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Oral sraditions and expressions:

+  Poctry
Performing aris:

o Al Ayyala

+ AL Tughrooda
+ AL Harblya

Socil practices, nituals and festive events:

o Majlis

+  Food habits

+  Marrage traditions
+  Coffec

»  Children Games

»  TFalconry

Knowledge and praclices concerning naiure anal the universe
o Wells

Traditional crafismaenship;

o Al Sadu

+  Camel gear

+  Palm trec fronds

+ Garment and women fashion

+  Henna
*  Men, and women costumes
+ Jewelry
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Abu Dhabi Tourism and Culture Authority

Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) Inventory

Majalis of the UAE (Gathering Space)




[dentification of element

Domain

Social Customs and Traditions ¢ 1

Name of element

Men’s Majlis : : |

Name

Maijlis has several names in UAE. for instance. it is called “Barza™. |
“Marmas™ and Mailis while Bedouins call it “Beit Al Shaar™. as they
used in the past to live in homes made of “goat hair”. In such houses. |
some places were designed as Majlis.

Characteristics of

the element

A relatively spacious room designed to welcome men at certain times by
the owner of the Majlis. where coffee is served and news and chats are
exchanged. |

Practitioner

Diverse social categories in different areas. such as Bedouins. Shcikhs.i
sub-associations in the UAE. Abu Dhabi Authority for Culture and |
Heritage, Emirates Heritage Club. Ministry of Education. and Ministry

of Youth and Community Development. |

Geographic range

Maijlis spaces are found everywhere in the UAE. They vary from small |
family Majlis. large Majlis spaces tor communities. and they are also
found in urban areas. especially in coastal areas with high population
density. Majlis spaces are tfound in oases. desert arcas and semi desert
areas where Bedouins live. During the rainy season. people tend to move
to oases. and set up their tents as Majlis spaces between the trees.

There is a special type of Majiis spaces made for the tribes living in the
UAE mountainous areas. which are usually made outside houses

- between the trees. The nature and tyvpe of the Majlis is greatly affected

by the environment.
In the holy menth of Ramadan, special evening Majlis are set up in main |
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streets in almost all neighborhoods in the city.

Majlis is the place designed for sitting and reception of guests. It is a
cultural and social space that is found all over the UAE. It is usually a
big hall or a hair-made tent where Bedouins get together in a circle in the
open air. Fire is kindled in the middle of the Majlis to illuminate the
place and to prepare coffee and also to give warmth in winter. Fire also
guides travelers, passersby and those who are lost in the desert.

. Majlis spaces are fiequented by all types of people. of all ages. social
standards and categories. especially the elderly. There are several types
of Maijlis spaces. Geographically. there are Majlis spaces for inhabitants
of coastai areas. inhabitants of the desert and inhabitants of mountainous
areas.

Maijlis spaces vary in terms of social status of their owners. There are
Majlis spaces of the Sheikhs and dignitaries and other public Majlis
spaces of ordinary people. There are also Majlis spaces for some
categories of people. such as the Majlis of merchants, fishermen and
4 i judges. Some other Majlis spaces have emerged recently. such as poetry
Majlis. religious Majlis, Ramadan Majlis and condolence Majlis. There
are also Majlis spaces for ladies.

Brief description

el e e
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Detailed description:
Definition of Majlis or “Mailis™

Majlis or “Mailis™ (as =7 is usually converted to i in the UAE local dialect) 1s the place
where men generally sit in. Majlis is a name of a place derived from the verb “jalas™ or
“sit”™. Majlis is an indicative word that refers to ail types of Majlis whether it is for
Bedouins. Sheikhs. merchants or the general public regardless of their trades and the
objectives of their meetings. Such Majlis spaces in the UALE used to be attended in the
past by experienced men known as “Oraf™ or mentors o whom people come to benefit
from their knowledge and consult them in all the walks of iife. Some of them were old
experienced people and others were young people who did not exceed 30 of age but
known for their wisdom and insight. These Majlis spaces were attended by poets and
history and genealogy narrators. For this reason. Majlis was considered one of the main
clements of thinking. literature, culture and the transmission of heritage and poetry from
ANCestors 1o SUCCessors.

Nowadays we have several political. social and culteral instiutions under the name ol
“Majlis™ (council). For instance. in the UUAL. there is the Federal National Council: in
Kuwait. they have the “People’s Council™ in Egypt. they have “People’s Assembly.” and
in other countries it is called the parliament or the Shura Council. The term “Council of
Men of Letters”™ was given to the literary cultural salon in the French cuiture. or the
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council of jurists in the Islamic culture. In this way. the term “Majlis™ is an international
word that is used in several countries of the world to refer to several political and cultural
forums.

Barza:

Barza or Mabraza is men’s and guests” sitting hall at house. It is said someone “baraz”
which means “he came to the Majlis and sat down™. However. the term “Barza™ is
specially given to the Majlis of the emirate’s sheikh who sits in a “barez™ or “prominent™
place to review people’s complaints and needs. Perhaps the word is also derived from
“baraz” in the UAE dialect which means “completed one’s works™. A ruler used to meet
people in the Barza after completing his works. The term Barza continued to be
commonly used to indicate the Sheikh’s Majlis until other types of traditional ruler’s
Majlis spaces have developed and modern Sheikhs™ courts and meeting places came out.
In Alwaseet Lexicon. a lady is said to have “barazat™ if she takes off her veil and begins
to mingle with people. But this meaning is not used in the UAE local dialect to refer to
this action even in ladies” Majlis.

Marmas:

It 1s a smaller Majlis that is different from Barza and public Majlis spaces. It is mostly
frequented by voung people who meet up to make friends and chat with one another in
their matters of interest. It is called Marmas as it is derived from the verb “ramas™ which
means “to talk™ in the UAE local dialect. Marames (plural of Marmas) were the places set
up for amusing chats (swalef) or (ramsa) as called in the UAE local dialect. People
usually meet in the Marmas in the evening after finishing their works. Every two or three
persons sit together and discuss issues of mutual interest, such as diving for pearl. fishing
issues. marriage, ete. People who frequent a certain Marmas used 1o raise funds for the
owner of the Marmas so that he would be able to undertake the duties of hospitality in his
Marmas. Every person used to donate with any money he can give.

