
 CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE AND INCEST IN JORDAN 

 

Thanks to a steady diet of Oprah and Dr. Phil, we women of Jordan are now able to say the 

words “child” and “sexual abuse” in the same sentence without choking over the unthinkable 

implications of the combination. 

 

The subject is constantly in the news.  NBC Dateline caught on-line pedophiles in the act of 

attempting to contact young girls in a real-time on-camera sting operation. Teri Hatcher, of 

“Desperate Housewives” fame, recently testified against her uncle for his crime of sexual abuse 

of her thirty years ago. After years of silence, it was the suicide of one of his more recent victims 

that compelled her to come forward and speak of the unspeakable which had remained a secret 

even from her parents. 

 

It is easy to think this is a Western problem, the expected result of a sex-centric and promiscuous 

culture. Or is it? Available statistics show that child sexual abuse happens worldwide, East or 

West, North or South, rich or poor, religious or not, at about the same rate; one in four girls and 

one in eight boys will be sexually abused by the time she/he is eighteen years old. Human 

depravity knows no cultural or geographical boundaries. Even more tragically, this depravity is 

played out in the home where child sexual abuse is manifested as incest, destroying one of the 

most precious boundaries of all: familial trust. 

 

But not in the conservative Middle East, not in Jordan, and especially not in our family, many 

people argue. Yet thanks to the hard work of many Jordanians, awareness of the problem is being 

raised and culturally appropriate solutions are being found. They have helped us take the difficult 

step from ignorance to acknowledging the problem.   

  

HISTORICAL ROOTS 

 

Others claim that child sexual abuse is a recent Western import, an atrocity imposed unbidden by 

secular pop-culture. Yet, incest was mentioned nearly 3,800 years ago as a punishable crime in 

the first written law code by one of the greatest kings of Babylon, Hammurabi. The Levitical 

law, written by the prophet Moses and transcribed in Jordan itself 3,400 years ago addresses the 

crime of incest. If there were laws against, it, abuse was happening even then. The oldest 

recorded incidence of incestuous abuse occurred only sixty kilometers away. The rape of King 

David’s daughter Tamar by her half brother Amnon 2,900 years ago is found in II Samuel in the 

Bible. 

 

This heartbreaking story plays out with shocking similarity then as it does in 2006. A busy, 

emotionally detached father, an unmentioned mother, a lust-sick prince from whom nothing has 

been denied are a set-up typical to today. Add a plotting cousin who planted the seed for the 

deception and the stage for Tamar’s robbed innocence was set. Her poignant cry “Where can I go 

with my shame”? echoes to our generation. Even the replies of those closest to her are textbook 

for today: her other brother Absalom told her ‘not to let it bother her’, her father the king  

 neither comforts Tamar nor confronts Amnon. She spends the rest of her life alone in 

Absalom’s house; raped and hated by one brother, silenced by another, abandoned by her father 

and uncomforted by her mother. 



 

TODAY’S RAMIFICATIONS 

 

But for today’s victim of incest in our region, there is an additional penalty. Ms. Lubna Dawany, 

an attorney for the MIZAN Law Group for Human Rights, tells of a fourteen year old girl who 

was raped by her near relative. She had been so innocent that she didn’t even know she was 

pregnant. Her young body was so immature she had to have a cesarean section. While in 

recovery, she cried out for her mama. Ms. Dawany states they could not allow the mother in the 

room, as they feared her mother would kill her then and there. This young girl went straight into 

protective custody, and will remain there indefinitely. Horribly used by her relative, at risk from 

her own mother, her future is bleaker than even Tamar’s was. 

 

Many look to statistics for a clearer picture. What are the statistics for abuse on Jordan? Dr. Hani 

Jahshan, the Forensic Physician with the Family Protection Unit of the Public Security 

Department says: “Collecting statistics of the incidence of child sexual abuse is truly “Mission 

Impossible”. At this point, I believe reported cases represent the tip of the iceberg due to the 

seriousness of the topic. And the statistics are not all a reliable indicator of the problem as sexual 

abuse within a family is the least reported kind. Typically, 65% of disclosed cases involve a 

person known to the child, sometimes an older boyfriend of a girl younger than 18 years old – 

and of course, this is to protect the girl’s honor. 20% of abusers are strangers, and 15% are 

immediate and extended family members”.  

