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Society

Women Arab sport drivers racing v taboos

Amman

S 

ome are professionals; 
others are housewives but 
they turn into monstrous 
driving machines when 
they take the wheels of a 

300-horsepower, four-cylinder, 
1.6-litre turbocharged beast.

Female Arab race car drivers are 
determined to ride out the cultural 
taboos, especially in conservative 
societies, where some ban women 
from driving a car, let alone racing 
one.

Jordan’s Nancy al-Majali, 40, a 
veteran and dedicated rally driver, 
said family support helped her 
dreams.

“I loved cars since I was a little 
girl. Instead of playing with dolls, I 
used to play with cars and dream of 
driving fast,” Majali, who entered 
her 14th Jordan rally this year, said.

“This dream was made possible 
because of the encouragement of 
my parents and friends plus my de-
termination.

“At first, some people were scep-
tical what a girl can do in a man’s 
world,” she said. “But I crossed 
this border and established an all-
women team with my friend Nadia 
Shnoudeh.”

Majali, who came third in 2015’s 
Jordan Rally as the co-driver to 
Husam Salem, said there were no 
limits to Arab women in sports.

“Women in the Middle East have 
a lot to achieve. Many have already 

succeeded in the business world 
and made it even better than men. 
Women can also excel in sports and 
auto sports is one of them but soci-
ety needs to give them the space to 
achieve their goal,” she said.

According to Federation Interna-
tionale de l’Automobile, the gov-
erning body for many auto racing 
events, Majali ranked 10th out of 12 
in the drivers’ classification of the 
2011 FIA Middle East Rally Champi-
onship, the only woman on the list.

Nada Zeidan, who was born in 
Lebanon and became one of the 
first female Arab rally drivers, says 
she and other women drivers can 

serve as role models. Born to a Qa-
tari father and a Turkish mother, 
Zeidan rose to stardom, participat-
ing in numerous rallies around the 
Arab world.

Zeidan, who moved to Qatar 
when she was 4, won the Middle 
East Rally Championship in Dubai 
in 2004 and ladies’ cups in the 
Middle East Rally Championships 
in Lebanon and Syria. She retired 
in 2010 after a fulfilling rally career.

“Of course, having an icon such 
as Nada, who was also selected as 
a torchbearer to carry the Olympic 
flame in the UK as it made its way 
towards London for the 2012 Olym-

pics, inspires many young girls to 
head to sports,” Majali said.

“We need more women icons.”
Abir Battikhi, another Jordanian 

female driver who spent years ral-
lying, became the first Arab woman 
to participate in round one of the 
FIA World Rally Championship.

“In the past, it was not easy to 
see a girl competing against men in 
a sports that was labelled as men’s 
sport,” Battikhi said. “I faced many 
challenges from family and friends 
but I managed to pursue my dream 
and prove that girls can achieve 
many things.”

Battikhi, who came in the 15th 
overall, first among women and 
third among Jordanians in Jordan 
Rally 2007, said: “The society can 
play a big role in encouraging wom-
en or discouraging them. The Arab 
world is filled with talented fe-
males, who can make a difference.”

Heba Sabbagh, a sports journalist 
with Al Rai newspaper, said female 
drivers face more difficulties than 
men in securing financial support 
in what is an experience sport.

“But the private sector should 
support females more because 
there’s a great talent there,” she 
said.

As for the society, she said fe-
male racers hoped that people 
would look beyond the gender to 
see what they are capable of. “The 
best example of support is the fa-
ther-daughter (Jordanian) team of 
Raed and Marina Habaybeh,” she 
said.

Jordanian medical student Lina 
Hadidi is one of the new genera-

tion of drivers who are entering the 
sport with confidence.

“My mother, Abir Battikhi, is the 
biggest reason for me to be sitting 
in the driver’s seat.  Her encourage-
ment and support are unmatched. 
I am learning a lot and enjoying 
what I am doing,” Hadidi said.

With a male co-driver, Hadidi 
says that sharing experience is 
good.

“My co-driver, Barkev Shadian, 
is a champion of speed test events 
with experience in auto sports. 
When it comes to learning, there is 
nothing better than having a strong 
partner assist you in the curves,” 
she said.

Another successful Arab woman 
driver is UAE’s Marwa al-Eifa, 34, 
who won the First International 
Women’s Rally held in Dubai in 
2005. The Saudi-born Eifa raised 
eyebrows with her driving skills at 
the rally.

Kuwait’s Kholoud Abdullatif’s 
talent was recognised when her 
husband and rally driver Tariq al-
Alayan asked her to be his co-driv-
er. “It was an exciting moment,” 
she said.

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues 
for more than two decades.

Jordanian young female driver Lina Hadidi getting ready for one 
of the rallies held in Jordan.

Saudi women 
seek more 
employment 
opportunities
Rob L. Wagner
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B 

assma al-Harbi had what 
she thought was a dream 
job. A rising star in a ma-
jor Saudi Arabian private 
company that owns and 

operates a string of high-profile 
restaurants and department stores, 
she was groomed for quick ad-
vancement.

