
21January 29, 2017

Society

Women at wheel of ‘Pink Taxis’ challenge Jordan norms
Kamal Taha

Amman

N 

isrin Akoubeh checks 
the oil and water before 
getting into her taxi and 
pulling into Amman’s 
heavy traffic for an-

other day of shuttling other women 
across the Jordanian capital.

The red-haired mother of three 
works a gruelling 10-hour shift in 
her taxi — a rare occupation for a 
woman in a conservative Muslim 
society.

“I want to break the culture of 
shame and prove to Arabs and the 
Arab world that women are strong 
and are able to work in any area that 
could be monopolised by men,” she 
said.

“Women have been able to drive 
normal cars for a long time, so why 
shouldn’t they drive taxis?”

Akoubeh is among those who 
want to turn taxi driving into an 
acceptable profession for women, 
challenging Jordan’s social norms. 
The 31-year-old widow and former 
nurse drives one of the fleet of Pink 
Taxis, which are driven by women 
for women passengers. Many of 
their customers are nurses on late 
shifts, university students or moth-
ers who shuttle children to and 
from nursery or school.

Wearing a pink shirt and blue 
tie as she navigates Amman’s con-

gested roads, Akoubeh said she of-
ten picks up visiting Saudi women 
whose husbands do not allow them 
to ride unaccompanied with male 
taxi drivers.

“I thank God that I have lots of 
customers,” she said.

Ghena al-Asmar, a 19-year-old 
student who often uses the service, 
said she feels safer riding in the 
women-only cars.

“When I finish my studies at uni-
versity in the evening or when I 
leave the house at night, I prefer to 
take these taxis because it is a wom-

an taking a woman somewhere,” 
she said.

“I don’t think there’s any shame 
in a woman working as a taxi driver. 
It’s a profession like any other pro-
fession and it shouldn’t be limited 
to men,” she said.

Approximately 500,000 women 
in Jordan have driver’s licences, 
about 20% of the country’s driv-
ers, the national traffic department 
said.

Akoubeh said some people give 
her encouragement but “there is 
always someone to remind me that 

‘this is men’s work and you should 
be in the home’.”

Jordan is relatively liberal in 
terms of women’s rights compared 
to other countries in the region, 
such as Saudi Arabia, which does 
not allow women behind the wheel 
at all.

Even in Jordan, however, con-
servative attitudes are common.

Mohammad al-Ahmad, a 50-year-
old civil servant, said driving a taxi 
is not appropriate work for women.

“We live in a conservative Eastern 
society governed by tribal customs 
and traditions,” he said. “There are 
lots of jobs and professions women 
can do that fit their abilities and pre-
serve their place in society, without 
them being seen in a bad light.”

Eid Abu al-Haj, head of an invest-
ment group behind a company that 
runs the Pink Taxi service, said en-
couraging women to drive is a ser-
vice to society.

“Women are more careful and 
cause fewer accidents,” he said. “By 
providing these cars exclusively 
for women, we are hoping to give 
women more comfort and privacy.”

The service began March 21st, 
when most of the Arab world marks 
Mother’s Day.

“We started with five cars just for 
women, with women drivers, and 
now we have ten drivers, between 
30 and 45 years old, and we’re hop-
ing to expand soon,” said Abu al-
Haj.

The concept has been tried in Cai-

ro, another conservative city where 
women taxi drivers were previously 
unheard of.

Akoubeh said she gets a good sal-
ary, health insurance, social securi-
ty and holidays and she can choose 
what hours to work. Other taxi driv-
ers in Amman say they take home at 
most $35 a day after paying a share 
of their fares to the companies that 
own the cars.

Driving in Amman is not easy. 
Home to 4 million people and 1.4 
million vehicles, including more 
than 11,000 taxis, the city is prone 
to choking congestion.

“It takes a lot of concentration 
and care, especially during rush 
hours,” Akoubeh said.

However, she said she enjoys the 
work.

“I get to know new people every 
day,” she said. “I enjoy my conver-
sations with them and hearing their 
stories and experiences.”

(Agence France-Presse)

Jordanian female taxi driver Nisrin Akoubeh poses for a photo
on December 6th, 2016, in Amman.                                                      (AFP)
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Women

The man in charge of Lebanese women’s affairs speaks out

Beirut

T
he appointment of 
a man to head 
Lebanon’s Ministry 
of Women’s Affairs 
has been greeted 
with sarcasm and 
criticism, but 
former army 

colonel Jean Ogasapian said 
women’s rights were as much a 
matter for men.