 

WHY ISN’T ABUSE REPORTED? 

 

Children from any culture don’t report abuse out of guilt or fear. “Tremendous guilt is carried by 

survivors, who wonder how they could have let the whole thing continue without telling 

someone. They have been locked into a sort of conspiracy against society, urged, threatened or 

perhaps bribed into silence” state Karen Burton Mains and Maxine Hancock in their book “Child 

Sexual Abuse: Hope for Healing”.  The authors quote Mary-Ellen Siemers about children’s 

reluctance to share their secret: 

 

1. Loyalty and love for the abuser makes it nearly impossible for them to speak up against     

people who are supposed to be their protectors, comforters and closest friends 

 

2. If they do get the courage to tell someone, they fear the listener will respond with horror, 

disbelief, judgement or denial 

 

3. The victim is often passive because of the perception of the abuser’s authority’ the young 

child often being told that the sexual activity is acceptable but must be kept secret. 

 

4. Real or implied threats are often sufficient to secure passive cooperation and secrecy in the 

absence of any reasonable alternatives. 

 

5. They tell no one because no one asks 

 



 “I could never tell my mum what my brothers did to me”, exclaims “Miriam”, “It would kill 

her”, “Dima” said: “I wanted to tell my mum, but as my brother said ‘You think she is going to 

believe you? I’ll just deny it’. He is right, they would never believe his word over mine”. 

‘Rihaam’ explains: “I did tell my mother, and you know what her response was? First she said I 

was lying, then she was angry at me, the victim. She can’t deal with the fact that SHE was the 

one who put him ‘in charge’ of me”. 

 

DEFINITIONS OF SEXUAL ABUSE 

 

What is considered sexual abuse? Dr. Dan Allendar, in his best-selling book “The Wounded 

Heart” defines it like this: “Sexual abuse is any contact or interaction (visual, verbal or 

psychological) between a child/adolescent and an adult when the child is being used for the 

sexual stimulation of the perpetrator or any other person. Sexual abuse may be committed by a 

person under the age of eighteen when that person is in a position of power and control over the 

victimized child/adolescent.” 

 

This includes the dukaanji trading candy for ‘touching games’ behind the counter, the gas bottle 

man exposing himself to kids in the stairwell, the Asian domestic-helper stimulating a little boys’ 

penis to quiet him, the grandmother teaching her pre-school age granddaughter how to 

masturbate, the twelve year old neighbor boy showing all the children in the building the 

pornography on his computer while parents are away. Some of it may seem only moderately 

damaging, but the pre-sexualization of a child sets the stage for greater degrees of sexual abuse 

later. All these incidents happened between Rabia and Deir Ghbar. 

 

RISK FACTORS 

 

Some ecological causes of sexual abuse at a community level are clear: poverty, lack of 

education, large or broken families, substance abuse. Children who are mentally or physically 

challenged are at greater risk. Western cultural risk factors include the lack of tightly knit 

community, acceptance of sexual promiscuity, sexualized media and availability of pornography. 

The lack of these risk factors in our Eastern cultural setting fortunately act as a protective 

mechanisms. A shame/honor based culture still has the power to keep an exposed abuser from 

continuing by embarrassing him into stopping.   

 

But Eastern culture has it’s own social factors which can contribute to the problem, such as 

wives and children being considered a man’s ‘property’ and brothers having control and 

authority over sisters. Trans-cultural children, who move back to Jordan after living in the West, 

aren’t as familiar with the nuances of culture are at risk. Perhaps the strongest contributing factor 

is that girls (and boys), like Tamar, have no where to go with their shame. The price is too high. 

Their family reputation is too valuable, chances of marriage hinged on their purity. They are 

silenced, and their abusers know it. 

 

What happens when East meets West? When the West Amman blended subculture ends up 

combining the two sets of risk factors, when porn can be downloaded at home, when both 

parents are busy working, when alcoholism intrudes, when the boundaries of sexual expression 

are blurred but the penalties for a girl losing her virginity are the same?  



 

PROFILE OF AN ABUSER 

 

Bill Anderson, author of “When Child Abuse Comes to Church”, lists these types of sex 

offenders: 

 

1. The Experimentor 

 

An adolescent who is exploring his/her own sexuality takes advantage of children who are 

generally pre-school age. 