Harbi, 25, and a university gradu-
ate, rapidly moved up and became 
a regional supervisor but her dream 
soured almost as quickly. Her work-
load doubled to two shifts daily, six 
days a week. Although she worked 
as a regional supervisor for a year 
and had significant responsibilities, 
a salary increase never material-
ised.

It became clear, the Medina wom-
an said, that she was one of many 
women who were being exploited 
in the private sector.

“By hiring women the company 
is making tonnes of money because 
more and more conservative wom-
en trust us (female sales representa-
tives),” Harbi said. “These custom-
ers stay longer in the shop because 
they are dealing with knowledge-
able saleswomen and not leaving 
quickly because they must talk to 
men. Revenue is up because they 
are hiring more girls.”

Harbi said she quit after three 
years of exhausting work and no 

prospect of a salary that reflected 
her management skills and educa-
tion. She remains unemployed.

Her experience serves as a warn-
ing that business practices in the 
private sector have not caught up 
with the explosive growth in the 
number of women working in Saudi 
Arabia.

Long accustomed to hiring com-
pliant expatriates, mostly who 
work in retail and restaurants at 
modest salaries, the private sector 
is under pressure from the Saudi 
Ministry of Labour to hire Saudi 
women to maintain quotas of Saudi 
employees under the government’s 
Nationalisation Programme.

Now in the position where em-
ploying women is a consideration to 
maintain nationalisation numbers 
or face fines, private businesses are 
discovering that female applicants 
are less likely to accept jobs that re-
quire long hours and low wages.

Businesses have been slow to ad-
just to the new dynamic of the fe-
male employee.

“I see frustrations on many lev-
els,” said Hatoon al-Fassi, a Saudi 
women’s rights activist. “They need 
women to work but don’t know how 
to negotiate their salary.”

Harbi said Saudi employers are 
not considering the difficulty wom-
en face in taking a job.

“A woman taking a job is a family 
decision and usually not everyone 
in the family agrees to the job,” she 
said. “The family’s priority is mar-
riage. If you’re working two shifts 
and have time for nothing else, no 
one in the family will agree to you 
taking a job.”

In many instances, Saudi wom-
en are desperate to find employ-
ment because it means financial 
independence. Many work long 
hours for low pay and do not com-
plain. According to the Saudi Press 
Agency, the Labour Ministry re-

ported there was a 76.08% increase 
in female employment in private 
business in the previous year. The 
year before that, the increase was 
23.92%.

During the previous year, an es-
timated 174,827 Saudi women were 
working in private business in the 
Riyadh region while the Mecca re-
gion had 114,173 women and East-
ern Province employed 68,000.

The increase in female employ-
ment is a step in the Labour Minis-
try’s attempt to reduce the 34% un-
employment rate cited by the Saudi 
Central Department of Statistics 
and Information.

The increase in privately em-
ployed women is also due to the 
Labour Ministry’s aggressive cam-
paign to reduce the number of 
male expat workers in lingerie and 
beauty shops. Virtually every mall 
in Saudi Arabia’s urban centres now 
employ all-female staffs.

Fassi cautioned that the Labour 
Ministry’s statistics may be mis-
leading. She said the increase in 
the number of women entering the 
workforce is likely in the retail sec-
tor with significantly fewer univer-

sity-educated females finding work 
in professional fields.

“It’s a good number because it 
shows a need for low-income wom-
en to find work. It’s filling this gap,” 
Fassi said. “But the high number in 
the Labour Ministry’s statistics are 
explained by women entering retail 
jobs and not reflective of women’s 
contributions to the economy. We 
still need a stronger level of protec-
tion.”

One weakness in the govern-
ment’s efforts to employ women 
in the private sector is the lack of 
enforcement and follow-through 
on a wide range of rights the La-
bour Ministry granted to women. 
Rights granted include women are 
no longer required to obtain per-
mission from their male guardians 
to work. The ministry also gives 

women maternity leave, mourning 
periods up to four months and ten 
days if a husband should die and 
paid leave for marriage.

“The Labour Ministry should be 
stronger in implementing its rules 
that protect women and preserve 
their dignity,” Fassi said. “The re-
ligious police still breach some of 
these laws by harassing these wom-
en by coming into shops and just 
standing there because they don’t 
like the way they dress.”

She said regulations against mix-
ing between men and women and 
fines for women who violate the 
Islamic dress code target female 
workers and not men. “It’s accusa-
tive of women, a bit hostile,” Fassi 
said.

“The reforms like [mourning] 
are a very good step towards more 
rights,” Fassi noted. “But it’s not 
very clear companies will follow 
the rights imposed by the Labour 
Ministry.”

A Labour Ministry spokesman 
was unavailable for comment.

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

A Saudi saleswoman works in a boutique at a mall in Jeddah.
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