Majlis spaces still contribute to reviving the social life. They were similar to unofficial
parliaments which do not have immunity. Therefore. conversations made in such places
were mostly friendly. free and sincere without any affectation. They were not restricted to
certain people but they were general for all people of the society and all its classes. These
Majlis spaces are found in different neighborhoods. The Majlis of a certain neighborhood
was not dedicated to the inhabitants of that neighberhood only. but it was open for
anyone to take part.

General description of the Majlis:

Emirati Majlis spaces have been the center of people’s interest in this region long time
ago. They were keen on decorating the Majlis with embellishments. Majlis spaces in the
past were limited in space. compared to the Majlis at present. The greater the social and
financial status of the person. the more spacious his Majlis is.

Men’s Majlis is designed as part of the house. It is made in the front part or at a corner of
the house to be away from the house bedrooms. As for the Barza of the sheikhs. it is
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usually separated from the house and the distance between the two is long. However.
ladies™ Majlis spaces were designed to be in the middle of the house and close to the
bedrooms and kitchen.

The importance and social value of the Majlis affected the architectural design of the
modern Emirati house as the Majlis is usually built with an entrance separate from other
parts of the house in order to give the required privacy for the family members. especially
ladies in the house.

(Photo caption: Sample of modern Majlis based on traditional style)

Majlis is designed as a rectangular room with an outside door that overlooks the
courtvard. The local environment. available materials and the modest economic condition
of" Emirati people in the past were reflected on the Majlis spaces and their furniture.
Furniture used in the Majlis in the past was simple: only a mat made of fronds. some
embroidered cushions. water jar. box for coffee pots and cups and a ground fan. As for
the furniture used in Sheikhs™ Majlis spaces, it is more sumptuous. including sofas which
were first known in the Majlis of sheikhs and merchants. and then were adopted in other
houses of people following the UALE economic boom. However. many people still prefer
sitting on the floor or they design an Arabic corner as a traditional Majlis so that they
may leel more comfortable.

Majlis nowadays is given the most spacious room in the Emirati house. The richer the
family the most spacious will be their Majlis. The Majlis hall has even become a means
of pride and social rivalry in the Emirati society.

Maijlis spaces in the past were designed with their doors open to the street so that the
guest would not need to knock the door. Doors were always open for all people and
guests were always welcome. But with the development of the economic level in the
UAE and the increase in the number of expatriates. the Majiis is no longer opened to the
street as in the past. In general. men’s Majlis has two entrances. one separate overlooking
the courtyard. and another overlooking the private hall of the house so that people at the
house can serve the necessities to their guests easily.

Types of Majlis spaces in the UAE:

Maijlis spaces in the UAE are diverse due to the diversity of environments. the status of
their owners and the role they play. In terms of environment. Majlis spaces were divided
into the Majlis of coastal people. desert people and people of “alheir™. In terms of social
status of owners. they were divided into Majlis of the Sheikhs and dignitaries. and Majlis
of ordinary people. In terms of the rcle they play. several types of Majlis have appeared.
including Majlis of condolences. Ramadan Majlis. religious Majlis and poetry Majlis.
There were also Majlis for ladies devoted for all these social occasions. In terms of
professions of owners. Majlis spaces inciuded those of fishermen. merchants and judges.
The following is an accurate description of each of the abovementioned Majlis spaces.

Types of Majlis spaces in terms of environment:

e
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Majlis spaces can be divided in terms of their environment where they exist and the
nature of people and their lifestyle to the following three types:

Coastal people Majlis:

It is usually made in a house built of plaster. It is set up using clay. arbor or in the form of
a pergola under which men can sit. Boats were also considered as “Majlis™ as pearl divers
or fishermen would finish their job and then meet together to talk together onboard their
boat.

In this type of Majlis. people used to discuss the types of boats. the toils of vovages. and
merchandise that can be brought on board the boat coming to the port. Ships carrying
foodstuff from Iran or Iraq used to come to them before anyone else. So. inhabitants of
coastal arcas were the first people to enjoy such foodstuft imported from other countries.
During these Majlis spaces. people used to discuss different genres of literature. recite
poetry and narrate vovage anecdotes and sing the songs of “alnahameen™.

Majlis spaces of desert’s inhabitants:

They are the Majlis spaces held by Bedouins in the desert. They can be divided into two
types:

a. Majlis spaces set up in the open air: which are usually called by the Bedouins
“alhazeera™ where the Bedouins sit in a circle in the open air. Fire is lit in the middle of
the Majlis for illumination and to prepare coffee and even to give warmth in winter.

IFire also guides travelers. passersby and those who are fost in the desert.

b. Beit Al Sha’ar: The Majlis is set up with a tent made of hair. Fire is lit in the middle
and people chat together and drink Arabic coffee.

(Photo caption: Photograph of Beit Al Sha™ar)

This type of Majiis is set up along the travel road of tribes or at the crossroads. It is a vital
place for travelers. merchants and caravans to meet. Travelers used to visit such Majlis
spaces even if they do not have any prior relationship with their owners. A guest used to
alight from his camel. put his sword outside the Majlis and owners of the house then
count the number of swords to recognize the number of guests inside and prepare enough
food for them. The door of the desert Majlis was epen from the front side at all times to
receive guests any time. A space is allocated in front of the Majlis to fasten horses or
camels used for travel in the desert.

(Photo caption: Sample of a Bedouin Majlis)

In general. people in these Majlis spaces used to talk about “halal™ cattle and pastures.
and movements of hostile tribes. In case of water shortage, they used to discuss the best
places where they can go to get water and grass. They also used to discuss the condition
of pastures found by shepherds. Any person regardless of his status would be allowed 1o
take part in such Majlis where poetry is recited and “shalat™ chants are chanted.