 

2. The Loner 

 

A young person who feels isolated from family and peers, and abuses children to meet his own 

emotional need for intimacy and self-esteem rather than sex. 

 

3. The Boy Next Door 

 

Typically an older teen who is socially well-adjusted but self-centered and abuses children for 

his own sexual gratification. 

 

4. The Group Offender 

 

This adolescent may not have instigated abuse on his own, but can be pressured by a group into 

abusing. 

 

5. The Aggressor 

 

Typically a product of an abusive home environment uses manipulation and threats in abusing 

younger and weaker children. He is primarily motivated by a desire for domination. 

 

6. Pedophiles 

 

Adults who prefer to have sex with children, and textbooks list two types:  

 

Fixated: serial abusers, considered by experts to be the most dangerous type, they 

probably start abusing children as adolescents having never progressed in their own 

psychosexual development. 

 

Regressed: have experienced normal heterosexual relationships as adults, they regress to 

desiring children during times of stress  

 

The pedophile has a knack for choosing at-risk children, lonely, marginalized; those whose 

credibility is weak in case the abuse is exposed. This is where adult men hide behind their  

authority, even religious authority, knowing their position as leaders or good family reputation 

will protect them from accusation. When a man’s position of authority exceeds his personal 



character he will justify or deny his actions even to himself. This was evident in the extent of the 

sex abuse scandal in the Catholic church, although no faith is exempt from predatory men who 

hide behind piety.   

 

Pheras Hillal, writer for JO and Venture magazines, gives us a local example of this as related to 

him by  “Huda” “My uncle, who lived in our building, began touching me inappropriately when I 

was seen years old. I knew when it went from innocent play to wrong, especially when he 

stopped as my brother entered the room. He went pale and looked fearful, which made me very 

afraid.” Later, she goes on to say “I needed help with my Islamic studies, and I went to him as he 

was a respected Islamics teacher. He was showing me how to properly practice Ablution, then 

took off my clothes, lifted his abbaya, and told me “This will make you grow up”. I was 

petrified, crying. I will never forget what he did, it has left me permanently scarred. I will never 

trust a man wearing an abayya again.”  

 

One abuser, a Boy Next Door, confessed to a friend at University “I had sex with an eight year 

old neighbor girl against her will, I feel so bad about what I did. I wonder how she is, I am afraid 

for her future. I hope she forgets…I am afraid she will refuse marriage and tell her parents. I 

think about it all the time”. Another young man who abused a 12 year old girl said “Why should 

I have denied myself? Now I can show the boys who abused me that I can do it too”. 

 

An Aggressor uses the tactics mentioned by Dima previously. Either by bullying kids or being 

charming, Aggressors woo the victim into the abuse, starting innocently with non-sexual 

touching games and bribes as they build trust. They make the victim feel special, or say that they 

have a ‘secret’ they can’t tell anyone. The Aggressor then uses the consensuality of innocent 

games to trap the child in silence, sometimes using threats that he will harm the child or his/her 

parents if he doesn’t continue.  

 

Many times an Aggressor will lead a group of offenders, which has a ripple affect of drawing 

more boys into Aggressor roles. This is especially dangerous in school situations, or when varied 

age groups of children play outside without adult supervision. One woman tells a sobering story 

of how abuse has become an accepted lifestyle by a whole village: “We lived in a village outside 

Amman. Our six year old son enjoyed playing with a small group of boys his age up to about ten 

years old, it never occurred to me he was in danger. One day I caught them playing sex games in 

our home. When my son told me about some of their activities, which included sodomy, I was 

shocked, but managed to ask him questions calmly.   

 

“We went to the boys parents, who showed no real concern, saying ‘boys will be boys’. In 

speaking with the village leaders, we discovered that any home where the boys were allowed out 

unsupervised were participating in sex games with one another. That meant 42 of the 45 families 

in this village, and it had been going on for years. 

 

“Later we discovered that in any village that had a truck stop or a boarding school, boy-to-boy 

sexual abuse was rampant. In further discussion we found that the young men are expected to 

stop it when they marry, but I know wives whose husband’s continue on. It leaves their wives 

living in guilt that they can’t satisfy their husbands.”  

