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Thesis Abstract

My Right to Drive:
Women Rights in Saudi Arabia Explored through the Lens of Religion

Saudi women lead severely restricted lives in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. This paper
examines the rights of women in Saudi Arabia explored through the lens of Religion
explored through the banned right to drive for Saudi women in the regime of each King
that has ruled the Kingdom (and whether the Kings granted women their basic right to
drive or applied strict restrictions on them). The paper also discusses a number of
peaceful protests from (1990-2014) organized by Saudi women and their supporters that
aimed to lift the restriction of driving in the History of the Saudi Arabia. Many female
Saudi activists have put their lives in danger to gain their right to drive and accepted the

severe backlash from the Saudi society to seek change.

“The abuse of women’s rights in Saudi Arabia is not simply the unfortunate
consequence of overzealous security forces and religious police. It is the inevitable result
of a state policy which gives women fewer rights than men, which means that women
face discrimination in all walks of life, and which allows men with authority to exercise

their power without any fear of being held to account for their actions.” (Lichter Ida)
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Section One: The Hidden Truth — A Brief Introduction On Saudi Arabia and Islam

Saudi Arabia is a nation struggling to reconcile its strict political and religious
systems with the demand for reform by the new Saudi generation. The Royal family (Al-
Saud) governs the Kingdom by an absolute monarchy for eighty-three years. King
Suleiman, the 25" son of King Abdul-Aziz is the current ruler of the Kingdom. Despite
his formal power, the King makes his decisions under the constraints of a very
conservative religious infrastructure and the Islamic faith." With a well-educated portion
of the Kingdom's population, the reformist impulse is strong and urges the government to

seek rapid changes.’

Among the changes the new generation desires is the issue of gender equality that
has been a sensitive issue in Saudi Arabia since the Kingdom’s establishment in 1932.
However, in the past twenty years the issue of women’s rights has been a long struggle
for both men and women. Seeking to legalize women’s basic human rights has been an
international phenomenon that till this day has not been settled. A necessity considered
by many to be a basic human right is driving because it allows women to move freely

without relying on others.

Women in Saudi Arabia are prohibited from driving even though there is no law

barring their right to drive. Senior government clerics have prohibited women from

' Bowen H. Wayne, The History of Saudi Arabia: The Greenwood Histories of The
Modern Nations. California: Greenwood, 2015.
2 .

Ibid., 1.



driving by issuing a number of religious rulings (fatwas) regarding the women's right to
drive. A controversial fatwa states moral corruption will occur if women are granted the
right to drive. They fear that driving might allow women to encounter unrelated men that
are not from their circle of legal guardians, which can lead to male seduction’. Saudi
Arabia’s male dominated society has struggled in legalizing basic freedom’s for women
stated to be banned by alleged Islamic laws. This prevents many women from fighting for

their rights because of the fear of the outcome of their words or actions.

However, the religious rulings of this patriarchal society did not stop a number of
women from changing the ideology regarding their right to drive. The history of Saudi
Arabia has witnessed a number of brave women organizing peaceful protests throughout
the years in an attempt to awaken a misled society. True religious beliefs regarding the
issue of women's rights are evident in the Noble Quran as well as in the Prophet's

sayings, or hadith.

The Quran says: “The believers, both male and female, are each other's guardians.
They try to make others do good, prevent them from committing sins, perform their
prayers, pay the religious tax, and obey God and His Messenger. God will have mercy on
them; He is Majestic and All-wise.”* And: “Believers, it is not lawful for you to inherit

women against their will as part of the legacy. Do not create difficulties for your wives in

’ Worden Minky, The Unfinished Revolution: Voices From The Global Fight For
Women’s Rights. New York: Seven Stories Press, 2012.
* The Nobel Quran: Surat Ltawba: Verse (9:71).



order to force them to give-up part of what you had given to them to set themselves free
from the bond of marriage, unless they have clearly committed adultery. Always treat
them reasonably. If you dislike them, you could be disliking that which God has filled

with abundant good.”

These verses from the Noble Quran clarify how Islam equates men and women
and does not prefer one over the other as biased extremists claim. Islam is a religion that
preaches gender equality and does not teach men to oppress women in any matter. The
true teachings of the Noble Quran would encourage men to treat their mothers, sisters and
wives with respect and dignity. Allah commands this in His Holy book. The verses direct
men to treat women with kindness and fairness. These verses greatly support the long
struggle that Saudi women have endured to gain their basic rights. Many believe that
banning a women's right to drive shows that the society does not treat Saudi women with

equality as Allah commands us.

