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A 

5-year grass-roots move-
ment might finally yield 
results in Saudi Arabia 
if the kingdom’s female 
population has anything 

to say about it.
A petition signed by nearly 15,000 

Saudi women urging King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud to end the 
country’s male guardianship sys-
tem was posted to the government 
on September 25th. This came af-
ter an unsuccessful attempt by a 
Riyadh-based activist to deliver it 
personally to the royal court.

Saudi women’s activist Aziza 
al-Yousef, who had taken the peti-
tion to the court, told the Agence 
France-Presse news agency that 
the petition calls for a Saudi woman 
to be treated “as a full citizen and 
decide an age where she will be an 
adult and will be responsible for her 
own acts”.

Under Saudi law, all females 
must have a male guardian — a fa-
ther, brother or husband, or even 
a son. Girls and women are forbid-
den from travelling, conducting of-
ficial business or undergoing cer-
tain medical procedures without 
their guardian’s permission

The Arabic hashtag “Saudi wom-
en want to abolish the guardian-
ship system” trended on social 
media for months, particularly 
Twitter, which has an estimated 
2.4 million active Saudi users, the 
highest number of any country in 
the region.

Newspaper columns and articles 
highlighting the male guardianship 

issue have been frequent in recent 
months, a possible indication of 
government support.

In Al-Watan daily, based in Abha 
in southern Saudi Arabia, Abdullah 
al-Alweet called for the guardian-
ship system to be dropped. “Op-
posing voices could also be heard in 
some quarters. The opposition was 
not based on any valid sharia prin-
ciple but was rooted in the general 
suspicion of women in society,” he 
wrote.

Writing in the Riyadh-based Al 
Jazirah, Saudi female journalist Na-
hid Bashatah rebutted the words 
of Chairman of the kingdom’s Na-
tional Society for Human Rights 
Muflih al-Qahtani, who said in an 
interview with local media that the 
male guardianship system aimed to 
protect and help women.

“I call upon Qahtani to pay a quick 
visit to the female waiting rooms in 
our courts and listen to the painful 
stories of injustices inflicted upon 
those poor women because of male 
guardianship,” Bashatah wrote.

“Some men are completely irre-
sponsible and immature. How can 
we give them guardianship over 
women?” she asked.

The issue has shown some 
clear divisions within Saudi Ara-
bia’s religious establishment. In 
an interview with the widely cir-
culated Okaz newspaper, Grand 
Mufti Abdulaziz al-Sheikh, the 
kingdom’s highest religious author-
ity, described calls to drop the male 
guardianship system as a “crime 
against the religion of Islam” and 
branded the move as an existential 
threat to Saudi society.

But Sheikh Abdullah al-Manea, a 
member of the kingdom’s Council 
of Senior Scholars, told the same 
publication that the guardianship 
system only applied to matters re-
lated to marriage, emphasising that 
women are capable of managing 
their own affairs and finances.

“All rights that a man has, she has 
the same,” Manea told the newspa-
per.

“There is no guardianship for an-
ything, except in marriage, which 
has a condition that her guardian 
must approve,” he added.

“Those of us, who have been fol-
lowing the movement over the last 

five years and especially the peti-
tion to the king over the last 81 days 
know that this was an organic and 
predictable transition,” said New 
York-based Saudi journalist Jas-
mine Bager, who specialises in Mid-
dle Eastern women’s affairs.

Bager said the Saudi government 
officially stated that it would re-
move the guardianship system as 
recently as 2013. “The late King Ab-

dullah had said he wished that his 
daughter could drive, so there has 
always been support by many men 
in power. It just needed time to di-
gest,” Bager said.

The government has not com-
mented on the petition but the 
kingdom’s female populace re-
mains optimistic. “It is taking time 
but look at place like the United 
States and the United Kingdom, 

they went through so many phas-
es to get where they got to today,” 
Bager said.

“Arabs are notorious for being 
fashionably late but don’t under-
estimate Saudi Arabia. It will get 
there.”

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the
Gulf section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.
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Saudi activist and campaigner Aziza al-Yousef checks her mobile phone during an interview in the 
capital Riyadh, on September 27th.                                                                                                                                                                                    (AFP)
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Saudi Arabia. It 
will get there.”Saudi journalist 

Jasmine Bager

Let Saudi women be their own guardians

S
audi society has 
recently witnessed a 
move towards enlight-
enment. It may not 
mean much to the 
outside world but for us 

Saudis it is a significant bold leap.
This positive direction was 

manifested in two recent 
incidents.

The first was the announcement 
by a member of the kingdom’s 
Council of Senior Religious 
Scholars, Sheikh Abdullah al-
Manie.

“A woman is her own guardian 
in everything in her life. Women 
have the same rights as men, with 
the exception of marriage without 
a guardian’s consent — and even 
that is disputed,” he said.

Manie, who is close to the 
decision-making powers in the 
religious establishment, stressed 
the right of women to make 
their own financial transactions 
without the interference of male 
guardians.

Women are as competent as men 
in everything, so there should be 
no need for women to have male 
guardians.

The second positive move was 
the announcement of a professor 

at the Imam Muhammad ibn Saud 
Islamic University and Islamic 
scholar, Mohamed Ahmed Saleh. 
He stressed that according to 
Islamic law, women have the right 
to drive.

It is unreasonable to ban women 
from driving, argued Saleh, as 
they would be forced to either ride 
with male drivers or not go out.

With regards to sports, Saleh 
noted that Islam did not prevent 
women from exercising as long as 

they do not wear indecent clothes.
Women during the days of 

Prophet Mohammad used to ride 
horses or camels — on their own, 
without male guardians — so 
why ban women from driving or 
playing sports today? Such things 
are part of women’s basic rights 
and should not be a gift from 
anyone.

Saleh went further, saying 
that women have the right to 
issue fatwas — religious edicts — 

although some who agree have 
tried to restrict it to only religious 
matters related to women.

Islamic history is full of 
examples where women were 
giving fatwas, starting from 
Prophet Mohammad’s wife, Aisha.

There are a number of Arab 
countries that have had women in 
judicial roles and they have proven 
successful.

The religious views of Islamic 
scholars such as Manie and Saleh 
refute the fatwas of conservative 
hardliners who seek to confine the 
freedom of women.

The rhetoric of the hardliners 
is no longer in tune with our age. 
In fact, early on, Islam had given 
a woman the right to be her own 
guardian. Unlike today, she did 
not need permission from anyone 
to travel.

The recent enlightened 
announcements by Manie and 
Saleh, however, need to be 
adopted and reflected legally.

The vague laws that restrict the 
rights of women must be changed 
into something that clearly states 
equality between women and men 
in both rights and responsibilities.

We must get out of the dark 
tunnels of the pre-Islamic era 
of ignorance and into the light 
so that normal family life may 
resume. Sunlight is more powerful 
than cemented ignorance.

Abdullah al-Elmi is a member
of the Saudi Economic 
Association.
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View point
The rhetoric 
of the 
hardliners 
is no longer 
in tune with 
our age.

Saudi women hold national f lags as they walk on a street during Saudi National Day 
in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, on September 23rd.

Women are as competent as 
men in everything, so there 
should be no need for women 
to have male guardians.


