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M
other’s Day is an 
important celebra-
tion of the pivotal 
role that a woman 
has in the life of her 

child and in society. Arab mothers 
described their experience rais-
ing their children in the United 
Kingdom and the effect both Brit-
ish and Arab societies had on the 
mothers’ decisions.

Zaheira Barok, a Yemeni mother 
of three daughters, spoke about 
her experience dealing with Ar-
abs after her divorce.

“Arab people judged me be-
cause I was on benefits,” Barok 
said. “If I was English I don’t 
think I would be judged as much. 
Being an Arab Muslim, we have 
to be more aware of society  
around us.

“Over time I decided to ignore 
what society thought of me and 
decided to raise my girls the way 
I saw fit. I found a way to answer 
people and I think this is where 
my aggression comes from. I felt 
I constantly had to justify my 
actions and decisions. Then I 
thought: ‘Why do I have to justify 
myself?’”

Barok said she had to lie that 
her daughter was mar-

ried after 
she learnt 

her daugh-
ter was preg-

nant out of 
wedlock.

“I only told one friend 
at work that my daughter 

fell pregnant out of wed-
lock,” she said. “I had to tell 

everyone else I knew that she 
was married. If I was English, I 

wouldn’t have to lie.
“My parents were angry be-

cause they are traditional but 
they never let the grandchildren 
feel the anger. My family em-
braced them straight away. Even 
though they are traditional, they 
have very good foresight. My 
parents never blamed me for my 
daughter’s actions even though 
society straight away blames the 
mother.”

Lina Slaymaker, an Iraqi mother 
of two teenage daughters, spoke 
about her experience raising her 
daughters whose father is Italian-
English.

“It is challenging raising chil-
dren of two cultures,” she said. 
“There are a lot of clashes start-
ing with religion. Even though I 
wasn’t raised very religious, we 
believe in God and we follow ba-
sic Islamic principles.

“I teach my daughters about Is-
lam but they are constantly being 
influenced by their friends. For 
example, my daughters say I’m 
homophobic but I am not. They 
think I’m weird. Although I could 
be wrong, to my understanding 
this is not the norm.

“I found it hard to explain to my 
girls that I respect people in the 

way they want to live their life but 
if it was normal then two people 
from the same gender could pro-
duce offspring. Although I treat 
homosexuals as anyone else, 
my daughters push me to accept 
them as the norm and their father 
backs them up.”

Slaymaker’s daughters have 
learnt to accept that it is hard for 
their mother to change her men-
tality and resolve culture clashes 
by coming to a common under-
standing.

“What they have learnt to ac-
cept is I need time to accept new 
ideas. I try to adapt to their way 
of thinking but it’s hard because I 
was brought up in a different soci-
ety,” Slaymaker said. “My daugh-
ters say religion was written for a 
different time but for me, religion 
applies to every generation.

“I don’t want my daughters to 
be like me because that’s impossi-
ble as they are raised in a different 
society but I want them to under-
stand my culture. If I was married 
to an Arab, I think my daugh-
ters’ understanding will be a 
lot better. If I was an Arab 
brought up in England, it 
would be a lot easier as 
I would understand the 
culture more.”

Maha al-Mufti, an Iraqi 
mother of a daughter and 
a son, explained how she 
raised them when they 
were teenagers.

“I tried to treat my 
son and daughter 
equally but there are 
certain things I kept in 
mind for my daughter 
such as reputation,” 
she said. “However, 
morals and daily 
practice is exactly 
the same. At home 
it is not 100% pure 
English, neither 
100% pure Arabic 
or Muslim tradi-
tional way of life.

“My children 
were exposed to 
both cultures 
and all beliefs. 

That’s why they accepted and 
understood our culture. The only 
difference is my son was allowed 
out late whereas my daughter 
was not unless it was with a close 
family friend. My daughter pro-
tested this. The reason I imposed 
this rule is because she is a girl 
and I felt she could be abused. 
However, in reality, both genders 
are vulnerable so it is wrong.”

Mufti said she would not have 
raised them any differently but 
would have influenced them with 
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nternational Women’s Day, 
celebrated March 8, serves 
as an opportunity to hail 
advances in women’s rights 
and voice support for women 
around the world. This 
year, the observance drew 

attention to the Middle East and 
North Africa, where some of the 
most exciting reforms and positive 
developments have emerged.

