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Local Spotlight

In the first week of January, Kuwait Times published an
important report about harassment in Kuwait. I would first
like to thank my colleague Ben Garcia for addressing such a

sensitive topic. I read the whole report and felt that there are
some points that I need to address today and add my view on
the subject as a woman and a Kuwaiti citizen.

I believe that the issue of harassment is kept under silence or
not spoken about publicly due to the fact that usually the victim
- who is most often a woman or a child - feels ashamed, scared
and shocked about what happened to them. So they tend to
avoid talking about it and think it will never happen to them
again or no one would believe them, especially in the case of
rape, and if the rapist is a relative or someone they know from
school or work. 

According to Ahmed Al-Mutairi, a Kuwaiti lawyer, “rape or
sexual harassment cases are mostly unreported, and reported
cases don’t actually reach to the level of courts because victims
consider it shameful or an attack to their dignity/honor.” I per-
sonally feel that not reporting these crimes is more harmful than
reporting them. I believe that not talking about the crime will not
hide it and it might happen again, leading the victim to be
harmed more, while the rapist will be free to commit the same
crime with a new victim, if not the same. The damage will fall on
the victim only.

Another issue here is the lack of support by the civil society -
we don’t have support groups like the West to help those who
are abused or raped, for example, to move on with their lives
and regain people’s trust by not allowing one crazy person or a
bad incident to damage their lives. Also, I think the problem in
cases of sexual harassment and rape is that the victim is always
made to feel that they motivated and provoked the criminal to
attack them. A lack of sympathy and understanding is shown. 

If the victim is a woman, she may be accused of not being
conservative in her clothes, and in case the victim is a child, par-
ents are blamed for not paying enough attention to their kid,
because of which they were attacked by a maniac. Eventually,
everyone gets blamed, but no one utters a word against the
rapist, except that he was offered the right situation! This is
unfair and completely unjust, but this is the reality.

About the right situation, let us suppose a woman is raped by
a relative, like a brother or father or family friend, whom she
trusts; of course she will not be covered in black while dealing
with them. Naturally, she will have confidence in her blood rela-
tives. He will only choose the right moment when the woman is
alone to attack her. I can’t understand how and why she must
take the blame! If the victim is a child, then I assume a child nor-
mally has full trust in his family circle and the places they may go
to daily, like a supermarket and school for example. So there is
no way they can encourage a sex manic to attack them. 

Parents usually get enraged when they hear that their child
has been raped, and barrage the child with questions about all
the details as if they are the guilty one. They don’t seek help
from specialists like psychologists, and questions by the police
can add to the pressure. So I understand the child’s reaction to
not say a word, especially if they are threatened with harm if
they say anything to their parents. In the end, only the child will
be harmed all their life.

I know that going to court will not be the end to all sex mani-
acs around the world, but stopping a criminal will mean that his
crime will not go unpunished, and he will not be allowed to do it
again or against a new person. It also sends a warning that soci-
ety will not accept such crimes. The case sometimes takes years
for a final court verdict. This may seem a long time for the victim,
but saying nothing or accepting financial compensation will
most likely mean that the rapist will be free and no one is safe. I
refuse any kind of monetary compensation because the harm is
already done and no money in the world will make the victim
become normal like before.

Harassment unpunished

By Sarah Al-Mukhaizeem

Kuwait’s cultural heritage has its share, as in numerous
other societies, of mythical folk tales with often fright-
ening central characters that were resorted to in the

past by parents to induce the children to comply with parental
requests to do certain chores. In the main, parents used these
mythical characters, some having human traits, others mostly
supernatural, to coax the children to go to sleep at bedtime or
to stay home and not go outside to play at certain hours of the
day which the parents deemed inappropriate. 

Overall these characters were routinely relied on by
Kuwaiti adults in the past in spicing up what may be
described as spooky camp-fire tales to attract children’s
attention to these tales. On this subject, Professor of
Anthropology at Kuwait University Dr. Mohammad Al-
Haddad indicated in an interview that mythical folk tales and
mythical boogeymen that deal with the supernatural are very
much part-and-parcel of a nation’s culture handed down from
one generation to another. 

