21

January 14, 2018

Society

Saudi Arabia welcomes women sports fans to
stadiums as social transformation proceeds
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

audi Arabia took further
steps to narrow the gender
gap, with women in the
kingdom attending an official football match for the
first time and a professional women’s squash tournament — with a
Saudi player — contested in Riyadh.
Female Saudi football enthusiasts joined their male counterparts
January 12 at King Fahd Sports City
in Riyadh to see Jeddah’s Al-Ahli
take on the Eastern Province’s AlBatin.
“I’ve been counting the seconds
since the announcement,” Jeddahbased football fan Sarah al-Ahmad
said. Ahmad, who attended the
January 13 football match in Jeddah
between Al-Ittihad against Al-Hilal
said female participation strengthens the community and provides
more recreational options.
“Why should we be different
than anybody else?” she asked.
Memes and hashtags in support of the event trended on social media, including “the people
welcome women to the stadiums.”
There were also rumblings of displeasure, many of which quoted
Islamic scripture to support their
argument, which encapsulated the
kingdom’s struggle to embrace a
moderate form of Islam.
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz last October vowed to return the kingdom to
“moderate Islam” while speaking
at the Future Investment Initiative
conference in Riyadh.
“Saudi Arabia was not like this
before 1979. Saudi Arabia and the
entire region saw the proliferation of Al-Sahwa [awakening] project after 1979 for many reasons,”
Crown Prince Mohammed said.
The Saudi crown prince was referencing 1979’s Islamic Revolution

Open doors. Female Saudi supporters of Al-Ahli queue at an entrance for families and women at the King Abdullah Sports City in
Jeddah, on January 12.
in Iran and the siege of Mecca by
terrorists that inspired a generation of militants such as al-Qaeda’s
Osama bin Laden.
“We are returning to what we
were before, a country of moderate
Islam that is open to all religions,
traditions and people around the
globe,” he said. “Frankly speaking,
we cannot spend 30 years of our
lives dealing with extremist ideas.
We will destroy them today and immediately.”
The kingdom also recently hosted its first women’s professional
squash tournament. The PSA Saudi Women’s Masters, one of the
sport’s most prestigious tourna-

ments, saw Saudi wildcard entrant
Riyadh-born Nada Abo Alnaja, 32,
in the main draw.
Alnaja, who was the first Saudi
woman to participate in the event,
was eliminated in a first-round
match by world No. 3-ranked
Camille Serme. Still, Alnaja described the event as a dream come
true.
“Never in my wildest dreams
would I have imagined I would one
day stand here, in front of a Saudi
crowd, playing Camille,” she told
SquashSite.
“When I was hitting the ball for
hours in my club in Jeddah, looking
like a crazy woman, I would never

have imagined where it would take
me.”
There was also the announcement of the first woman to head a
diplomatic mission in Saudi Arabia. Belgium’s envoy to the United
Arab Emirates Dominique Mineur
is to take up the post in Riyadh this
summer.
Such developments are part of
the Saudi Vision 2030 reform initiative, which looks to increase Saudi
women’s roles in society and the
labour market.
There were significant steps last
year in that regard, including relaxing restrictions on Saudi women,
capped with a reversal of the fe-
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male driving ban. This was preceded by easing aspects of the kingdom’s male guardianship system,
granting women independent access to government services, jobs,
education and healthcare, without
the need for prior consent.
The
kingdom’s
consultative
council has been debating the issue
of child marriages, with the goal of
raising the minimum age requirement of marriage to 18, even if the
bride or her family consent.
If the motion becomes law, it
would be the case for both men and
women but the issue of child marriages mostly affects the kingdom’s
female population.

