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Sensitive issue. A Saudi woman takes pictures of a car at a showroom in Riyadh, on October 5.   (Reuters)

Issue of women 
driving sparks ‘healthy’ 
debate in Saudi Arabia

Two Muslim 
women are out 
to prove Arab 
engineers have 
the right stuff

Abu Dhabi

T 

he debate created by the 
issue of women being al-
lowed to drive in Saudi 
Arabia has sparked “con-
fusion,” which is “out-

standing,” said Abdul Al Lily, an 
associate professor at King Faisal 
University in the Eastern Province 
of Saudi Arabia.

“People have started to be uncer-
tain, which from an academic per-
spective, is a healthy matter. It’s a 
healthy thing in a society,” Al Lily 
said.

Saudis are “confused,” Al Lily 
said, because people do not know 
what the implications of the royal 
decree allowing women to drive 
are. “People are worried about the 
ramifications,” he said.

In Saudi culture, there is an ex-
pression that says you cannot judge 
something unless you are aware of 
it, Al Lily said, “and it is impossible 
to have a full awareness of women 
driving. This is why people are wor-
ried. They are concerned about the 
future because they don’t know.”

Saudis are confused, Al Lily said, 
because they are not sure if women 
driving is purely a social issue or a 
religious one. “This is a main con-
cern,” he said. “They want to un-
derstand: Will the implications not 
be consistent with religious values 
and norms?”

Reuters reported that the decree 
“stipulated that the move must 
apply and adhere to the necessary 
sharia standards.” It gave no details 
but said a majority of the Council of 
Senior Religious Scholars — Saudi 
Arabia’s top clerical body — had ap-
proved it.

Al Lily, who was born and raised 
in Al Ahsa in the Eastern Prov-
ince, said his doctoral dissertation 
looked at technology and gender 
and how technology has connected 
men and women in Saudi Arabia, 
especially in academic environ-
ments. He is the author of “The Bro 
Code of Saudi Culture: 300 Rules on 
How the Human Body Should Act 
Inside Arabia.”

He said Saudis will wonder how 
women driving will relate to other 
issues. “In Saudi Arabia, it is so-
cially unacceptable if women cycle 
or ride a horse but now that driving 
is OK, does this imply that cycling 
is OK and horseback riding is OK? 
If women driving is fine but horse-
back riding is not fine, how do you 
balance it? How do you make sense 
of it?” he asked.

Saudi society has experienced so-
cial resistance when major changes 
are introduced. When female edu-
cation was introduced, Saudis were 
confused, Al Lily said.

The Ministry of Education was 
established in the 1950s but the 
first state-run school for girls did 

not open until 1960. To make Sau-
dis “a little more comfortable” with 
the idea of educating girls, Al Lily 
said conditions were set, including 
that education was not compulso-
ry, meaning girls did not have to be 
educated.

When girls began attending class-
es, it was under the Department of 
Religious Guidance not the Minis-
try of Education, which oversaw 
the schooling of boys. It wasn’t 
until 2002 that the girls’ education 
fell under the responsibility of the 
ministry.

“The thinking was that we are 
going to teach girls but authorities 
who understand Saudi culture [the 
Department of Religious Guidance] 
are going to be in charge of it,” Al 
Lily said.

In his position as an associate 
professor at King Faisal University, 
Al Lily teaches a course on the his-
tory of education and technology. 
He is passionate about his field and 
its implications on society and said 
the idea of women driving is a “fan-
tastic issue to discuss.” He said it 
was the same as other “huge” is-
sues Saudi society has faced.

“With the internet, there was 
social resistance; people did not 
want it to intervene in society,” Al 
Lily said. “There were campaigns. 
It was a huge thing. One person I 
know opened an internet café and it 
was as if he had opened a sex shop.”