Mailis of people of ~alheir™
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“Alheir”™ means the mountainous desert in valleys. plains and mountains. People in these
areas also have their private Majlis spaces which were greatly affected by the nature of
their environment. Their meetings used to be held under the trees in the form “hazeera™ at
the foot of the mountain in the valley or the “seih™. They meet up and chat together over
the places where honey is found. places where deer gather and goats can graze. places
where hyenas and wolves are found. in addition to valleys and water springs.

It is noted that the environment was greatly reflected on the types of Majlis mentioned
above in terms of materials used in their construction. the type of chats. as coastal people
used to discuss matters related to ships and imported merchandise. People of the desert
used to discuss “halal™ cattle. pasturing matters and tribes. while people of “alheir™ or
mountains used to discuss matters related to mountains. honey. hyenas. etc. However. the
common ¢lement between all these Majlis spaces is their hospitality of all guests. and
their interest in literature. All Majlis spaces have one or two poets. in addition to other
people who memorize poetry.

Types of Majlis in terms of owners:

The nature of professions practiced by inhabitants was reflected on the nature of their
Majlis and the type of chats and roles played in such Maijlis spaces. There were Majlis
spaces for the sheikhs. others for merchants of peari (altawasheen). other Majlis spaces
for fishermen and hunters. Other Barza spaces were made for those working in folk arts
and other spaces for poetry. These various types of Majlis spaces are detailed herein
below:

Maijlis of the sheikhs (Barza of the sheikks):

It has been common for sheikhs of the UAL. their cousins or other chiettains to set up a
public Majlis whete people can meet and exchange news and srories. This Majlis is called
“Barza”. They say “the sheikh is barez™ which means that he is sitting in his Barza. The
sheikh’s Barza can be in his palace or outside the palace. It is usually furnished with long
wooden tables where the ruler sits to discuss matters of his subjects and tries o sohve
their problems orallyv. These Majlis spaces bhave plaved an important role in each
emirate’s political. social. and economic life and formulating its important decisions.

The ruler’s Majlis includes members of the royal family, in addition to other dignitaries
of the tribe. clerics (mutawaa). judges. well-known merchants. scholars and other people
of high social status. Any person in the emirate has the right to attend the Sheikh’s Barza
and state his viewpoint. Based on the above. we can notice that the Majlis of the sheikhs
included and still includes all class of the society without exception and several of its
frequenters are their own needs. especially insolvent pecple and those who have debts.
The sheikh used to wear traditional clothes. including the ghutra and agal. placing his
dagger in the middle of a belt circling his waist and holding the “katara™ (a golden sword
carried only by the sheikh of the emirate) in his hand. As tor those who frequent the
sheikh’s Barza. their clothes vary according to their financial status. However. all people
who go to these spaces try to wear their best clothes. Dignitaries used to wear the
traditional clothes in addition to the ~besht™. while other people did not wear it.
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When the guest arrives to the sheikh’s Barza. he is received by the sheikh’s “matarzi™
who is the sheikh’s guards. In the past. sheikhs used to enter their Majlis before the
arrival of guests. But nowadays the sheikh arrives at the Majlis after the arrival of his
guests. According to the interviews made on this issue, we have found that guests in the
past used to enter the sheikh’s Barza and go to greet the ruler who stands up. along with
his guards. to reply the greeting. The guest takes the initiative to shake hands with the
sheikh and touches his nose with his own. while repeating some greeting expressions.
such as “peace be upon you sheikh. how are vou™. Then. the guest would go to greet
other guests who stand up for greeting. He would be start with the eldest and most
important guest and all people sit down afier the ruler has sat down. Following this
greeting session. the guest is called upon to sit down. and if he is present at the Majlis for
the first time. they take him to sit at the front to tell about his “olom™ or “news™.
especially 1f he is a stranger or has just returned from travel. The Majlis of the ruler is
usually frequented by people who come to request some needs or greet the congregation.
With the entrance of each guest. the ruler stands up to greei him. It any other sheikh
comes to the Barza. all people stand up to greet him.

After exchanging greetings. the ceremonies of hospitality start. including the serving of
Arabic coftee. The sheikh orders cotfee to be served. and then some people convey the
sheikh’s request to those outside the Majlis so that it would be served by the servants or
people of the house. The coffee server (almeg hawi) pours coffee for guests. The coffee
server. who is an expert in this job. would serve 15 cups along his forearm and then
passes by all guests to serve a cup of coffee for each. The server should bow while
pouring coffec. and this is considered one of the traditions of coffee serving. When
people see the sheikh off. they shake hands with him and tell him “fi aman allah taweel
alomer™ or “May Allah protect vou Sheikh™.

The arrangement and order of seats in the sheikh’s Majlis have great significance in
identifving the social and political status of the guest. The closer the guest to the sheikh’s
seal, the higher the guest’s social status is. So. these closer seats are usually occupied by
members ol the roval family or other dignitaries. such as merchants or high-ranking
officials. There is strict etiquette that should be observed by guests while at the sheikh’s
Majlis. For instance. it would be mappropriate for the guest to sit with legs crossed or
putting up his legs to the front. as these sitting postures would suggest a touch of
disrespect for the owner of the Majlis. They are not good postures even in other Majlis
spaces as sitting postures are part of the etiquette that should be observed by all people.
Part of the Majlis etiquette is that the sheikh should be serious and calm in his talk in
order to protect his prestige. The sheikh should display his compassion and tenderness
without displaving any kind of excessive affection. He should not let down anyone who
comes to seek help. Guests of the sheikh should not speak in his presence unless he asks
them to do so. If any of the guests speaks. he should be as concise as possible. Attending
guests should never object to the sheikh’s decisions because it is deemed to be an insult
to the ruler. A person who speaks to the sheikh should at all times avoid using any words
that may suggest equality or removing the barviers between the guest and the ruler. such
as “between me and yvou.” :

<
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Every sheikh who has authority and high rank in the society. such as the ruler or the
chieftain. has his own Majlis. It would never happen that two high-ranking sheikhs attend
the same Majlis to sole people’s problems.