Fashion bug spreading among Iraqi women
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

T

hey have established
their
own
cosmetics brands and fashion
styles, are paid to endorse
products and their blogs
are followed by thousands of people on social media. Iraq’s fashion
bloggers — or “fashionistas” — are
gaining ground in a country that is
mainly associated with the horrors
of war.
Noor Alazawi, a 27-year-old blogger, is one of Iraq’s most soughtafter beauty social media personalities. After graduating from Baghdad
University with a degree in political
science, she decided she wanted to
take a different path. Her Facebook
page “Makeup is My Passion” has
more than 650,000 followers and a
large audience visits her Instagram
account.
“My passion for cosmetics and
anything related to beauty care
started at a very young age,” Alazawi said. “I was clearly influenced
by my mother who has always been
keen on taking care of her skin and
looking elegant without extravagance.”
Becoming a beauty and fashion aficionada entails hard work
and persistence. “It is not merely
wearing make-up and following
fashion trends but it takes a lot of
research to stay up to date with the
latest creations in the world where
every day there is something new,”
Alazawi said.
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“I make sure to follow international bloggers such as Huda Kattan, who achieved international
fame through hard work and determination until she established her
own cosmetics company — Huda
Beauty — and created her own
brand of false eyelashes and many
other famous Arab and foreign
bloggers.”
Alazawi refused to describe herself as a mere fashionista. “It is true
that my appearances are always well
prepared, my cloths well-matched
and my make-up nicely designed,”
she said, “but I am mainly interested in teaching Iraqi women how to
highlight their beauty and take care
of their skin without much cost and
pretence.”
Iraq’s fashionistas are among this
new breed of style stars that have
been rising in the last few years
across the Arab region. They can
make a name for themselves thanks
to portals such as Facebook and Instagram while setting up highly
successful blogs and websites.
These digital celebrities are
amassing large audiences and using their influence to secure major deals by promoting brands and
products including fashion, cosmetics, cars, electronics and mobile
phones as well as trendy places and
restaurants.
“Iraqi diva” — or “Hanin” — is one
of the most famous Iraqi fashion
bloggers. She uses different names
when blogging and prefers not to
reveal her real name. Her good
looks and slim figure helped her
become popular in fashion brands
and cosmetics lines.

Rising star. Famous Iraqi
fashion blogger “Iraqi
diva” — or “Hanin.”
(Provided by Oumayma Omar)

A graduate of mechatronics
engineering from the University of
Baghdad, Hanin’s passion for fashion also began when she was young.
“I used to wear pieces designed and
tailored by my mother who played a
big role in developing this aspect of
my personality. Through her I could
keep up with fashion at a negligible
cost,” Hanin says.
The 24-year-old fashion blogger and her mother participated in
“Iraq Fashion Show 2016” with two
pieces they designed and tailored
and the event became crucial in
bolstering Hanin’s image as a fashionista. Soon after, mother and
daughter started a business of importing Turkish clothes that Hanin
displayed and marketed through
her blog.
“I actually try to mix and match
clothes from local brands available
in the market and the items available in a cloth shop owned by my
husband. Elegance does not require
big money. It is all about simplicity and coordination of colours and
items. This is what I hope to transmit to Iraqi girls through my social
media accounts,” she said.
With more than 450,000 followers on Instagram, Hanin is the marketing figure for international cosmetics brand Stage Cosmetics and
French medical beauty care company Pharmaceris. Brand promotion
and publicity results in a steady income for her and her family.
The growing phenomenon in
conservative Iraqi society has
stirred criticism with some blasting
fashion blogging as a “humiliation
for women” who are treated as a

“commodity” by publicity companies.
“The Iraqi society is very educated and cultured. There is a relative
acceptance of the tendency of having Iraqi girls promoting products
through their private social media
accounts, though a certain percentage of people are against because of
their upbringing and false perceptions,” Hanin said.

Iraq’s fashionistas are
among this new breed
of style stars that have
been rising in the last
few years across the
Arab region.
Despite some negative perceptions, Alazawi’s beauty blog gained
popularity at a fast pace. With encouragement from followers, she
recently introduced six types of
false eyelashes with names inspired by Iraqi history, including
Gilgamesh and Ishtar.
“Social media were crucial in disseminating my products and ideas
among my followers who were
also an inspiration in the creation
of some of my products,” Alazawi
said. “Things were not easy as I was
not spared from harsh criticism but
my determination and the support
of my family and friends helped me
make it.”
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.