 



Higher than world average rates of male sexual abuse are also reported in the not so far away 

areas. In a young men’s meeting in Zarqa, the topic was brought up of the sexual abuse of boys 

by older boys and men. When asked for a show of hands as to who had experienced this type of 

abuse, 90% of the hands went up. In Ashrafiyya, a foreigner was given a tour of the 

neighborhood, which included being shown which boys on which streets were ‘available’. 

 

Even closer to home: in a class discussion in a private school in West Amman, one young man 

affirmed that sodomy was okay, as long as you weren’t in the ‘place of the girl’. And yet, one 

participant must take that place, and where does that leave him? “Karem” relates the conflicted 

emotions in an interview with Pheras Hillal. “My father traveled a lot, and I had a favorite uncle 

who I loved like a father. We were so close, he provided the male guidance and companionship I 

needed as a twelve year old boy. We slept in the same bed, and one night he began to touch me 

sexually, which later led to full blown molestation.  He knew what he did was wrong, he 

betrayed my trust and love. He made me lose faith in people and my own self esteem.” 

 

Many victims can’t rectify the huge conflict of how as the human body responds to sexual 

stimuli, whether inappropriate or not. They feel tremendous guilt over the pleasure they may 

feel. Even if it is doesn’t feel good, some are willing to trade the discomfort for the physical 

affection and acceptance as being ‘special’. 

 

 

ABUSE VICTIMS BECOME ABUSERS 

 

Ms. Nancy Naghour, the Jordan River Foundation Child Safety Program Manager for Dar Al-

Aman, sees this trend of abuse victims becoming abusers. She says: “Some time ago, as we 

counseled family units where children were abused, we realized for the first time the abusers 

were also victims of abuse. We see a strong pattern in that almost all the families we work with, 

that both parents were victims of some type of domestic violence themselves. Abuse perpetuates 

itself down the generations until it is somehow stopped. And that is why we are here, to break the 

cycle.” 

 

Although some girls do sexually abuse other boys and girls, most girls abuse others emotionally. 

They can become tough, keeping people at a distance with contempt. Others decide they don’t 

want to feel pain anymore, and numb their hearts to their feelings and desires. Some, feeling 

their abuse has stripped them of personal value, become sexually promiscuous. Still others 

become extremely religious as a way of protecting themselves, or ‘making it up to God’. Many 

marry abusers, and become unable to protect their own children. Collusive mothers give silent 

consent to abuse and unaware mothers pretend it can’t be happening. 

  

Can abusers be helped? The attitude of many mental health professionals was ‘no’. Repeat 

offenders are among the hardest to rehabilitate and the recidivism rate among the highest of all 

crimes. But not all abusers are fixated pedophiles. With treatment and a caring community, they 

can be rehabilitated. We will need to put aside our revulsion, enter their world and listen to their 

stories as human beings. 

 

 SILENCE KILLS  



 

The boy from the village was fortunate, as his parents knew how to support him, lay the blame 

where it belonged, take action to protect him from further harm and to calmly re-educate their 

son about boundaries. If a child is believed by his mother, it is the most important step in his 

recovery. 

 

But this is sadly often not the case. “Leen” remembers that not only did her parents not help her 

in post-abuse recovery, they didn’t even talk to her about it. “It was actually my school counselor 

who informed them, my brother denied it to our parents, but admitted it to the authorities. None 

of us have spoken of it again. No one helped me with the trauma of it, which resulted in years of 

harbored anger and resentment toward my family. I learned to shut down my feelings, to this day 

I don’t talk to anyone in my family about anything deeper than day-to-day topics. I think that is 

common here, communication isn’t open.” 

 

It isn’t easy to talk to children about this subject. But talk we must, to protect them and equip 

them to stand up against evils we may not have known about in our childhood. Building trust and 

communication is key to abuse prevention. “My nieces and their mother had a foundation of 

communication so strong they went to her the first time their uncle tried to touch their ‘private 

parts” said one victim “I wish I had had that”. Telling children that no one is to ever touch the 

parts of their bodies covered by a bathing suit is a first step…and that if someone does, that they 

need to ‘yell and tell’. Tell them you will always believe them, that there are to be no secrets 

they can’t tell. Explain that there are bad people who would try and trick them, but that they can 

always come to mum.  