The type of talks at the sheikh’s Barza is totally different from the tyvpe of discussions
nowadays. In the past. people used to speak about the conditions of the state. it subjects.
poetry. narration of old stories. jurisprudence and religious matters. ete in an ambience of
compliments and ceremonies. In the sheikh’s Majlis. people used to discuss matters
related to the social. political and economic conditions of tribes. The Majlis spaces also
used to witness settlements of disputes and rendering judgments in different matters. It
has been habitual to find people flock to the sheikh’s Majlis to seek a solution of their
issues related to pasturing and agriculture. in addition to other religious and life-related
matters. such as marriage and divorce. However. other simpler issues were resolved in
smaller Majlis spaces. such as the Majlis of merchants. and dignitaries or other public
Majlis spaces.

In addition to resolving personal disputes. Sheikhs™ Majlis spaces in the past were
important given the important resolutions that were taken during them. Such decisions
include the ways 10 solve the problems of disasters that affect the emirate and how 10
avoid their risks. such as diseases. drought. etc.

Nowadays. most of the problems for which people go to the Majlis spaces of the sheikhs
are related to debt repayments. providing help for the needy. and pardoning prisoners.
These matters are brought to the sheikh’s attention in his Majlis either directly or through
letters that are handed to the sheikh or any person that can receive the same.

Ladies in the past were able to resort to the sheikh’s Majlis to meet him and present their
problems and complaints. But they could not submit their complaints in the presence of
other guests. but they used to convey them through one of their male relatives. Some
ladies would also stand at the exit way of the sheikh to find a suitable opportunity to
speak to him away from his guests or she would submit her complaint to one of the
sheikh’s first degree relatives.

The sheikh provides for the costs of his Majlis. including hospitality and extending
support for the needy who frequent his Majlis.

Following the cconomic boom in the UAE as a result of oil discovery. rules of
governance and management have changed. Sheikhs began to adopt modern governance
methods. as they opened courts where people can visit to submit their grievances or
needs. Also cabinets of ministers and secretary sections have been formed. balance sheets
made. salaries and social support provided and courts opened to settle disputes. All these
developments have certainly changed the style of the sheikh’s Maijlis. In the past. the
sheikh’s Barza was open for all people at all times, but now the sheikh has certain days to
review people’s needs and problems. As a result of having large number of frequenters to
such Majlis spaces and the great duties on the sheikh’s shoulder, a person who has a
certain request would submit it before visiting the Majlis to one of his relatives. servants
or employees.

The term “Baraz™ is no longer used to refer to the sheikh’s Majlis especially after the
areat development achieved in construction and the stately palaces built for the rulers.

=

Such palaces have spacious Majlis that is elegantly equipped and turnished. Such Majlis
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spaces are opened on certain occasions such as the holy month of Ramadan. and FEid
festivities following the Eid prayers to receive congratulators. Sheikhs™ Majlis spaces are
also opened during any urgent occasions. such as marriage. death of a roval family
member. etc.

Some famous Majlis spaces for rulers in Abu Dhabi include: Majlis of late Sheikh
Shakhboot Bin Sultan. Majlis of late Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan. where Bedouins and
urbanites used to [requent in the past. In Dubai there is the Majlis of Sheikh Rahid bin
Saeed. In Sharjah. there is the Majlis of sheikh Saqr Bin Sultan. The following detailed
explanation is made for each of the abovementioned Majlis spaces:

Majlis of Sheikh Zaved Bin Sultan:

I'he Majlis of Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan had been greatly significant among other Majlis
spaces of the sheikhs in the UAE. even before taking office as ruler of’ Abu Dhabi. Late
Sheikh Zayed became the ruler o Al Ain in 1946 and he was so close to the public. He
used to live in Al Muwaiji palace and his Majlis at that time was outside the palace under
one of the trees. and it has been always frequented by guests and visitors. A person who
desires to meet him can do so without the need to book an appointment. Through that
Majlis. Sheikh Zayed was able to settle several disputes among tribes and one of his
famous sayings is “War devours all well-being. that of the loser and the winner.
Reconciliation. however. comes for the benefit of all parties.”™ Sheikh Zaved was known
for his fairness in settling disputes. Quarrelling parties used to resort to Sheikh Zayed to
settle their dispute. and his judgment was always accepted by all parties.

The Majlis of Sheikh Zayved used to begin in early morning every day and he used to
receive parties of disputes. in addition to other visitors from KSA and Oman. Sheikh
Zayed never complained of the influx of complaints or requests of gifts or the submission
of personal matters. cte. Sheikh Zayed also used to sit outdoors and distribute gifts or
aids. known as “sharhat™, to citizens.

Mr. Khamis Bin Rashid Bin Zaal Al Rumaithi narrates a story that occurred to him while
he was in Sheikh Zayed's Majlis in late 1950s. He says =1 went to the Majlis of Sheikh
Zaved 1 1958 when he was the representative of Sheikh Shakhboot bin Sultan. ruler of
Abu Dhabi. in Al Ain City. I asked him for an arable land in Al Ain. He gave us an
appointment to go to inspect the land. He drove us to Al Ain in his own car and when we
reached the place. we found the land not fit for planting and covered in sand. He got out
of the car and asked me whether this land is the one I asked for. I told him yes. He then
asked me about the sand and what | can do with it. T told him that our country has
attracted several oil companies and some other companies would come to this arca
looking for sand. Sheikh Zayed gave me the land which [ leveled. reclaimed and planted
after installing a water pump. which was at that time the first one in the city of Al Ain.”

