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A more equal future for Saudi women

Tunisia tops
Arab women’s 
representation
in parliament

D
espite its strict 
patriarchal social 
structure and 
gender segregation, 
life for women in 
Saudi Arabia is 

beginning to shift in ways that 
seem small to an outside 
observer but mark significant 
changes for the ultraconserva-
tive Gulf state.

Increasingly worldly, well-
educated Saudi women, who have 
historically had no choice but to 
don the hijab in public, are chal-
lenging longstanding conven-
tions. Inspired by access to the 
internet and travel abroad, a new 
generation of young, ambitious 
women is steadily pushing the 
boundaries of Wahhabi-imposed 
dress codes.

The government has provided 
a small amount of room in which 
to experiment, especially as more 
women join the workforce. The 
number of working women in 
Saudi Arabia rose by 50% from 
2010-15.

With the notorious religious 
police stripped of the power to ar-
rest people for alleged immodest 
dress, dozens of female entrepre-
neurs are selling colourful abayas 
and robes reminiscent of the 
creative designs found across the 
Gulf in Iran.

This creeping liberalisation 
has not happened in a vacuum. 
The precipitous drop in global oil 
prices has forced Saudi Ara-
bia’s leadership to diversify the 
economy and getting women into 
the workforce will be indispensa-
ble to accomplishing this.

One component of Vision 2030, 
Saudi Arabia’s plan to become 

less dependent on oil rev-
enues, involves forming closer 

ties and partnerships with Cana-
dian, US, British and European 
firms. These potential economic 
partners have far more liberal and 
egalitarian views on gender and 
the current Saudi system of gen-
der discrimination threatens to be 
a major obstacle to these efforts.

The kingdom’s international 
critics increasingly call attention 
to incidents of sexism in Saudi 
Arabia, and foreign companies that 
find themselves implicated have to 
answer difficult questions at home. 
What should be most concerning 
to the Saudi government is the 
risk that these cultural differences 
prove too much for potential inves-
tors to overlook. Looking beyond 
Saudi women, the difficulties fac-
ing international businesswomen 
operating in the country is an 
obvious disadvantage.

However, by its own conserva-
tive standards, Saudi Arabia has 
made progress. Women are now 
allowed to work in the hospital-
ity and retail sectors and female 
lawyers were granted licences to 
practise starting in 2013. They can 
be hired as newspaper editors and 

television show hosts. More areas 
of study, including law and archi-
tecture, are now open to women in 
Saudi universities.

Saudi women have proven them-
selves whenever they have had the 
opportunity. Business leaders such 
as Princess Reema bint Bandar Al 
Saud, who formerly led the Riyadh 
branch of the London-based Har-
vey Nichols department store and 
now sits on Uber’s public policy 
advisory board, have made a name 
for Saudi women in the business 
world.

The government has tried to 
make commuting to work easier 
for women, who are still not al-
lowed to drive, including its recent 
$3.5 billion investment in Uber. 
Providing commuting options 
will never be as effective as taking 
much bolder steps, such as allow-
ing women to drive.

Saudi Arabia is not the only 
conservative Islamic country to 
face difficult questions on wom-
en’s rights but neighbours such 
as Jordan and Oman can provide 
examples for approaching these 
issues.

Oman ratified legislation in 2005 
that opened considerable oppor-
tunities for women within the 
confines of sharia, and Jordan is 
home to a robust feminist move-
ment instrumental in pushing gen-
der boundaries. Kuwaiti women 
obtained the vote in 2005.

Tunisia has been ahead of much 
of the Arab world, legislating pro-
gressive women’s rights measures 
in 1956, banning polygamy and 
allowing women to seek divorce. 
A law passed this year in Tunisia 
aims to make sure 50% of local 
council seats are occupied by 
women.

None of these countries have 
perfect records in family law or 
women’s rights in the workplace 
but they do have strong women’s 
movements that tirelessly strive 
for change.

