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Saudi Women – The Victims of
Gender Discrimination

T

he recent statement of a high-ranking Saudi scholar about women’s wearing was received with mixed reaction on the social media. A number of in-

dividuals believed that this peculiar fatwa (religious decree) that
Saudi women do not have to wear abaya is iconoclastic and Sheikh
Abdullah al-Mutlaq, who issued the fatwa, will have to recant it.
Although women’s rights have been extended in recent years – for instance, they were allowed to vote and stand as candidates in municipal
elections for the first time in 2015 – their public behavior is still severely
restricted.
The dress code for Saudi women is governed by a strict interpretation
of Islamic tenets and is enforced to varying degrees in Saudi Arabia.
Women are expected to wear a full black cloak called “abaya” and a
face-veil called “niqab”. Traditionally, a woman’s clothing must not reveal anything about her body. It is supposed to be thick, opaque, and
loose. It should not resemble the clothing of men.
Women are required to limit the amount of time spent with men to
whom they are not related. The majority of public buildings, including
offices, banks and universities, have separate entrances for the different sexes. Public transportation, parks, beaches and amusement parks
are also segregated in most parts of the country. Unlawful mixing will
lead to criminal charges being brought against both parties, but women
typically face harsher punishment.
In 2008 Khamisa Mohammad Sawadi, a 75-year-old woman, was sentenced to 40 lashes and imprisonment for allowing a man to deliver
bread to her directly in her home. Sawadi, a non-citizen, was deported.
In 2010, a clerical adviser to the Royal court and Ministry of Justice
issued a fatwa suggesting that women should provide breast milk
to their employed drivers thereby making them relatives. The driver
could then be trusted to be alone with the woman.
In September 2011, a woman from Jeddah was sentenced to ten lashes
by whip for driving a car. In contrast to this punishment, Maha al-Qatani, the first woman in Saudi Arabia to receive a traffic ticket, was only
fined for a traffic violation. The whipping sentence followed months
of protests by female activists and just two days after the then King
Abdullah announced greater political participation for women in the
future. However, the sentence was overturned by the late King Abdullah.
In some cases, victims of sexual assault were punished for khalwa (being alone with an unrelated male) prior to the assault. In the Qatif girl
rape case, an 18-year-old victim of kidnapping and gang rape was sentenced by a Saudi court to six months in prison and 90 lashes. The judge
ruled she violated laws on segregation of the sexes, as she was in an
unrelated man’s car at the time of the attack. She was also punished
for trying to influence the court through the media. Saudi’s Ministry
of Justice defended the sentence, saying she committed adultery and
“provoked the attack” because she was “indecently dressed”.
When Saudi Arabia sent female athletes to the Olympics for the first
time, at London 2012, hardline clerics denounced the two competitors
as “prostitutes”. The women also had to be accompanied by a male
guardian and cover their hair.
However, in September 2017, Saudi Arabia’s national stadium welcomed its first ever female spectators. Women were assigned their own
section in the normally male-only venue to watch celebrations marking
the anniversary of the founding of Saudi Arabia.
In September 2011, the late King Abdullah announced that women
would be allowed to vote and run for office in the 2015 municipal elections. Although Abdullah was no longer alive at the time of the 2015
municipal elections, women were allowed to vote and stand as candidates for the first time in Saudi’s history. Subsequently, 20 female candidates were elected to the approximately 2,100 municipal council seats
being contested. Salma bintHizab al-Oteibi was the first elected female
politician in Saudi Arabia.
I believe that the campaign for women’s rights will be fruitful and one
day Saudi women will be able to exercise their rights and freedoms
with less barriers. I strongly support the recent statement of Sheikh
Abdullah al-Mutlaq, who is a member of the Council of Senior Scholars,
regarding the wearing of Saudi women. Wearing abaya is not mandatory in Islam and more than 90 percent of women do not wear abaya
in Islamic countries as al-Mutlaq maintained, “More than 90 percent of
pious Muslim women in the Muslim world do not wear abayas. So we
should not force people to wear abayas.” Hence, Saudi government will
have to entitle men and women equally and stop imposing restrictions
on women. Discriminating women on the basis of their gender is not
only against Islamic tenets but also against international instruments.