Television and radio were also 
big deals, but women driving — just 
like girls’ education — is controver-
sial because it is tied to females. 
“Anything related to women in 
Saudi Arabia is sensitive because 
the fundamental issue in Saudi 
Arabia is gender. If you want to do 
anything — and if you don’t show 
consideration to gender — you will 
face social resistance,” he said.

Al Lily said people in Saudi Ara-
bia are always reminded of their 
sex. “Based on my research, gen-

der and gender issues are the most 
important, influential and sensitive 
issues in Saudi Arabia,” he said. 
“This is why women driving is a 
major thing. I have never seen an-
ything like this in my life in Saudi 
Arabia.”

Al Lily wondered, though, 
whether all women will drive. “For 
instance, it is not safe to drive on 
Saudi streets because it has been 
a male domain and, therefore, a 
competitive and aggressive street. 
This is why driving in Saudi is very 
dangerous. Maybe some women 
would like to drive, but they will 
not because they will not want to 
put up with the danger,” he said.

This debate is not just a genera-
tional, religious or conservative is-
sue. “There are so many stakehold-
ers and beneficiaries,” Al Lily said.

“For instance, some women 
might support women driving even 
though they are conservative be-
cause they do not have a father, 
husband or brother to drive them 
around town so driving is a practi-
cal issue for them. It is a necessity, 
an economic reality,” Al Lily said.

This issue will raise questions 
within Saudi society because it is 
such a fundamental shift. “There 
is a Saudi expression that says it 
is not good to run on a path where 
there are so many potential nega-
tives. Another expression says 
that it is not good to be exposed 
to something that might make you 
question your culture. These are 
two reasons that might discourage 
people,” Al Lily said.

Not all women want to drive and 
not all women like the idea of wom-
en driving, he said. “This is im-
portant. I have a feeling, I have no 
statistics to back this up but if you 
go beyond liberal people, people 
who were educated in the West or 
people who have been exposed to 
liberal ideas on the internet, I could 
guess that there are many women 
who don’t want to drive,” Al Lily 
said.

Saudi society is a collective soci-
ety. “In a collective society, it’s not 
that you say: ‘I don’t want to drive.’ 
In a collective society, you say: ‘I 
don’t want to drive and I don’t want 
you to drive’. This is a problem in 
a collective society. They speak as 
one and they are responsible for 
each other,” Al Lily added.

In less than a year, Saudi women 
will be able to decide whether they 
want to sit behind the wheel but 
their choices may surprise some.

“This is something that the inter-
national media might not want to 
hear but Saudi women who want 
to drive or don’t want to drive have 
their reasons beyond religion, be-
yond politics, beyond simple ob-
servations,” Al Lily said. “This issue 
has so many sides but it is a fantas-
tic issue.”

Michael Jabri-Pickett is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Abu Dhabi.

I 

t’s like the Super Bowl but it’s 
called the PetroBowl. Instead 
of American football players, 
the competitors are students 
from around the world, in-

cluding Arab and Muslim women, 
representing their respective uni-
versities.

Following a win in the region-
al qualifying match in March in 
Manama, Bahrain, a team of two 
women and three men from Abu 
Dhabi’s Petroleum Institute (PI) 
travelled to San Antonio, Texas, 
October 9-11 to square off against 
31 teams representing six regions 
from around the world. In addi-
tion to the PI team, groups from 
King Fahd University of Petroleum 
and Minerals, the Texas A&M Uni-
versity at Qatar and the American 
University in Cairo qualified for the 
finals from the competition’s Mid-
dle East region.

Organised by the Society of Pe-
troleum Engineers, the competi-
tion tests students’ knowledge 
on technical and non-technical 
aspects of the oil and gas industry 
through a series of fast-paced quiz 
competitions.

The brightest engineering brains 
gather once a year for the three-
day competition. Previous winners 
of the PetroBowl Championship, 
which originated in 2002, include 
Texas Tech University, Universidad 
Nacional Autonoma de Mexico in 
Mexico and Universidade Federal 
do Rio de Janeiro in Brazil.