Many people around the world, including senior government clerics in Saudi
Arabia, use bits and pieces of Islam and Islamic rules to their own benefit, which led to
the distortion of the understanding of Islam and the oppression of many Muslim women
around the world. Some Islamic clerics have argued that the term "equality" used in the
Noble Quran refers to the requirement of practicing the religion and does not relate to the

difference between the rights of men and women. To emphasize that, Allah urged men to

> The Nobel Quran: Surat An-Nisa: Verse (4:19).



respect women, many of the Prophet Mohammed's (peace and blessings be upon him)
hadith prove his veneration and appreciation to women through his treatment to his
wives. The Prophet encouraged men to treat women with respect in his saying, “Fear

Allah in respect of women.” and did not emphasize equality in religious matters only.

Prophet Mohammed (peace and blessings be upon him) also tackles the issue on
men being stronger and more powerful than women by saying, “Treat women kindly
because they live with you as captives” meaning women are by nature physically weaker

than men but men should not take advantage of that to treat them poorly.

Islam acknowledges the difference between men and women in other aspects of
their lives. Men are entrusted with the care of women and their families and because of
that they are given greater authority in the household. This revolves more around
women’s wellbeing and safety rather than limiting them from exercising their rights. It is
clear that the Quran and /adith have not singled women out to be treated differently from
men in terms of their basic human rights. Neither of these texts state that allowing women
to have their full rights will cause them to commit sin either. Yet we are informed that the
issue of banned women’s rights in Saudi Arabia is based on Islamic laws when clearly it

is actually based more on society’s views.



Section Two: The Male Guardianship System

Muslim women around the world practice their right to drive daily without
committing sin or moral corruption as argued by senior government clerics in Saudi
Arabia. So what differentiates Muslim women around the world from Muslim women
that live in Saudi Arabia? An appropriate answer might be “male guardianship™®, a

system adopted in Saudi Arabia of “officially sanctioned practices that treat women as

perpetual minors by denying them the right to make decisions about their own lives”.”

This system that is applied to women in Saudi Arabia differentiates Saudi women
from Muslim women around the world. This system is presented to support the argument
that a basic right is banned for Saudi women not because of Islam and Islamic beliefs, but
banned due to the fact that the country is run by a male dominated society. This system
affects women’s rights and failure to abide by the rules of the system can lead to severe

outcomes, such as the distortion of a women’s reputation in society or even prison.

Since the establishment of the Kingdom in 1932, the male guardianship system
was applied on Saudi women. The Kingdom was a poor country that was a “desert

crisscrossed by nomadic tribes, with little economic activity”.® King Abdul-Aziz Al Saud

% Worden Minky, The Unfinished Revolution: Voices From The Global Fight For
Women’s Rights. New York: Seven Stories Press, 2012.

" Tbid., 1.

¥ Bowen H. Wayne, The History of Saudi Arabia: The Greenwood Histories of The
Modern Nations. California: Greenwood, 2015.



struggled to unify the Kingdom and work on international relations. Back then the issue

of women’s rights was not even on Saudi society’s radar.

Dr. Al-Jawhara Bubshait, a faculty member at the College of Education, King
Faisal University in Dammam, Saudi Arabia argues that “The women’s rights obstacles
were attributed to the social and economic conditions in the Arabian Peninsula, on one
hand, and the customs and traditions that prevailed before the establishment of the Saudi
state, on the other”.” Which points the finger at a society that lead to categorizing women

as housewives, that only took care of their husbands and children, while requiring them to

be focused on practicing Islam and teaching it to their children.

During King Abdul-Aziz’s era, the goal for change was mainly regarding foreign
affairs and political strategies based on the Wahhabi interpretation of Islam. The
production of oil was one of the highest priorities for his Highness. The issue of women’s
rights was not high on His Highness’s agenda, because many women believed that they
were only housewives. After King Abdul-Aziz’s death in 1953, his sons were to rule the

Kingdom in chronological succession.