This is an edited version of remarks by James M.
Dorsey at the launch in Islamabad on 30 January
2018 of ‘The Role of Madrassas: Assessing Parental
Choice, Financial Pipelines and Recent Developments in Religious Education in Pakistan and Afghanistan,’ an extensive study by three Pakistani
think tanks backed by the Danish Defense College.
In many ways, the question whether madrassas or
religious seminaries contribute to instability in Pakistan and Afghanistan goes far beyond an evaluation
of the content of what students are taught and how
they are being taught. In fact, it could be argued that
the train has left the station and that there are no
magic wands or simple administrative and regulatory fixes to address problems associated with madrassas. To make things worse, those problems are
not restricted to madrassas; they also are prevalent
in the public education system.
Irrespective of which of the spectrum of estimates
of the number of madrassas in Pakistan one accepts,
fact of the matter is that many, if not the majority,
of madrassas do not produce graduates who have
learnt to think critically. Rote education produces
the opposite in a 21st century world in which critical
thinking is ever more important.
Moreover, generations of graduates coupled with
successive governments willing to play politics with
religion and debilitating conflict have helped create a significant segment of Pakistani society that is
ultra-conservative, intolerant, anti-pluralistic, and
often supremacist.
It is a segment that easily can be whipped up to
adopt militant causes as recent protests as well as
the popularity of militant groups among both Barelvis and Deobandis have demonstrated. Which raises
the question of whether madrassas alleged links to
militancy is the core issue, or only part of a far more
fundamental issue: the fact that madrassas more often than not teach an ultra-conservative worldview
that with a solid grounding and resonance in society
is being reinforced and reproduced.
What that means is that the problem is far greater
than ensuring registration of madrassas or simply
ensuring that include modern science alongside religious subjects in their syllabi. The magnitude of the
problem is illustrated in a madrassa in the city of
Jang that has a state-of-the-art computer lab. Access
to the lab and computer lessons are voluntary, yet
only a mere 16 percent of the school’s 300 students
are interested or avail themselves of the opportunity in a world in which a baby’s first demand is an
iPhone. Visits to other madrassas elsewhere in the
country show that at times English lessons that are
on the curriculum are just that. They exist on paper
rather than in practice. The language classes that do
exist often produce anything but English speakers
or children with even a rudimentary knowledge of
the language.
The question of the context in which madrassas operate is also illustrated by the fact that foreign funding is not what keeps the bulk of the madrassas
afloat. Foreign funding is no longer crucial. That is
not surprising. Four decades after Gulf states, and to
a lesser degree Iraq in the past, and Iran on the other side of the equation, poured huge amounts into
ultra-conservative religious education, a world has
been created that leads it own life, develops its own
resources, and is no longer dependent on external
funding and support. It’s the nature of the beast.
Former Federal Secretary Tanseem Noorani asserted as much as recently as last year when he
noted that the number of madrassas was increasing
faster in rural areas of Pakistan than regular public
schools. There is indeed little doubt that madrassas
fill a gap in a country with a broken education system as well cater to a demand for a religious education. And there is no doubt that there are inside
and outside of government valiant efforts to fix the
system. Hundreds of madrassas have been closed
because of links to militancy or other irregularities.
But there is equally no doubt that inroads made by
ultra-conservatism not only in segments of the public but also significant elements of the bureaucracy
cast doubt on the degree to which fixing the system
can succeed.
There has been much debate and speculation about
Saudi funding. The issue of Saudi funding has much
to do with the broader issue of ultra-conservatism as
a factor that pervades the discussion of madrassas
and more broader trends in Pakistani society. Popular perception is that Saudi funding was focused
on Wahhabism, the specific strand of Sunni Muslim
ultra-conservatism prevalent in the kingdom.
In fact, it was not, despite Saudi links and support
to Wahhabi groups like Ahl-e-Hadith in Pakistan.
Saudi funding and support focused on ultra-conservatism irrespective of what specific strand of Islam
as long as it was anti-Shiite, anti-Iran. It was that
broader focus that allowed the Saudis to, for example, support Deobandis, something that a singular
focus on Wahhabism would have precluded.