When Sheikh Zayed wok office as the ruler of Abu Dhabi. his Majlis remained open in

hig palace in the center of Abu Dhabi city. He used to meet visitors from other emirates.

in addition to politicians. businessmen. intellectuals and journalists. The Sheikh used to

sit modestly in the middle of the courtvard to hear his citizens and discuss with them all

their affairs. Wagih Abu. Dhekri narrates in his book “A Closer Look At Zayed™ that he
-

10
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attended Sheikh Zayed's Majlis spaces and said "I attended the Majlis of Sheikh Zayed
several times. It 1s a Majlis opened for all citizens. 1 can recall now three incidents that
occurred during that Majlis: in one incident. a Bedouin man entered the Majlis holding a
stick. Sheikh Zayed stood up and greeted him. Then. the man asked sheikh Zaved to give
him a plot of land and the money needed to build a house for his family. Sheikh Zayed
accepted his request and the man went out of the Majlis in minutes. As for the second
incident. 1 saw Sheikh Zaved talking to the urban planning expert. Doctor Abul Rahman
Makhloof. with the map of Abu Dhabi is displayed in front of him. HHe told the expert that
his people has greatly suffered and now we have economic boom and this should be
reflected quickly on people. The third incident was the dispute between two chieftains
and [ saw Sheikh Zayed settling their dispute to the satisfaction of both parties.™

(Photo caption of the Majlis of late Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan)

These incidents and many other incidents indicate that late Sheikh Zaved had great
political wisdom during his reign of Al Ain City. Abu Dhabi and the UAE. They show
that he was at all times in close contact with people at his Majlis. Sheikh Zaved had
several palaces all over Abu Dhabi. and in all those palaces he used to sit in the Majlis to
receive his guests from different nationalities and classes. His presence at the Majlis was
regarded as an important element in strengthening the relationship between him and the
citizens of the UAE. especially when he first emerged in the political arena when he was
the ruler of Al Ain. At that time. modern media and departments were not available and
for this reason Sheikh Zayed's Majlis was one of the most important means of
communication with his people.

Majlis of Sheikh Rashid Bin Saeed:

In the emirate of Dubai. the Majlis of Sheikh Rashid Bin Saced was well-known followed
by the Majlis of Sheikh Rashid Bin Saeed. During the life of Sheikh Saeed. people used
to get together in his Barza every morning as the Sheikh used to come out in the carly
morning until midday. “Fawala™ was alwavs there in his Barza given the great number of
people frequenting his Majlis. Then. he comes out to people after Al Asr prayers until
sunset. then comes again in the evening. People used to spend two to three hours every
morning in Sheikh Saeced’s Barza chatiing together ovei their social and public and
private affairs. then every person goes to his work. and no one remains behind at the
Sheikh’s Majlis. The Sheikh goes to his public Majlis to receive complaints of citizens
and manage the country’s affairs.

Sheikh Rashid Bin Saeed followed the same policy of his father. His Majlis was always
open to all people without any prior appointment. Doors of the Majlis were Kept open
every morning to receive his citizens whether in his paiace in Zaabeel or his daily Majlis
at the Customs House in Dubai. People frequenting the Majlis used to take off their shoes
before entering and they used to sit in one of the Majlis™ corners waiting [or their turn to
talk. Selim Zabbal. a journalist. says in his book “UAE between 1960 and 1974: 1 was
witness” that he attended this Majlis in carly 1960s and he was not able to differentiate
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between Sheikh Rashid and other guests because they all sat on the same carpet and they
were discussing and chatting together. Sheikh Rashid used to hear people’s views on a
certain project in connection with the development of Dubai and then he makes his mind.
Sheikh Rashid was keen on holding his Majlis several times during the day: i the
morning. afternoon and evening. He used to receive people in his morning Majlis until 1
pm and then he prays the midday prayers in the court. and then he goes on a tour to meet
people. and then he meets them after sunset until the evening prayers. In the evening. he
comes out again in his palace until midnight.

{Photo caption: Photograph of the Majlis of Sheikh Rashid Bin Saeed)

Barza of Sheikh Saqr Bin Sultan:

In Sharjah. the Majlis of Sheikh Sultan Bin Saqr and then the Majlis of Sheikh Sagr Bin
Sultan were well-known. This was followed by Sheikh Mohamed Bin Saqr. father of
Sheikh Sultan. the current ruler of Sharjah. Those Sheikhs were known for their open
Barza as they used to meet people early morning until 11 am and in the afternoon and in
the evening.

The Barza of Sheikh Saqr was located in front of his palace close to Sharjah Fort. It was
made of long seats placed in front of the fort where the Sheikh and other guests sit. The
sheikh used to come out to people after the Al Asr prayers and in Ramadan. he used to
come out after the taraweeh prayers. He has never been absent from his Barza unless he
is sick. out of the emirate or in his own retreat known as “almokhtasar™. If the Sheikh is
absent from the Barza. one of his family members would sit in for him.

(Photo caption: Photograph of Sheikh Sagr Bin Sultan’s Barza)

The sheikh used to receive cemplaints from people in his Barza. A person would come
to the sheikh to complain about his neighbor and then the sheikh sends his guard to fetch
that neighbor to hear his statements and then passes his judgiment. When people resort to
the sheikh in a Shari’a related matter. he would send them to the Shari’a judge. The
sheikh also used to reconcile people and he would sometimes send one of his guards to
ask a certain person why he failed to repay his debt. The debtor would tell the sheikh that
he has great burdens and that he could not repay the debt at the moment. then the sheikh
would suggest the payment of the debt in instaliments on fixed dates or would imprison
the debtor in the palace. At that time. prisons were attached to palaces. Some ladies
would also resort to the sheikh to complain of their hushands™ maltreatment but not in the
presence of the sheikh's guests. A lady would go to the sheikh along with her brother or
father and wait for the sheikh te tell him her problem.

