantially lower than the rates reported in several other Arab and
developing societies. For instance, 51% of the marriages in Jordan were
consanguineous". Likewise a study conducted in Dammam city, Eastern Province
(Saudi Arabia) found the rate of consanguineous marriage to be 52.0% **. In another

study conducted during the early 1990s in urban areas of Punjab Province (Pakistan),

' 50 % of the marriages were between first and second cousins 323 High rate of

consanguineous marriages are widespread in India, lsrael, Japén, Brazil and the Arab
World, whereas very low rate (1-2%) prevail in the USA and in Furope B

On the other hand, our study shows that consanguinity correlated well with the

residential area. Only 20% of the marriages in city were consanguineous, contrasted
y g

by 38.4% of the marriages in the rural areas, and 45.1 % in the refugee camps.

Age at Menarche.

-

The mean age of menarche was found to be —IR.S years Tor all women in our
- sample. However, no significant differences in the age at menarche were found
between the various age groups of women in our sample. The ﬁge at menarche in our
study is lower than that reported for Nigerian women (13.60) 6 S Lankaﬁ women
(13.78) ¥, American women athletes (13.81) **, and Sudanese girls (13.91) *, but it
was higher than that reported for girls in the USA (12.44) 0 Ttaly (12.48) !, India

(12.50) 2 southern Iran(12.91)  France (13.02) ", or Belgium (13.20) .
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Table (1). Husband/wife age difference at marriage.

| .
Women age Sample | Husband Wife i Same Husband_ older | Mean marital age (years)
groups No. older older ' age (%) (years) i —

(vear of birth) (%) (%) | Mean+SD | Wife Husband
Group [ (1920-9) 40 75.0 25.0 0.0 7.00+£7.20 19.75 26.75
Group I1 (1930-9) 94 85.1 43 10.6 6.70 +5.34 19.53 26.32
Group 111 (1940-9) 214 90.7 3.7 5.6 8.1245.96 19.76 27.88
Group IV (1950-9) 298 88.6 6.7 4.7 5.90+4.77 20.54 26.44
Group V (1960-9) 398 95.5 2D 2.0 7.41£15.13 19.07 26.48
Total 1044 90.9 5.0 4.1 7.05£7.67 19.70 26.75
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Table 2. Mean age at marriage and spousal age differences between urban and rural areas.

Mean Spousal age

Location Sample No. Husband age Wife age . ‘

(%) (Mean = SD) (Mean = SD) difference in years
City 560 (53.6) 27.70 + 5.49 19.79 + 4.52 7.91
Village 298(28.5) 26.28 +6.71 19.99 + 1.82 6.29
| Refugee camp 186(17.9) 24.65 + 4.68 18.99 +3.98 5.66
i All locations 1044 (100) 26.75 +5.63 19.70 £ 4.73 7.05




Table 3. Mean educational level and educational gap between Palestinian spouses by the number of years studied.

Women age Sample | Husband educational level VWife educational level Mean educational gap
groups No. (Mean + SD) (Mean + SD) (years)
(vear of birth) -
Group 1 (1920-9) 40 495+ 2.82 1.28 £2.16 3.67
Group 11 (1930-9) 94 6.43 + 4.24 4.04 +3.81 2.39
Group III (1940-9) 214 830+ 462 6.79 £ 4.56 1.51
Group IV (1950-9) 298 11.50+ 4.74 9.93 £4.60 1.57
Group V (1960-9) 398 10.81 +4.01 10.54 +3.50 0.27
All Groups 1044 9.83 +4.23 8.61+4.14 1.22
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‘ Table 4. Percent distribution of educational levels for both spouses by birth groups of the wives.

Educational Group 1#* Group II Group III Group IV Group V All Groups
LV vl | ww | % H | %W | %H | %w | %H | %W | %H | %W | %H | %W
0 100 | 70.0 | 128 | 383 | 65 | 168 | 27 | 81 | 25 | 20 | 46 | 130
1 75.0 | 300 | S51.1 | 383 | 43.0 | 346 | 147 | 107 | 126 | 90 | 253 | 17.8
2 50 | 00 | 149 | 170 | 149 | 224 | 248 | 255 | 256 | 282 | 215 | 238
3 100 | 00 | 128 | 42 | 168 | 121 175 | 242 | 281 | 372 | 207 | 23.9
4 0.0 | 00 | 42 | 21 | 103 | 131 94 | 188 | 151 | 115 | 109 | 126
5 00 | 00 | 42 | 00 | 65 | 09 268 | 128 | 141 | 131 | 149 | 88
6 00 | 00 | 00 [ 00 [ 18 | 00 40 | 00 | 20 | 0o | 23 | o0
Sample No. 40 94 214 298 398 1044

* Educational Level : (0) without formal education; (1) Primary schooling: 12) Intermediate schooling; (3) Secondary schooling;

(4) College; (5) University; and (6) Postgraduate.

** H and W are abbreviations for husbands and wives, respectively.




Table 8 Pevcentage of spousal consanguinity indicated by age groups.

Women age gronps % non- (%) First cousins (%) From the
(Year of bivth) consanguineous Father side | Mother side family

Group | “(m)‘;)-»)-* I m(:;)“. 30— 10.0 0.0

‘(}rv";‘_ |l_(-u{ ;u;n_ 70 191 R S 20
(}rnu|)_lq|_;(;9.l6-v!))v - 70—|" 21.5 5.6 2.8
(hu\l;;’“(l_‘)—ﬂ(;‘i _ 73.1 14.8 8.7 34

:f;;';\|||) V (1960-9) 69.3 20.1 9.0 1.5

. All groups N 70.3 19,2 8.2 2.3

= i

Table 6. Regional distribution of marriages at different degrees of consanguinity.

Location Sample % of % First cousins % From
No, Non - consanguineous | Father | Mother side | the family
a __marriages side
Ciy | 360 80.0 12.1 6.1 1.6
Villnge 298 61.6 24.2 10.7 3
Refugee camp | 186 54.9 32.5 10.3 2.3
All locations 104 70.3 10,2 8.2 1.3
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wble 7. Percentage of women reaching puberty expressed as menarche age and

women age groups,

-

Women age
groups

Percentage of women reaching puberty by age

Mean age at
menarehe

LEye L 12ye | 13 yr | 14y | 15 y_r_ loyr | 17yr (Mean + SD)
| Group | 50 | 15.0 | 25.0 | 20.0 20.6 150 | 0.0 | 13.8 £1.45
Group 11 64 | 255|234 | 27.7 | 8.5 8.5 0.0 13.3 £ 1.35
Group 11I 84 1261|187 | 206 | 187 | 65 | 0.9 13.4 +1.47
Group 1V 8.1 | 20.1 | 215 | 24.1 | 154 | 81 | 26 13.5+ 1.50
Group V IS [ IS 306 | 271 | 136 | 80 10 136G 1 127
Allgroups | 6.1 | 19.7 | 25.1 | 247 | 149 | 8.0 | 1.3 13,5+ 1.32
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