 

“The thing that broke my silence was seeing my brother begin to abuse my nieces’, says 

‘Ibtisam’. “His actions called me out of silence to defend them. He may have gotten me, but he 

won’t get these little girls. He has been discovered, exposed for the pervert he is, and I am happy 

these girls are safe. And I am empowered…I stopped the cycle of abuse in my family”. 

 

SEEING THE LIGHT 

 

The Family Protection Unit of the Public Security department breaks the silence by mandatory 

reporting and prosecution of every case of abuse as a criminal act, calling the crime of abuse 

what it is: a crime. Dr. Hani Jahshan says the conviction rate is about 20%. “It is a frustrating 

process, and we have to measure progress in very small increments. We have a multi-disciplinary 

approach in dealing with abusers,  but with each case we find gaps in the system which we then 

work to fill.”   

 

Ms. Nancy Naghour is excited about the progress she sees happening with both her staff and the 

children and families who are being helped. “The natural, peaceful, homelike setting of DarAl-

Aman is so conducive to children’s healing. We use story-telling, guided play time, and role play 

to give the child a safe place in which to tell their story and express their feelings. We watch for 

little things they say and do that give us clues – many hate their bodies, we affirm them. Many 

children feel guilt, as it is inconceivable for a child to imagine a parent doing wrong – we tell 

them it isn’t their fault. One of the most telling activities is observing what young victims of 

sexual abuse do with male and female dolls. In initial situations, they will undress and hit the 



dolls. With therapy, we can see progress in that they begin to care for and hug the doll. We give 

them a chance to learn to nurture in a way which has not been modeled for them. Another way 

we do this is through their interaction in rehabilitating abused animals. Learning to care for a 

helpless animal increases their compassion levels and increases their self-esteem.” 

 

What is truly praise-worthy is that this help is not a replica of a Western program, it is an 

indigenous movement of culturally-correct and carefully thought through planning. Says Ms. 

Naghour:“Our culture is centered on family life.  We need to treat the problem holistically, 

addressing the root issues of abuse for the good of the whole family. Since so many abusers are 

victims themselves, we need to help them also. There are some cases where it is not acceptable 

to send a child back to their biological families. Then we turn to our cultural strength, the close 

extended family – uncles, aunts, grandparents.” 

 

For West Ammanis, who are less likely to report abuse than their East Ammani counterparts, 

there is also new help available. Schools are beginning to invite experts to come and train 

teachers about abuse, how it happens, what to look for in victims. One teacher, who didn’t really 

believe abuse could be a problem, later noticed one of her students drawing sexually explicit 

pictures. She was able to step in and help be a part of the solution. Several schools now have 

bathroom attendants, and more teachers watching playground activity. 

 

The Jordan River Foundation is also launching a new initiative for an abuse hotline. Under the 

patronage of Her Majesty Queen Rania Al-Abdullah, 12 governmental and non-governmental entities signed a 

Memorandum of commitment to launch a toll-free line that provides consultation to families and children around the 

Kingdom.  

 

The Family Support Line (FSL) will orchestrate all entities involved in the family and child welfare. The objective 

of the FSL is to raise awareness on age-appropriate practices, and to provide emotional support to parents in dealing 

with everyday struggles.  FSL, also provides support and guidance to children. The FSL will be equipped with a 

multidisciplinary team specialized in psychological, counseling, child development, special education and social 

work services. A referral service linking families to existing services, legal and medical consultations will also be 

available.  

 

The tireless and united investment of organizations such as these is paying off in tangible help for all victims of 

domestic violence. Yet, mothers, sisters, aunts; it is up to us to both educate and protect our children and others. 

May Dima, Miriam, Rihaam Leen, Ibtisam, Huda, Kasem be the last generation who were without help as young 

children. 
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Even closer to home: in a class discussion in a private school in West Amman, one young man 

affirmed that sodomy was okay, as long as you weren’t in the ‘place of the girl’. And yet, one 

participant must take that place, and where does that leave him? “Karem” relates the conflicted 

emotions in an interview with Pheras Hillal. “My father traveled a lot, and I had a favorite uncle 

who I loved like a father. We were so close, he provided the male guidance and companionship I 

needed as a twelve year old boy. We slept in the same bed, and one night he began to touch me 

sexually, which later led to full blown molestation.  He knew what he did was wrong, he 

betrayed my trust and love. He made me lose faith in people and my own self esteem.” 