These Barza spaces were important communication means through which people can
meet with the ruler. Any person would be able to meet the sheikh in his Barza as long as
the sheikh 1s still in the place. But nowadays the sheikh cannot set up his Majlis outdoors
given the complicated population structure of the UAE now and the great number of
nationalities in the country. The UAE society in the past was homogenous with a few
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numbers of forcigners. People at that time knew one another and knew the house of every
person in the emirate. but now such relationships are fading and it became necessary to
change the Majlis of the sheikhs in order to cope up with the modern changes of life.

Maijlis of the merchants:

In the pre-oil era. the class of merchants. especially pearl merchants. was the most
important class in the GCC societies. Pearl trading was the backbone of the economic life
until the 1930s as one third of the UAE population were diving for pearls. For this reason.
merchants had great moral power based on their financial pewer. Their tax for diving
(known locally as Kalatat al sheiwkh) was one of the main sources of income in each
emirate. For this reason. merchants of pearl had great position in the Majlis of rulers and
among people. Their Majlis spaces had great social and economic importance.

Those merchants had great spacious Majlis spaces that are open for everyvbody. They
were frequented by pearl diving workers, including divers and captains as they used to
ask merchants 1o finance their vovages. Those Majlis spaces were also frequented by the
poor who were always given aids. including basic foodstutt such as rice. flour. coffee and
even some money.

Judiciary Majlis:

Judges used to have their own Majlis. People used to frequent these spaces to resolve
their disputes in Shari’a related matters or even in the matters transferred to them from
the Majlis of the sheikh or the merchants. One of the tamous judiciary Majlis spaces 1s
that of the judge. Seif Bin Mohamed Al Medfaa in the area of Al Shwicheen in Sharjah.
He was once of the most famous judges and preachers in Sharjah. Another famous judge
in Sharjah was Jumaa Mohamed Al Mutawaa and Seif Bin Mgjlad. and Sheikh
Mohamed bin Abdul Salam. Ahmed Hassan Al Khazaraji and Sheikh Al Shangiti in
Dubai and Sheikh Bin Hajar in Ras Al Khaimah.

[n Abu Dhabi. the family of Al Mejren was known for a number of judges including
judges that worked in this field from late 1800s until mid 1900s: judges are: Sheikh
Ahmed Bin Mohamed Al Mejren. his son Sheikh Mohamed Mejren and his son Mejren
Bin Mohamed Al Mejren. Judges™ Mejren was known as the place where scholars come
to learn the basies of jurisprudence. language and how to pass a judgment in a case.

Maijlis spaces of judges in general were opened in early morning until the midday prayer.
and then they are opened in the afternoon until evening time. Judges used to render their
judgments in Shari’a related matters such as inheritance and divorce. However. in any
non-Sharia case. people used to resort to the Majlis of the sheikh or the merchant based
on the case tvpe.

Majlis spaces of judges played a great role at that time in the history of the UAE as no
competent courts were available at that time and the UAE even did not have any written
laws. Judges used to render their judgments according to the Islamic Shari"a law and
prevailing customs. The Majlis of judges was the best place to learn Islamic and Shari’a

sciences.
L.
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Majlis of fishermen and hunters:

This can be divided as follows:

First: Majlis spaces of fishermen: Which can be set up in any fisherman’s house or on the
beach: people used to get together after finishing their work on the beach to chat together
and amuse themselves. This Majlis was similar to a popular caf¢ nowadays where
fishermen and sailors meet.

People in this Majlis used to get together to discuss their life issues. including the toils of
fishing while drinking coffee and smoking hookah. Their discussions were mostly
focused en the sea. fish. places where fish is found. problems they met. the time of their
exit from the port. the impact of climate. such as the wind. on fishing and the time of
their return from work. They also discuss the condition of the sea and its ups and downs
based on their astronomical calculations. All people discuss their opinions on the weather
expected for the following day. especially when the wind blows and the movement of
waves in the sea. They also speak about the types of ships and all other matters related to
their profession and probiems.

Second: Majlis of hunting with falcons (hanting):

People frequenting this Majlis focus o the hobby of hunting with falcons. They train
falcons on hunting its prey while flving in the air and then they take out the prey from the
falcon’s claws. This hobby is practiced by few people who have encugh experience to do
50. Other people tend to hunt with hounds. especially hunting hares. Some people also
hunt using their rifles. Chats of those who frequent these Majlis spaces are always
focused on the places where houbara is found to be hunted by falcons. in addition to the
time to train new falcons. :

(Photo caption: Sample of a Mailis for hunting with falcons)

Folklore Majlis:

[t is the Majlis attended by those working in the field o folkloric troupes performing
traditional dances. songs and chants in weddings and occasiens. This type of Majlis also
includes those interested in other traditional artistic hobbies.

What makes this Majlis distinct is that it 18 subject to an internal arrangement system.
When a popular troupe is formed. the person who shall set up the Majlis is chosen. and
usually he the eldest and most experienced peison is chosen for this task. This person is
called “alabwo™ or “father”™. Then the troune transfers to him all the instruments.
including drums and tambourines. ete. These arrangements are based on recognized
customary grounds which members of the troupe must observe. The “alabwo™ arranges
the troupe’s affairs and tries to resolve any disputes that may arise between its members.

(Photo caption: Photograph of a folklore troupe)
Allegiance to this Maijlis is so important for any person and any member that tries to

infringe the rules of the Majlis is caught by alabwo.

-
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Types of Majlis in terms of occasions:

In addition to the abovementioned Majlis spaces. there were cultural and refigious Majlis
spaces. in addition to other Majlis spaces for events like marriage. condolences. etc. We
shall shed more light on these types as follows:

Religious and Sufi Majlis:

Special religious Majlis spaces were held to study religious matters. such as the Sufi
Maijlis. for instance. Majlis sessions usually began in the afternoon so that guests would
discuss religious matters and exchange friendly chats.

On several occasions. these Majlis spaces are turned into sessions to praise Allah. These
sessions are known as “almaled™ which is frequently held during religious occasions.
such as the prophet’s birthday. Such sessions continue for four days and nights and
people turn out to attend them in masses.

