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Women rise to leadership roles in UAE
Krishna Kumar

Dubai

W 

hen Dubai won the 
right to host the 
World Expo 2020, it 
was Reem Al Hashe-
my, the UAE minis-

ter of state and managing director of 
the Dubai bid committee, who led 
the emirate’s team through many 
rounds of presentations.

Although there was a high-pow-
ered UAE delegation at the event, 
Hashemy became the face of Expo 
2020 and a role model for many 
women in the United Arab Emirates.

In early May 2015, when the UAE 
announced its Mars mission, the 
150-person Emirati team of engi-
neers and scientists had several 
women at the forefront, including 
Sarah Amiri, deputy project man-
ager and lead science investigator.

As Hashem and Amiri have 
shown, women in the UAE are 
proving themselves in education, 
health, public service, business and 
technology as well as in the arts, 
culture and sports.

“Women graduates outnumber 
male students in the UAE. This is 
obviously reflected in the work-
force, notably in the public sector, 
where more than 60% of Emirati 

employees are women, holding  top 
positions in administration, human 
resources, information  technology 
and customer care,” said Pon Mo-
haideen Pitchai, human resources 
director of organisational develop-
ment at Dubai Properties Group.

Pitchai noted that “the current 
generation of UAE women is fluent 
in English and that is likely to lead 
to more opportunities for them in 
the private sector”.

In addition to boosting education 
for women over the past few dec-
ades, the UAE has allocated 30% of 
its top government posts for wom-
en, further empowering them in the 
public sector.

In 2012, the UAE government de-
cided that every board of directors 
in the country must have female 
representation. This was followed 
by the establishment of the Gulf 
Chapter for WomenCorporateDi-
rectors (WCD) in March 2013 in Abu 
Dhabi.

Family businesses are also pro-
viding opportunities for women in 
the UAE to show leadership mettle.

“Entrepreneurship is proving to 
be a key element in promoting em-
powerment of women in the UAE,” 
says Raja al-Gurg, managing direc-
tor of Easa Saleh Al Gurg Group, 
which provides products and ser-
vices in the retail, building and con-
struction sectors.

“By encouraging more women to 
be entrepreneurs, we are harnessing 
the largely untapped potential of 
women to become key contributors 
to the social and economic develop-
ment of the society,” says Gurg, who 
made the 2015 Forbes list of the 
world’s 100 most powerful women.

On her part, Fatima al-Jaber, chief 
operating officer of Al Jaber Group, 
who took the lead in setting up the 
Gulf chapter of WCD, advocates “a 

mixture between quotas and natu-
ral progression”. “There should be 
more initiatives to encourage wom-
en to be productive, including train-
ing opportunities, empowerment 
programmes, all combined with 
women-friendly laws in the work-
place,” she said.

Pitchai, who is a regular column-
ist on human resources (HR) issues 
in the UAE and Gulf, says “more 
than the policies and systems, gov-
ernment should focus on human 
resources development, where 
the fundamentals of learning are 
strengthened.”

He admitted that additional sup-
port systems were needed for work-
ing women to balance home life 
and their careers. “A professional 
HR environment in business and 
institutional support are a must. 
Flexible work options will enable a 
good work-life balance. Employee 
welfare measures must also include 
laws to protect women’s rights,” 
Pitchai said. Economic and so-
cial pressures have led more Emi-
rati women to seek jobs. “Effective 
coaching and mentoring is essential 
to create a good working environ-
ment, especially in the private sec-
tor, where performance plays a key 
role,” Pitchai said.

He noted that the private sector is 
being increasingly urged to improve 
gender diversity and encourage tel-
ecommuting that will allow women 

to work from home.
In the Global Gender Gap Report 

by the World Economic Forum, 
which covers 133 countries, the UAE 
ranked first in the Middle East and 
North Africa region in terms of clos-
ing the gender gap in education, 
wage equality, political rights and 
health care.

UAE Minister of International 
Cooperation and Development 
Sheikha Lubna al-Qasimi was also 
mentioned on the Forbes list, rank-
ing as the 42nd most powerful wom-

an in the world. She was praised by 
the publication for leading the UAE 
“into an unprecedented amount of 
philanthropy”.

The 2015 Global Women in Lead-
ership Economic Forum is sched-
uled for November in Abu Dhabi 
and is planned to focus on advanc-
ing women’s participation in the 
workforce and increasing their busi-
ness opportunities.

Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Women marriage chancellors stepping into a man’s world
Amr Emam

Cairo

A  

bridegroom once 
laughed hysterically 
when he discovered that 
the marriage registration 
official was a woman, 

not a man. Another time, the fam-
ily of the bridegroom cracked jokes 
aimed at the female official.