’ Bubshait, Al-Suwaiyeh, Morris, Al-Bishr, Ferguson, Montagu, Maud, Al-Jeraisy, Al-
Ameel, Brinji, Tsujigami, Al-Fayez, Al-Aloola, Al-Saqaf, Al-Shihri, Hsu, Woman in
Saudi Arabia: Cross-Culture Views. Lebanon: Ghainaa Publications, 2008.



Section Three: The Kings — King Faisal Al Saud

The Kingdom was not politically or economically stable until the rise of his son
Faisal who was crowned the king of Saudi Arabia in 1958. Saudi Arabia’s economy,
international role, and importance to the West rose to unparalleled heights during King
Faisal’s reign due to the discovery of petroleum. His Highness was a great man to the
Kingdom and its citizens; he ended slavery in Saudi Arabia 1962 and believed in

women’s rights based on Islamic guidance.

“Fueled by global demand for crude oil, and led by a succession of mostly able
monarchs and crown princes, the Saudi state modernized and adapted to rapidly
challenging circumstances, both foreign and domestic”.'” Those demands included the
changes women sought in their daily lives such as education. King Faisal was a very
modest man who believed in Saudi women’s rights and their right to seek independence
as long as they followed the Islamic beliefs. His Highness challenged not only
government Islamic clerics but also his own family (the males) in legalizing education for
women. The King fought Wahhabi extremists while opening public schools for girls in

different locations of the Kingdom."!

From the moment he decided to open public schools for girls in major cities

within the Kingdom, King Faisal faced backlash from clerics as well as society as a

10 1a:
Ibid., 1.

"' Vassiliev Alexei, King Faisal of Saudi Arabia: Personality, Faith and Times.

Lebanon: Saqi Books, 2012.



whole. A male dominated society found it difficult to accept the idea of sending their
daughters for several hours of the day outside their homes. Even though the schools are
separated by gender, many did not accept education for girls. Yet, boys were educated
since the establishment of the Kingdom in mosques and schools and the idea of education

for boys was accepted by all members of Saudi society.'?

King Faisal understood the importance of women’s education and did not fear the
strong backlash. He established public schools across the Kingdom for girls from the age
of 6. The King addressed the concerns of Saudi citizens about his decision by saying that
fathers would not be forced to send their daughters to school to get their education.
However, he stressed that the fathers who do send their daughters to school understand

the importance of educating women based on Allah’s decrees in The Noble Quran.

Initially society did not accept education for women for a very long period of
time, however, many women today are educated due to the decision of King Faisal to
open public schools. It was a revolutionary step that allowed thousands of Saudi women
to understand their rights and organize movements to seek their rights, such as their right

. 13
to drive.

Without a doubt, the Saudi society fears change for both religious and cultural
reasons. However, history should teach us that change is needed to move forward. The

demand to drive by women is a scary concept for the Saudi government and society, but

2 1bid.,, 2.
B 1bid.,, 3.



with the right government restrictions and proper education regarding the change, the

right for Saudi women to drive can be achieved.



Section Four: The Kings — King Fahad Al Saud

After King Faisal’s death on March 25™ 1975, King Khalid son of King Abdul-
Aziz succeeded him to the throne from 1975 to 1982. During his regime King Khalid did
not tackle the issue of women’s rights and after his death in 1982 his brother King Fahad

was appointed the King of Saudi Arabia.'*

His Highness King Fahad had supported King Faisal and had served as the
minister of education from 1953 to 1960 and the minister of the interior from 1962 to
1975. King Fahad was also an active leader during the term of his brother King Khalid as
a de facto prime minister during his poor health."” During King Fahad’s term the issue of
women’s rights rose quickly, especially with many Saudi men traveling around the world
and returning to the country with modern ideas that included a new definition for the role
of their wives and daughters. This lead to a historical moment during the early 1990’s:
Saudi Arabia witnessed the first Saudi female protest against the Kingdom’s unwritten
law prohibiting women from driving automobiles by staging a public demonstration in

which they drove their own vehicles. '

4 Zuhur Sherifa, Middle East in Focus: Saudi Arabia. Santa Barbara, California: ABC-
CLIO, LLC, 2011.

!> House Karen, On Saudi Arabia: It’s People, Past, Religion, Fault Lines and Future.
New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012.