Ramadan Majlis:

Peopie in the UAE used to hold Ramadan Majlis and were keen on attending them.
Ramadan Majlis spaces used to open before and after the “iftar™ or breakfast. Many
people. especially the rich, merchants and cierics opened their houses betore breaktast for
any guests, whether inhabitants of the town or visitors. Neighbers at that time would
meet in a certain Majlis around the breakfast table and every person brings with him
whatever type of food he could. Ramadan table was full of varieties and all people would
have their breakfast together while the door is kept open to call in any stranger passing
by.

In Ramadan. specialized sessions of Koran recital were held with three to five reciters
read the Koran after the taraweeh prayer until dawn. People were so keen in Ramadan on
completing recital of the Koran.

Poetry Maijlis:

Although the interests of people attending the Majlis are various in tvpes and standard of
culture. they were all interested in literature and poetry. Evening Majlis spaces were
known for the literary forums held. Almost all popular Majlis spaces witnessed recital of
poems of Antara and Al Mutanabi. etc. Larger Majlis spaces also used to have one or
more poets reciting poems until midnight. Moreover. young people were so fond of
poetry. especially amorous poetry. For this reason. poets had great social position and
their opinions were so respected among people of different classes.

Majlis of condolences:
It is a type of Majlis that reflects the social solidarity among people. People used to flock
to this Majlis following the death of a family member to pay their condolences to other
family members. Condolers are usually received at the house of the deceased or any of
his first degree family members such as fathei. brother or uncle. Condolers continue to
converge on the Majlis for three days and nights. Ladies usually have their condolence
Majlis to receive female condolers.
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One of the most important other changes that occurred to the condolence Majlis
nowadays is the extension of condolence days to be more than 3 days especially if the
deceased isa VIP.

FFamily Majlis:

One of the Majlis tyvpes in the UAE which is still active until now. This Majlis is held at
the house of the eldest member of the family. such as the grandfather or grandmother,
elder brother or sister or elder uncle. This Majlis usually includes the grandfather.
grandmother. their unmarried and married sons and daughters with their grandchildren. Tt
may be held regularly during weekends and other religious and social events such as the
izied and the holy month ot Ramadan. It can also be held on the occasion of a new birth
or to discuss an emergency for the family members or following the graduation ol any
son or daughter from school or university. etc...

Development of Majlis spaces nowadays:

The shift witnessed by UAL inhabitants from diving for pearl and struggling with nature
using their simple potentials to make both ends meet to the age ol stability. welfare and
huge oil revenues had great and clear effects on the UAE society. The UAE became more
open 1o other cultures. and this in turn affected the mode of construction. the tyvpe of
furniture used in houses. in addition to some concepts that are introduced to local
cultures. The Majlis. with its traditional form and great social value. has not stood apart
from such transformations.

Form change of UAL Majlis:
With the financial boom in the UAE. the mode of house construction has changed. They
became bigger and more spacious and modern building materials are used. Houses of
middle class and bigger houses in the UAE are now made up of two floors. The lower
floor includes males™ Majlis which is designed by Emirati people to be more spacious
than any other room in the house. Majlis for men usually has a separate outside door so
that a guest can directly enter. Also in the lower fioor of the house there is a reception
hall for ladies. and a separate dining room so that the housewife would be able to prepare
the table for guests in complete privacy in case her husband decides to receive guests or
even she decides to receive her guests in any occasion. The kitchen can be found in the
lower floor as well. As for the upper flocr. it includes bedrooms. It can be easily noticed
that Emirati houses are designed nowadays in order to accommodate all necessary
facilities for the comfort and service ot guests in the iower floor. This aims to separate
them from upper floor bedrooms in erder to protect the privacy of ladies in the house.
Majlis is still until now one of the most private parts of the Emirati house that is linked to
heritage. So. the Emirati citizen. affected by the values of the society. is keen on having
one Majlis in his house at least. which is the one used by men. However. Emirati houses
generally include Majlis for men and a reception nall for ladies. and men Majlis is usually <
more spacious that any other rooms in the house.
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iarge Majlis spaces or those of the middle class are now made according to the Western
stvle. They are furnished with high quality carpets. Western-style sofas. curtains.
paintings. and beautiful chandeliers. Some Majlis spaces are a combination of Arabic and
Western styles. In one of the corners of the house. we find modern reception room with
sumptuous sofas. and in the other part we find the Arabic corner which is made up of
carpet and light soft mattresses with traditional backrests. This Arabic corner is usually
preferred by guests as it is part of traditional Emirati heritage.

(Photo caption: Sample of' a modern Majlis)

As for the Majlis spaces of low income people. they are smaller in space as the house
may be made of one floor only. However. there is a clear interest in the details of the
Majlis which may be made along traditional style. Carpets cover the flooring of the
Maijlis and backrests are put on the floor so that guests may find comfort when they lean
on them or they may be furnished with simple sofas.

(Photo caption: Sample of modern style Majlis)
(Photo caption: Sample of traditional Majlis furniture)

Regardless of the financial standard of the house owner. Majlis is considered one of the
most important parts of the Emirati house. According to the house. financial status of the
house owner can be identified and the level of his generosity with guests. For this reason.
it is a svmbol of social pride between men and women.

Decline of Majlis role:

Although Majlis spaces in the UAL society are widespread as they have all comfort
facilities, visits have become less frequent and social connections among people have
become limited especially in cities. The concept of neighborhood. for instance. has
become less important compared to ifs status in the past. Even visits among family
members. they are less frequent than before.

Furthermore. the importance and social role of Majlis spaces have greatly diminished. So.
we can say that the Majlis has become a past symbol and an element of heritage rather
than a social establishment that has great educational value. Political. economic and
educational roles of the Majlis have greatly dwindled. and only the recreational and
communicative role has somewhat persisted. although with a less extent than before.
Political matters have become part of the state and authorities™ atTairs. economic needs
are met by the country through the competent authorities. As for educational role. it has
become the duty of modern educational and cultural institutions (schools — media) in
addition to the family.