Abu Dhabi team member Rabab 
Qaddoura is studying petroleum 
engineering at the PI. She said her 
ambition is to become a profes-
sor. Trying to help audiences in 
the West see Arabs and Muslims 
as they truly are is an opportunity 
she welcomes. Too often the Arab 
world is pictured the wrong way, 
she said.

“Arabs are viewed as uneducated 
and uncivilised,” said Qaddoura, 
21. “Not all of us live in tents. We 
can have intellectual conversa-
tions. We are knowledgeable with 
matters that occur around the 
world more than many other socie-
ties.”

Because she sees herself as an 
educator, Qaddoura said she rec-
ognised that her trip to the United 
States is a teaching moment for her 
and the more than 600 participat-
ing students.

“As a team from an Arab country, 
we have an obligation to present 
what we have been raised on and 
show the world that we are not re-
ally who they think we are. We are 
a bunch of really funny people,” 
Qaddoura said.

Her fellow team member Deena 
Elhossary, 21, who is also studying 
petroleum engineering, said she 
wants to become a scientist. She 
was extremely nervous about com-
peting, she said, because “I really 
want to make my parents, instruc-
tors and institution proud.”

Elhossary, who was born in Am-
man, Jordan, but holds an Ameri-
can passport, said she and her 
teammates worked long and hard 
to get to this point. “We spent 
countless hours studying a wide 
range of topics. We met frequently 

to practise for the competition and 
develop a strategy that would help 
us win the PetroBowl. We also had 
to dedicate all of our free time to 
prepare for this competition,” she 
said.

She said the PetroBowl is a “great 
honour and privilege to represent 
the UAE as well as the Muslim and 
Arab worlds.”

Although Qaddoura has travelled 
to the United States before, this 
was the first time she went without 
her family. She said to do so was 
“terrifying but interesting.”

She confessed she was “incredi-
bly nervous” about the event. “The 
qualifier was a nerve-wracking pro-
cess, where the competition was 
not merciful,” Qaddoura said.

In Texas, the competition will be 
that much tougher. “The partici-
pants come from all over the world. 
The teams come in fully trained 
and prepared, which makes it very 
intimidating to be around them,” 
Qaddoura added.

The three men on the team are 
Omar Chaabi, Waleed Diab and Sul-
tan Loobari.

Qaddoura said she was thrilled 
to participate because it gives her a 
chance to try to change how non-
Muslims view her religion.

“The media and most of the pop-
ulation in the West have been very 
harsh on the Muslim world for the 
past 20 years or so,” said Qaddoura, 
who is Jordanian. “The propagan-
da that portrays Muslims as un-
educated and barbarians has put a 
lot of restrictions on Muslims who 
wanted to pursue their education 
or move to foreign lands to provide 
for their families.

“People come from all over 
the world [to the PetroBowl] to 
compete… and share knowledge. 
Therefore, as a Muslim participant, 
I have a responsibility to represent 
the Muslim world for what it really 
is. It cares for its individuals and 
their education, desires, prosperity 
and, most importantly, it wishes… 
for a peaceful world.”

Geopolitics aside, the champi-
onship in San Antonio is a chance 
to show off the “type of education 
that is provided for students in the 
UAE,” Qaddoura said.

“Going to the US to represent the 
UAE created a sense of giving back 
to the country that has given so 
much for students to pursue their 
education. I am forever grateful for 
the UAE for giving me continuous 
opportunities that allowed me to 
explore my options and chase my 
dreams.”

Elhossary said she is proud to be 
competing with her fellow PI stu-
dents because they are passionate 
and hard-working. “They all strive 
for success, and are in it to win it,” 
she said.

People have started to be 
uncertain, which from an 
academic perspective, is 
a healthy matter.

Abdul Al Lily, associate 
professor at King Faisal 
University
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aspects of the oil and 
gas industry through 
a series of fast-paced 
quiz competitions.