Nonetheless, Egypt’s first female 
marriage registration official has 
never despaired. Amal Afifi knows 
that she has the right to tread into 
realms monopolised by men for 
hundreds of years in this predomi-
nantly Muslim country.

Appointed in 2008 as Egypt’s first 
female marriage registration official, 
known in Arabic as maazouna, Afifi 
still struggles for recognition.

“Some people are totally opposed 
to the notion of a woman registering 
marriages,” she said. “They think 
that marriage registration can only 
be done by men.”

This is exactly how it’s thought of.
Being a woman undertaking what 

is traditionally a man’s job, such as 
maazouna, is an uneasy task in the 
Arab world. In much of the region’s 
patriarchal societies, women are 
confined to household chores, such 
as cooking, cleaning and raising 
children, while men have the final 
say in all family matters.

In Jordan, a moderate state ruled 
by progressive and Western-edu-
cated royals, women hold senior 
public posts. For example, there are 
women cabinet ministers, lawmak-
ers, ambassadors, judges, traffic po-
lice and servicewomen, air force and 
commercial airline pilots.

But there are no maazounas, 
evidently to spare Jordan’s royalty, 
which claims ancestry to Prophet 
Mohammad, sensitivities with the 
country’s ultra-orthodox religious 
circles as such posts are confined to 
distinguished males in the society.

Of all the region, there are women 
maazounas only in North Africa’s 
Egypt and Tunisia and in the Gulf 
emirate of Abu Dhabi. Recently, Pal-
estinians appointed their first wom-
an marriage officer in Tahrir Hamad, 
33, who is already pointing to “cul-
tural snags”.

“There’s nothing in the religion 
that bars women from holding such 
a post,” Hamad told The Arab Week-
ly in a telephone interview from Jor-
dan.

“The only obstacles are the cul-
tural snags and taboos imposed by 
our patriarchal society”, added the 
master’s graduate in Islamic law 
who dedicated much of the last dec-
ade to theology studies.

Since her July 29th appointment 
as maazouna, she said she had per-
formed 13 marriages through August 
12th. She’s also had five refusals.

“The grooms said they don’t want 
a woman marrying them,” Hamad 
said.

In Egypt, Afifi has performed 
2,400 marriages. But there was some 
comedy. Traditionally, the bride’s 
family picks the marriage registra-
tion official in Egypt. When Afifi 
appears, however, the encounter is 
anything but predictable. Once, a 
groom and his family, after burst-
ing into laughter, insisted on having 
photos taken with the maazouna, 
forgetting the bride, her parents, 
family and other guests.

“They all left the bride and her 
family behind and focused most of 
their attention on me,” Afifi said, 

laughing. Islam does not prohibit 
women to work in marriage registra-
tion, according to Islamic philoso-
phy Professor Amna Nossier.

“Marriage registration is about pa-
perwork and documentation, noth-
ing else,” Nossier said. “It can be 
done by either a man or a woman.”

Yet some men, such as Ahmed 
Mustafa, a day labourer from the 
southern province of Assiut, refuse 
the presence of a woman during 
marriage rituals.

“The meeting is only between 
men. A woman cannot be part 
of it, in line with the traditions,” 
Mustafa said. He was referring to 
prevailing customs in conservative 
circles in which a male cleric docu-
ments a marriage attended only by 
a male representative of the bride, 

the groom and two adult male wit-
nesses.

Intessar Amr, a university gradu-
ate from the Greater Cairo province 
of Qalubia, said she preferred a 
woman to document her marriage.

“The world is changing,” she in-
sisted. 

Islam Amir, head of the independ-
ent male-dominated Marriage Reg-
istration Officials Union, told a local 
newspaper recently that marriage 
registration is a man’s, not a wom-
an’s, job. He said Afifi’s appointment 
was the outcome of pressure ex-
erted by the wife of Egypt’s former 
president Hosni Mubarak.

Suzanne Mubarak actively lob-
bied for women’s empowerment in 
Egypt. She was said to have been 
behind the appointment of Egypt’s 

first female judge in 2003 and also 
women ministers in Mubarak’s cabi-
nets. When Afifi was given the job 
in 2008, she was the only woman 
maazouna, in Egypt. Now, there are 
20 women maazounas in the coun-
try. The emergence of female mar-
riage registration officials seeped 
out of real life and into TV drama in 
Egypt.

A TV serial, Nouna, the Marriage 
Registration Official, depicts the 
struggle of a female marriage regis-
tration official for recognition. The 
programme is comic in nature but 
it delves deeply into the suffering 
Egyptian women sustain when they 
do jobs generally reserved for men.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Tahrir Hamad (L), the first Palestinian woman justice of the peace, performs marriage ceremony in 
the West Bank city of Ramallah, on August 6, 2015.