Majlis spaces are no longer places to receive guests coming from far places as before.
Means for modern convenience are now available everywhere. including restaurants and
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hotels. A person can travel from Abu Dhabi to Dubai to buy some stuff and return in the
same day within hours. He only goes to the Majlis if invited to lunch or dinner.

Reception and hospitality traditions:

Maijlis spaces in the past were open all day long for guests who are coming from near or
long distances. Inhabitants of the same neighborhood know one another as their
relationships were similar to that of a single family. However. with the change in
population structure and the influx of foreign nationais mto the country and the
increasing number of crimes of different types. Majlis spaces are no long open as in the
past. A guest should now call the house owner before his approval to inform him of the
VISIL ime.

Timings of visits have changed today compared to the past. Visit timings in the past used
to start in the morning. in the afternoon and at night: men used to meet in the Majlis in
the evening. while women used to meet in the afternoon. However. people nowadays
prefer evening visits. although elderly people still pay their visits in some parts of the
UAE on the timings they were used to in the past.

It is notable that hospitality traditions were not changed from those in the past. Greeting
and welcoming habits are still the same: Emiratis still observe the habit of taking off their
shoes before entering the Majlis. although most floors of Majlis spaces are covered in
marble. Arabic coffee still retains its great importance in Emirati hospitality. However,
“Lefwalah™ has become more diverse compared to its status in the past thanks to the
improvement of the Emirati people’s financial capabilities. Food served in banquets is
more diverse than before: people still serve a complete grilled lamb. although less
frequently than in the past. Showing generosity to guests nowadays is not conditional on
serving the lamb in the traditional way. Meat can be cooked in several ways. such as
Biryiani for instance. Most of the times. several types of meat is served in respect of
different tastes.

Men are still keen on wearing the traditional Emirati dress, known as “Kandora™. which
is made of a long garment. ghutra. and agai before visiting any official Majlis. such as the
occasions of Eid. weddings. banquets. cte. However. children and young people may not
observe this dress code in their regular family visits.

Development of discussed subjects at the Majlis:

Perhaps the change in discussed subjects in Emirati Majlis spaces is one ol the most
noticeable aspects of development in such gatherings. given the change in people’s
interests compared to the past. Speciticity in subjects is no longer available in discussions
as before. such as the Majlis held for fishermen. merchants. judiciary and dignitaries as
the variety of Majlis spaces is no longer available. Interests of people frequenting Majlis
spaces have more similarities these dayvs. as men usually focus on national economic
issues. such as soaring prices. costs of construction. business projects. investment
opportunities. in addition to other special issues. such as education systems. health. and
different other social issues. They also discuss employment problems. etc... As for
women. they speak about their family problems. issues of expatriate workers. soaring
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prices, and other tidings of the community. such as cases of marriages. divorces. etc.
They also tackle some accidental national issues, work problems. fashion. garments. ete.
It is noticeable now that ladies™ interests have become greater than those in the past
especially with the great development in ladies™ life in the UAE and their participation in
the workplace after holding high academic degrees. So. most of the issues discussed in
men’s gatherings are also discussed by ladies when they get together.

Despite all the above. the Majlis still retains its social importance as it has its position in
the Emirati house. It is one of the objects of pride among community members and one of
the indications of a person’s financial status and class. The higher the financial status of
the person the more spacious his Majlis is. If a person wants to achieve higher social
status. he can pay more attention to the design of his Majlis and equip it with all the
means of convenience for his guests.

Parents teach and encourage their boys and girls to attend the
Majlis.

: The public will be made more aware of the significance of Al
Promotion of the

Majlis through the media specially TV. newspapers . schools.
. element and o ) )
(S oo | Where tradition and values are transmitted to the new generations.
I Ways o preserve

|1I
|

' Inscribe of the Majlis on the Representative List in order to raise
rawareness in a large nuimber of communitics about the meaning
and significance of the Majlis

Encourage the communities to maintain the Majlis and develop its
role.

There is no restrictions on the Majlis

| Restrictions

—— T

' Photos and videos footage are obtained from Abu Dhabi Media
| ' Company and Sharjah Directorate of Heritage.
Assignment of | Letter of support were received from NGO's and government
cession of rights | quthorities
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. Jf\bdul Aziz. Abdul Rahman Al Muslim and Mohamed Abdul
! ’ ) | Sami Yousef (2001). Rashid Al Shouq: the most famous narrator
' - of popular heritage in the UAE 1937- 2000 (1st ed.). Sharjah.
' - UAE: Heritage Department. Culture and Information Section..

- Al Sayed Hafiz Al Aswad (1996) Popular House. Anthropology
 study (UAE. UAE University. |
3 Qaid. Hussain (unpublished) Traditions of the UAL desert

i Rashid. Abdullah Hamad (1985) Family development in the UAL
_. | society. a comparative social study between the past and today.
| ' Dubai. UAE: Dubai printing press.

' Abdul Rahman. Abdullah (1989): UAE in the Memory of its Sons.
' General Cultural Lite UAE Writers and Authors.

" Abdullah Abdul Rahman (1998). UAE in the Memory of its Sons.
! Social Life. Dubai: Culture and Arts Forum

| Abdullah Ali Al Taboor. Abdullah Abdul Rahman and others: |
Introduction to the UAE popular heritage (Al Ain: Zaved Heritage
and History Center. 2002)
Faleh Hanzal: Dictionary of slang words in the UAE. edition 2 |
(UAE. Ministry of Information and Culture. 1998) |

' Popular heritage committee: Popular heritage in the UAE  (Ali
j - Ain: Zaved Al Awal School. DT)
l Group of reseaichers: studies in the UAE society (Al Ain. UAE
university 1696)

Hassan. Mohamadin Ahmadain Sheikh (unpublished) Traditions in
the UAE
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