“Women’s issues are not a 
concern for women only but are 
a concern for the whole society. 
It is important to include men in 
achieving equal gender rights. Men 
should get involved in the struggle 
for equitable gender rights as much 
as women,” Ogasapian told The 
Arab Weekly in an interview.

Ogasapian, from Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri’s centre-right Future 
Movement party, is still new to 
his job. His big office was mostly 
empty, except for the main desk 
and a seating area to the side. 
Boxes and files were stacked in one 
corner under a photo of Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun, next to a 
large national flag.

Strong interest and greater focus 
by international organisations, 
including the United Nations, 
International Monetary Fund, 
World Bank and other donors in 
women’s empowerment are among 
key reasons for creating the new 
portfolio.

“The prime minister also 
reckoned that there should be a 
ministry to follow up on women’s 
affairs because it is a matter in 
which he is keen on having a 
positive input,” Ogasapian said.

He explained that improving 
women’s status in the Arab world, 
especially in times of conflicts and 
refugee crises, is a tool for fighting 
terrorism.

“Educating women, improving 
their conditions and giving them 
an effective role in society helps in 
combating poverty and ignorance 
and consequently in combating 
extremism that could eventually 
lead to terrorism,” he said.

Ogasapian said Lebanon needs 
a ministry to look after women’s 

issues for a transitional period, 
until the patriarchal mentality of 
the society starts to change.

“In Lebanon, women’s 
associations are old and have a 
long history in the struggle to 
achieve equal gender rights but 
we need to accomplish equality 
not only in the texts but also in the 
minds.”

Lebanon generally fares 
well in terms of human rights 
protection and women enjoy 
greater autonomy than in many 
nearby countries, but they are 
still woefully under-represented 
in politics. Notably, there are only 
four women serving in Lebanon’s 
128-member parliament — meaning 
less than 4% of elected seats go to 
women, a low figure even in the 
Middle East. Only one member 
of the new cabinet is a woman: 
Inaya Ezzeddine, state minister 
for Administrative Development 
Affairs.

Sexism is entrenched in 
Lebanese law, although the 
country is becoming increasingly 
liberal. For instance, marriage and 
divorce laws in Lebanon heavily 
favour men.

“Today, Lebanese women have 
big capacities, education and skills 
and have succeeded in imposing 
themselves in the private sector 
and in different professions, 
including the judiciary, medical, 
business and even information 
technology. Their potentials are 
big. Nonetheless, they are not 
able to reach leading public and 
political positions,” Ogasapian 
noted.

“The problem is in the culture 
and in the patriarchal mentality of 
the society.”

Hariri’s government is expected 
to implement an electoral law 
before parliamentary elections 
scheduled for May that may 
include a quota for women.

“We are aiming for a 30% female 
quota and hope in any case to have 
no less than 20% of parliament 
seats. However, it should be a 
provisional measure,” Ogasapian 
said.

Drawing a comparison between 
gender equality in Lebanon and 
Tunisia, which enshrined women’s 
legal rights as early as the 1950s, 
Ogasapian said: “In Tunisia, the 
laws gave women a significant 

role, whereas in Lebanon and 
because of the social structure, 
women have advanced and now 
play an important role in society, 
especially at the professional 
level.”

Challenges awaiting Ogasapian 
are big and the list of issues 
under scrutiny is long. Feminist 
movements have been pressing 
for Lebanese women’s right to give 
their nationality to children with 
non-Lebanese fathers and for the 
amendment of Article 522 in the 
Lebanese Penal Code, which allows 
rapists to get away with their crime 
if they marry the woman they 
raped.

“We are seeking the complete 
elimination of Article 522 but 
women’s nationality right is a 
complicated issue, many women 
are against it because it pertains 

to the country’s demographic 
structure. Christians consider this 
subject an existential matter. It 
will create discrepancies in the 
confessional balance,” the minister 
noted.

Officials argue that such a right 
would allow Palestinian refugees 
as well as Syrians, who are mostly 
Sunni Muslims, to gain Lebanese 
nationality if they marry Lebanese 
women, thus upsetting the delicate 
sectarian balance.

“We will raise the voice and 
carry women’s cause at home 
and abroad. Political leaders 
are becoming more receptive to 
women’s issues. It is my cause 
now, so let’s hope for the better,” 
Ogasapian said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.
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Lebanon’s Minister of Women’s Affairs Jean Ogasapian.              (AFP)

“Improving 
women’s status 
in the Arab 
world is a tool 
for combating 
terrorism.”

“Women’s issues 
are not a concern 
for women only, 
but for the whole 
society.”
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