" Ibid., 1.
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The First Women Rights Protest In 1991

On November 6th, 1991, forty-seven women of Saudi intelligentsia, all from
prominent Saudi families, were driven by their chauffeurs to a supermarket in downtown
Riyadh, the Kingdom’s capital. The women dismissed their drivers and several woman
took control of the wheel with the other gathered women as their passengers and drove
around Riyadh. These women had obtained approval from their supportive husbands,
brothers or uncles before going through with the protest. More than a quarter of the
women that lead the movement had already obtained valid international driving licenses.
Also, all of the forty-seven women had signed a petition and presented it to His Highness,
Prince Salman bin Abdul Aziz, the governor of Riyadh at the time and the King of Saudi
Arabia today, prior to the protest, asking King Fahad to grant women their “humane
demand” to drive. In the petition, the women argued the reason behind banning their right
to drive was not referenced in the Nobel Quran nor hadith, and that “such is the greatness
of the teacher of humanity and the master of men in leaving lessons that are as clear as

the sunlight to dispel the darkness of ignorance.” '’

The American female soldiers that drove jeeps in Riyadh during the outbreak of
the first Gulf war inspired Saudi women to demand their right to drive. A reporter from

BBC followed the forty-seven women and recorded their peaceful protest, however the

' Worden Minky, The Unfinished Revolution: Voices From The Global Fight For
Women'’s Rights. New York: Seven Stories Press, 2012.
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footage was later obtained by King Fahad and erased.'® The remarkable protest contained
fourteen cars. The move was planned carefully by the women as “not to be too

antagonistic to the culture” as one of the drivers explained."’

The forty-seven women were mothers, wives and educators that were covered
properly as their faith required and none of them approached this movement with any
anti-Islam intentions. After thirty minutes of having the freedom to drive, the police
along with the haya (Saudi Arabia’s male Islamic extremist that are known as special
youth police that enforce a very strict view of Islam) interrupted the movement and a
small riot broke out. The women were called “whores” and “prostitutes” by the haya and
the women defended their action by stating that driving was not prohibited in Islam and
used the prophet’s wives as evidence for riding camels and horses during their time. The
confrontation came to an end when the supportive males who were the legal guardians of

the women in the protest were taken to police headquarters and arrested. *°

The women that were involved in the protest and drove were detained on the
scene but not arrested because they did not commit a crime according to Saudi law,
however, the men were arrested because the haya believed that they had helped in

instigating the women’s movement. In order to be released, the men were forced to sign

" 1bid,, 1.
¥ 1bid.,, 2.
20 Ibid., 3.

12



documents agreeing that their women would never drive again and that they would never

. . .21
help in conducting such movements again.

The word spread by mouth within the society because the Saudi media did not
cover the protest and the Internet did not exist, at the time. The next day many haya
members created leaflets entitled “Names of the Promoters of Vice and Lasciviousness”
that were distributed throughout Riyadh with all of the forty seven women’s names,
phone numbers and home addresses and degraded them by saying that they were dressed
in shorts and that the women, had assaulted the 4aya, which was untrue.” The Islamic
extremist had to defame the women in order for the society to react in the desired
manner: many imams (prayer leaders in mosques) talked about the women in Friday
sermons at mosques around the kingdom denouncing their actions and describing them as
“whores” and the men who supported them as being detached from Islam and called on

society to fight them because they supported the women who protested.

More than 20,000 Islamic extremists and their supporters gathered outside the
governor’s palace in the days following the protest and demanded that action be taken.”
The public demands escalated and increased the pressure on the government for an

official action in response to the female protestors. This outrageous religious backlash is

*!bid., 4.

> Tbid., 5.

* House Karen, On Saudi Arabia: It’s People, Past, Religion, Fault Lines and Future.
New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012.
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one of the main reasons that the House of Saud is still cautious in pushing reform in

Saudi Arabia.

The interior minister, Prince Naif bin Abdul-Aziz, declared that the forty-seven
women and their male supporters were banned from travel and ordered the immediate
confiscation of their passports. All of the women were also put on a fully paid suspension
from their jobs for a couple of years as a punishment for their actions.** This was a
meaningless move by the government because the women were paid to stay home and the
government did not have the legal right to punish them for something that was not even
banned by the law. The pressure of the Islamic extremists had a huge effect on

government officials and the House of Saud.