Why did adults in Kuwait’s past tell their children stories
with mythical characters that were beastly and terrifying? Dr.
Al-Haddad said it was all done to scare the children into com-
plying to their parents’ orders, mainly, not to go outside to
play at high noon when the temperature in Kuwait was
unbearably sizzling hot and could be a source of danger to
children exposed to it. Basically it was the fear of a sunstroke
that made the parents tell these awful stories to their offspring
to dissuade them from playing outside the house, he said. 

The vast majority of the boogeymen in Kuwaiti mythologi-
cal tales for children were male, the most notorious of them
being one known in the Kuwaiti dialect as the “Tantal,” a tall
black man, of three meters in height, with disheveled hair
whose footsteps were audibly heavy. He would roam around
in the dead of night, holding a large staff or cane which he
would use to strike his victims with. Tantal was sometimes not
seen at night because he opted to wander in the night as a
ghost, looking to kidnap children. “The mythical character of
Tantal has vanished from today’s culture, yet the name itself is
still used in the Kuwaiti dialect to refer to a man of great
height or a woman for that matter,” said Dr. Al-Haddad. 

Another such mythical character in old Kuwait lore is that
of Al-Seolu, which he said was referred to by the Kuwaiti his-
torian Yousef Al-Qenaie in his book “Pages from the History of
Kuwait.” In it, Al-Seolu is described as a Nubian slave, tall
with elongated teeth who kidnaps children and cannibalizes
them. In 1910, a lot of people in Kuwait became terrified of Al-
Seolu because a little boy drowned by the seashore and was
never found again, leading people to believe that he had been
eaten by the Al-Seolu, said Dr. Al-Haddad. 

Not all mythical characters in Kuwaiti folklore are of evil
nature, he said, noting that the character of “Sehaila Um Al-
Khalajeen” was thought of as a homeless woman who rum-
maged in the garbage to salvage old rags which she would
hastily retailor to fit her physique. The result was often that
the clothes were way too big for her and dragged on the
ground behind her, making her look unseemly and repugnant. 

Another not so evil character is that of Um Al-Sa’af Wa-
Alleef, who is a grotesque looking woman, totally unkempt,
who can fly using a palm frond, said Kuwaiti heritage
researcher Hani Al-Asousi. 

A character who is a hybrid human and animal, having
the frightening countenance of an old woman and the feet of
a donkey is named “Hemarat Al-Gayla “ (literally meaning a
high noon donkey) who parents referred in order to scare
the children with when they were ornery, he said. “Al-
Duaidea” is a mythological character that made a person
see a burning cinder that mysteriously changed its location
when approached to be picked up, he said. A marine char-
acter, called “Bu Darya” was well known by sailors who
thought of it as a half-human half-fish creature that roamed
the high seas, shrieking in the middle of the night in the
guise of someone drowning. When approached for rescue,
the creature would grab the rescuer and drown him uncere-
moniously, said Al-Asousi. He further said all these myths
and folk tales and mythical characters spread around the
society at a time when illiteracy and ignorance prevailed.
With the advent of modern times and the ubiquity of educa-
tion these old wives’ tales have fully receded and children
can now go to sleep without being prodded with the tale of
a terrifying ogre. — Shared from KUNA archives

KUWAIT: A woman takes a picture of a statue depicting ‘Hemarat Al-Gayla’ by Kuwaiti artist Bader Al-Mansour at a
gallery in Kuwait City on January 14, 2019. ‘Hemarat Al-Gayla’ (afternoon’s donkey) is a mythical creature from the
Kuwaiti folklore, said to follow children who leave their houses alone during the day. Fearing for their safety, parents
used this creature’s story to intimidate their children against going outside especially during the blazing-hot summer
afternoons when streets used to be almost empty. —  Photo by Yasser Al-Zayyat
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