 

Many victims can’t put rectify the huge conflict of how as the human body responds to sexual 

stimuli, whether inappropriate or not. They feel tremendous guilt over the pleasure they may 

feel. Even if it is doesn’t feel good, some are willing to trade the discomfort for the physical 

affection and acceptance as being ‘special’. 
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Ms. Nancy Naghour, the Jordan River Foundation Child Safety Program Manager for Dar Al-

Aman, sees this trend of abuse victims becoming abusers. She says: “Some time ago, as we 

counseled family units where children were abused, we realized for the first time the abusers 

were also victims of abuse. We see a strong pattern in that almost all the families we work with, 

that both parents were victims of some type of domestic violence themselves. Abuse perpetuates 

itself down the generations until it is somehow stopped. And that is why we are here, to break the 
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Although some girls do sexually abuse other boys and girls, most girls abuse others emotionally. 

They can become tough, keeping people at a distance with contempt. Others, decide they don’t 

want to feel pain anymore, and numb their hearts to their feelings and desires. Some, feeling 

their abuse has stripped them of personal value, become sexually promiscuous. Still others 



become extremely religious as a way of protecting themselves, or ‘making it up to God’. Many 

marry abusers, and become unable to protect their own children. Collusive mothers give silent 

consent to abuse and unaware mothers pretend it can’t be happening. 

  

Can abusers be helped? The attitude of many mental health professionals was ‘no’. Repeat 

offenders are among the hardest to rehabilitate and the recidivism rate among the highest of all 

crimes. But not all abusers are fixated pedophiles. With treatment and a caring community, they 

can be rehabilitated. We will need to put aside our revulsion, enter their world  and listen to their 

stories as human beings. 
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recovery. 
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in post-abuse recovery, they didn’t even talk to her about it. “It was actually my school counselor 

who informed them, my brother denied it to our parents, but admitted it to the authorities. None 

of us have spoken of it again. No one helped me with the trauma of it, which resulted in years of 

harbored anger and resentment toward my family. I learned to shut down my feelings, to this day 

I don’t talk to anyone in my family about anything deeper than day-to-day topics. I think that is 

common here, communication isn’t open.” 

 

It isn’t easy to talk to children about this subject. But talk we must, to protect them and equip 

them to stand up against evils we may not have known about in our childhood. Building trust and 

communication is key to abuse prevention. “My nieces and their mother had a foundation of 

communication so strong they went to her the first time their uncle tried to touch their ‘private 
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‘Ibtisam’. “His actions called me out of silence to defend them. He may have gotten me, but he 

won’t get these little girls. He has been discovered, exposed for the pervert he is, and I am happy 
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The Family Protection Unit of the Public Security department breaks the silence by mandatory 
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approach in dealing with abusers,  but with each case we find gaps in the system which we then 

work to fill.”   

 

Ms. Nancy Naghour is excited about the progress she sees happening with both her staff and the 
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For West Ammanis, who are less likely to report abuse than their East Ammani counterparts, 
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teachers about abuse, how it happens, what to look for in victims. One teacher, who didn’t really 

believe abuse could be a problem, later noticed one of her students drawing sexually explicit 

pictures. She was able to step in and help be a part of the solution. Several schools now have 

bathroom attendants, and more teachers watching playground activity. 
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work services. A referral service linking families to existing services, legal and medical consultations will also be 

available.  

 

The tireless and united investment of organizations such as these is paying off in tangible help for all victims of 

domestic violence. May Dima, Miriam, Rihaam Leen, Ibtisam, Huda, Kasem be the last generation who were 

without help as young children. 
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Ms. Nadine Haddad 
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The Wounded Heart, by Dr. Dan Allendar published by(Arabic translation available in 2007) 

When Abuse Comes to Church, by Bill Anderson, published by Bethany House 

Child Sexual Abuse: Hope for Healing, by Maxine Hancock and Karen Burton Mains 

Waterbrook Publishing 

 

 

 

 

 