For the first time, Saudi Arabia 
was at the top of the list. Over the 
past year, the kingdom introduced 
landmark reforms for women’s 
rights and promoted women to key 
positions in government.

The process began in February 
2017 when Sarah al-Suhaimi was 
appointed the first female chair-
man of the Saudi Stock Exchange 
(Tadawul) and Rania Mahmoud 
Nashar was named the first female 
chief executive officer of a major 
Saudi banking firm, Samba Finan-
cial Group.

This was quickly followed by the 
Saudi government granting women 
the right to drive and announcing 
it would open more jobs and career 
opportunities for Saudi women. 
In February, Tamader bin Youssef 
al-Rammah was appointed deputy 
minister of labour and social devel-
opment.

The exemplary reform move-
ment is the brainchild of Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz, whose Vi-
sion 2030 aims to modernise and 
diversify the Saudi economy. A 
key part of this process is ensuring 
equality for women.

Saudi Arabia was not the only 
country to see improvements in 
women’s rights. Tunisia passed 
legislation to protect women and 
ensure equality between the sexes.

Last summer, Tunisia — along 
with Jordan and Lebanon — 
scrapped legal provisions that al-
lowed rapists to evade punishment 
by marrying their victims. The Tu-
nisian parliament also passed a law 
criminalising all violence against 
women, which was hailed by UN 
Women, a gender equity group, as 
“a major step towards achieving 
gender equality.”

Last 
Septem-
ber,  
Tu-
nisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi took on bigger 
challenges. He overturned a 
law that prohibited women from 
marrying non-Muslim men and set 
in motion legislation to reform the 
country’s inheritance law, which 
currently allots men double the 
amount of their female counter-
parts.

If legislation granting men and 
women equal inheritance rights is 
approved, it would cement Tuni-
sia’s status as a leader on women’s 
rights in the Arab world.

While women must continue 
striving for their rights — in 
schools, universities, courtrooms 
and all public spaces — their strug-
gle must also be championed by 
Arab men. After all, empowering 
women is important for all of soci-
ety. We cannot succeed unless we 
protect and invest in all citizens, 
men and women.

Lingering gender inequality in 
the Arab world taints the region 
and presents a negative image. 
Many in the West believe that 
women in Arab societies live un-
der conditions of marginalisation 
and oppression, secluded from 
public life.

The situation is not that dim. 
Many Arab women are active 
members of their societies, playing 
key decision-making roles in the 
family and enjoying the right to 
equal pay at the workplace. This 
while issues of gender inequal-
ity in the workplace persist in the 
United States and Europe, serv-
ing as a troubling reminder that 
Western liberalism has also failed 
women.

While Arab women have indeed 
faced many challenges, their 
achievements have surpassed 
expectations.

In the United Arab Emirates, a 
regional pioneer in women’s em-
powerment, about 70% of school 
and university students over the 
past five years have been female, 
the World Economic Forum’s 
Global Gender Gap Report 2017 
stated.

Since its establishment on 
December 2, 1971, the UAE has ena-
bled women to occupy leadership 
roles in the state and private sec-
tors. Women have played key roles 
in the country’s development drive 
and have held positions in govern-
ment, from ministers to speaker of 
the Federal National Congress.

From Tunisia to Saudi Arabia, 
times are changing in the Arab 
world and women are gaining 
more and more rights — a fact 
much of the world is still ignorant 
of. While many in the West have a 
distorted view of women in MENA, 
they have been busy securing 
hard-fought rights.

Looking ahead, their struggle 
should continue with the same 
urgency. Despite the progress 
made, there are elements of soci-
ety — particularly of the Islamist 
creed — that are determined to roll 
back women’s rights and reshape 
society into how it was centuries 
past.

It is up to all of us — men and 
women — to make sure their 
project does not suc-
ceed and that women 
continue to be 
empowered and 
respected in all 
areas of life.

International Women’s Day, 
a time to reflect on gender 
rights  in the Arab world

Much to celebrate. Saudi Zumba 
instructor Nouf Khayat jumps 
during a running event marking 
International Women’s Day in 
Old Jeddah, on March 8. (Reuters)
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