Saudi Arabia should allow its 
budding social movements for 
women’s rights to take shape and 
influence the fabric of society. 
All the royal decrees in the world 
will not secure real liberties or 
participation unless ultraconser-
vative Saudis can be convinced 
of their merits. Beyond driving, 
that means continuing to limit the 
power of the religious authorities, 
freeing jailed activists and sup-
porting these movements in their 
push for changes.

Changing social attitudes will 
pave the way for cultural accept-
ance of women taking a greater 
role in society. For the Saudi 
economy to truly engage with the 
global marketplace beyond the oil 
industry, it must catch up with the 
rest of the region and the planet. 
That means removing the obsta-
cles keeping half of the population 
from contributing to what could be 
a very bright economic future.
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businessman based in Paris 
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export business for more than 
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North African civil society as an 
advocate of increased regional 
integration.
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F 

ollowing the formation 
of the new government 
in Tunisia, four members 
of parliament were given 
ministerial portfolios and 

replaced by women in the legis-
lature. This brings the share of fe-
male MPs to one-third of the total 
number of parliament members, 
which is the largest proportion in 
the Arab world.

The new members sworn into the 
Assembly of the Representatives of 
the People are Hajer Ben Cheikh 
Ahmed (Afek Tounes), Lamia Dridi 
(Democratic Alliance), Karima Tag-
gaz (Ennahda Islamist party) and 
Faten Oueslati (Al-Joumhouri).

The four female MPs are filling 
the seats of Riadh Mouakhar, Me-
hdi Ben Gharbia, Saida Ounissi and 
Iyed Dahmani.

That increased the number of 
Tunisian women in parliament to 
73 of the overall 217 seats (33.6%), 
in comparison to an average female 
representation of 27% in the na-
tional parliaments of the European 
Union.

With this increase in the female 
representation in parliament, Tu-
nisia shows again that it is ready to 
join the ranks of countries led by 
strong-minded women.

Over the years, progress in wom-
en’s rights in the North African 
country has been widely recog-
nised as significant and it has set a 
standard for other countries in the 
Arab region.

In July, Habib Essid, then the 
prime minister, lost a vote of con-
fidence and stepped down to make 
way for a unity government. The 
transition was an opportunity to 
enhance women’s progress.

With a significant number of 
women in executive positions of 
responsibility, the cabinet of new 
Prime Minister Youssef Chahed 
proved to be a milestone: Women 
are 23% of ministers and 19.5% of 
the new cabinet.

The youngest member of the 
government is Saida Ounissi, 29, 
who was elected to parliament in 
2014 and has been nominated as 

state secretary in charge of private 
initiative in the Employment and 
Vocational Training Ministry.

The roots of Tunisia’s pioneer-
ing model in women’s rights reach 
back to the beginning of the 20th 
century. It was then that Tahar 
Haddad, a scholar of Tunisia’s Zi-
touna mosque, called for freeing 
women from all of their traditional 
bonds.

In Our Women in the Sharia and 
Society, published in 1929, Haddad 
advocated formal education for 
women and maintained that Islam 
had been distorted and misinter-
preted.

In the name of Islam, Haddad de-

nounced abuses against women as 
“repudiation”, in which a husband 
could divorce his wife without 
grounds or explanation, sending 
her back to her family or leaving 
her for another wife.

Building upon the positive at-
mosphere created by Haddad’s 
writing, Tunisian women advanced 
their own cause significantly by 
playing active roles in the country’s 
struggle for independence.

As a result of strenuous efforts, 
an inclination to act towards the 
best for the country, and the re-
markable foresight demonstrated 
by Tunisia’s first president, Habib 
Bourguiba, women benefited al-

most immediately from the coun-
try’s independence.

In a speech in August 1956, Bour-
guiba paid special tribute to the 
role of women in the independ-
ence struggle and issued a Code of 
Personal Status to “remove all in-
justices” and promulgate “laws re-
habilitating women and conferring 
upon them their full rights”.

Fifty-five years after independ-
ence, the 2011 revolution provided 
women with a new opportunity to 
keep their rights and gain political 
and civil participation.

Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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A December 2014 file picture shows Tunisian deputies attending a parliamentary session.
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