Not only was Saudi funding broader focused, it also
was in a majority of cases hands off. In other words,
a majority of Saudi-supported in Pakistan as elsewhere across the globe, were more often than not,
not Saudi-managed nor was a Saudi anywhere in
sight, even if textbooks, Qur’ans and other materials
were Saudi-supplied.
Moreover, official sources will never be comprehensive in documenting funding particularly from foreign sources. That is all the truer in countries where
financial controls and their implementation is lax. In
the case of Saudi funding of madrassas, this means
that money flows are often not transparent and not
necessarily recorded and when recorded not made
available for scrutiny. As a result, tracking Saudi
funding may never produce a comprehensive picture and will often rely on anecdotal evidence or unofficial documentation provided either by the donor
or the recipient.
No doubt, far less Saudi funding is available today, but that there is, yet, no indication that Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s vague notion of a
more moderate Islam means a restructuring of the
kingdom’s funding targets.
The effort to rewrite Saudi textbooks that are used
in the kingdom itself could indicate that change is
coming although the extent of that revision remains
to be seen. Recent statements by the World Muslim
League, a major vehicle of Saudi funding, about the
need for inter-faith dialogue and recognition of the
Holocaust point in that direction.
Yet, the record of the first three years of the era of the
Salmans, King Salman and his powerful son, Prince
Mohammed, also has markers that would suggest
the opposite. It may be that funding abroad will be
more focused on what serves Saudi efforts to confront Iran, which would put Pakistan, with its borders with Iran and the Islamic world’s largest Shia
minority, in the bull’s eye. It would also mean that
moderation may be less evident in what the Saudis
choose to support.
Over the past two decades, repeated efforts have
been made to regulate and reform madrassas even if
implementation and impact has been lagging. That
lag cannot simply be attributed to a lack of resources
and/or capabilities.
Reform depends on political will and is obstructed
by resistance from powerful and entrenched ultraconservative circles whose tentacles reach beyond
the ulema and the administrators of madrassas.
With other words, it is the fallout not only of Saudi
and Gulf funding but of government and state policies that allowed ultra-conservatism along a broad
spectrum to flourish in Pakistan. The issue here is
not simply militancy, it is ultra-conservatism that is
not by definition or necessarily politically militant.
This is nowhere more evident than in the fact that
the problem is not restricted to madrassas but is
far more universal. The U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom reported as recently as
two years ago that Pakistani public school textbooks
contained derogatory references to religious minorities.
The report asserted that “in public school classrooms, Hindu children are forced to read lessons
about the conspiracies of Hindus toward Muslims’,
and Christian children are taught that ‘Christians
learned tolerance and kind-heartedness from Muslims.”
It went on to say that “this represents a public shaming of religious minority children that begins at a
very young age, focusing on their religious and cultural identity and their communities’ past history.”
The report noted that a review of the curriculum
demonstrated that public school students were being taught that “religious minorities, especially
Christians and Hindus, are nefarious, violent, and
tyrannical by nature.”
Addressing the issues at the core of Pakistan’s religious and public education system is going to take
out-of-the-box thinking that devises ways of drawing in important segments of the ultra-conservative
community rather than alienating them. A turnaround will only truly work if it has buy-in rather
than projects a sense of imposition.
For that to happen, government policy and the implementing bureaucracy will have to have a broad
vision: one that initiates and manages a broad range
of policies and processes that seek to foster values
that are at odds with ultra-conservatism such as tolerance, pluralism, and freedom of expression rather
than just pay lip service to them. It’s not clear that
Pakistan has the political will for this, let alone that
the building blocks for such policies are in place.
Dr. James M. Dorsey is a senior fellow at the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, co-director
of the University of Würzburg’s Institute for Fan
Culture.
Dr. James M. Dorsey is a senior fellow at the S. Rajaratnam School of
International Studies, co-director of the University of Würzburg’s Institute for Fan Culture, and co-host of the New Books in Middle Eastern
Studies podcast.

Chairman / Editor-in-Chief: Moh. Reza Huwaida
Editor: Moh. Sakhi Rezaie

Email: outlookafghanistan@gmail.com
Phone: 0093 (799) 005019/777-005019
www.outlookafghanistan.net

The views and opinions expressed in the articles are those of the authers and
do not reflect the views or opinions of the Daily Outlook Afghanistan.

