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This study focused solely on the decision making process of the normal partner, 

without going into the consequences of such a marriage for one who is mentally 

impaired and for his offspring. For this reason it is advisable to continue studying this 

phenomenon. The findings of this study are of great importance to professionals 

working with women in Arab society and to professionals in the field of mental 

retardation. The findings reinforce the need for practical experience, and a social 

services policy that is sensitive to the social, gender-based and cultural characteristics 

of women in subjugated populations in Israel.
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ABSTRACT

This study deals with marriages in Israeli Arab society between Moslem women of 

normal intelligence and mentally retarded men. The full extent of this phenomenon is 

not known, but it is recognized by social workers and welfare agencies dealing with 

the mentally impaired and their families in Arab communities. However, no research 

on the subject has yet been undertaken. This study examined the process by which the 

women decided to marry a mentally retarded man. The study focused on the status and 

situation of the women before their decision to marry, their expectations from marriage 

and their extended family, and how they currently regarded the significance of that 

decision.

This is a qualitative study conducted  in the tradition of phenomenological research, 

one that is suited to the study of complex societal issues such as this one. The study 

explores the phenomenon as it is reflected in the unique perception of those involved. 

Twelve interviewees participated, all of whom were married to men who had been 

diagnosed as suffering from mental impairment. All twelve interviewees were located 

through welfare agencies in various villages.

The findings show a correlation between the women’s decision to marry and  the low 

status of unmarried Arab women in their families and their society. Participants in the 

study maintained that their decision to marry mentally retarded men was influenced by 

such factors as familial, social, and spiritual pressures. Nevertheless, in most cases the 

decision to marry a mentally impaired man was not forced upon them, and in fact the 

women tended to regard their decision as granting them freedom from social 

repression and as an expression of their own autonomy, without overstepping the 

boundaries of gender and religion that prevail in traditional Arab society. The 

participants in this study describe their relationship with their husbands and with their 

new families as a system that requires understanding, support, and a different approach 

due to its unique nature.

From a theoretical point of view the study exposed the limitations of decision-making 

theory to explain decisions influenced by unique cultural and gender-based variables. 
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