The Interior Ministry in 1991 also issued a decree banning women from driving,
though Saudi legal scholars say the 1992 basic law supersedes and annuls this decree---
the text of which is not public.”> As these scholars have pointed out, the basic laws in
article 26, guarantees human rights in accordance with Islamic sharia law, and there is no

. .. . .. 26
sharia legal provision against women driving.

During the outrage of the protests, the Kingdoms Grand Mufti Abdul-Aziz bin
Abdullah bin Baz (issuer of legal opinions in the Kingdom), issued a number of fatwas

that stated that adultery is the main reason for banning the right for women to drive by

2 Ibid., 1.
2 Ibid., 2.
2% Ibid., 3.
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saying, “allowing women to drive contributes to the downfall of society; adultery, which
is the main reason for the prohibition of these practices."”” And also announcing that,
“allowing women to drive contributes to the downfall of the society. This is well known;
however, ignorance of legal rulings and the disastrous consequences of vice results in
feeling no pricking of conscience at committing sins, as does the sick-hearted libertines
who enjoy looking at Ajnabiyyat (a woman other than a wife or permanently
unmarriageable female relatives). This leads to scandals and indifference to impending

evils.””®

These fatwas are listed on the official Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’s Portal of the
General Presidency of Scholarly Research and Ifta website. Which is the source of

knowledge and information on Islamic Laws by government clerics that all Saudi citizens

and Muslims around the world should go by in addition to the Nobel Quran and hadith.

Surprisingly, there are many Saudi women who do not support the right for
women to drive in the Kingdom. Dr. Samar Al-saqaf, a dean of the female student’s
section at King Abdul-Aziz University with a specialty in anatomy and embryology,
conducted a survey that revealed that the majority of participants are enjoying sufficient
freedom within their society and that the restrictions they face are not preventing them

from exercising their rights in accordance with the society’s values and culture. Female

*" The General Presidency of Scholarly Research and Ifta. “Fatwas of Ibn Baz”. Accessed
November 24, 2015.
http://www.alifta.net/Fatawa/FatawaSubjects.aspx?languagename=en& View=Page&Hajj
EntrylD=0&HajjEntryName=&RamadanEntrylD=0&RamadanEntryName=&NodelD=4
26860&PageID=2 18&SectionID=14&SubjectPageTitlesID=21592&MarkIndex=5&0

Ibid., 1.
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participants that were part of the survey voiced their reservations about the whole issue of
the right for Saudi women to drive. Dr. Al-Saqaf quoted American researcher and
journalist Tanya C. Hsu in her chapter, Women and Social affairs; “During my stay in
Saudi Arabia, covering and not being able to drive were non issues. For the first time in
my adult life, men spoke directly to me rather than to a physique. That is respect. If I get

someone who can drive for me and enjoy luxury, should I refuse it?”

Dr. Alsaqaf also quoted Dr. Muneera Al-Amail the head of mathematics
department at the girl’s College of Education at King Abdul-Aziz University, as saying;
“I enjoy my full freedom by having someone drive for me,” she said, “driving reduces
womanhood which women should preserve. Moreover, there are other problems resulting

from this (having women to drive).”

The way these two survey participants shared their feelings on the right for
women to drive belittles the issue of obtaining the right to drive in Saudi Arabia.
However it raises the flag of ignorance on how some women approach the issue.
“Luxury” as C. Hsu stated, in being driven by a male driver is not something all Saudi
women are offered, and their banned right being described as “luxurious” shows how

others view the driving issue.

16



Section Five: The Kings — King Abdullah Al Saud

“The abuse of women’s rights in Saudi Arabia is not simply the unfortunate consequence
of overzealous security forces and religious police. It is the inevitable result of a state
policy which gives women fewer rights than men, which means that women face
discrimination in all walks of life, and which allows men with authority to exercise their

power without any fear of being held to account for their actions™.”

On August 1%, 2005, King Fahad passed away after a long battle of illness. King
Fahad ruled the Kingdom for twenty-three years, however in the last years of his life,
King Abdullah, 89 years old, the crowned prince at the time took charge of the Kingdom

making most of the important decisions.

After King Abdullah succeeded to the throne, many of his ideas and plans for the
Kingdom were modern and courageous. It was very difficult for a traditional society to
adapt to the contemporary opportunities for Saudi women provided by this new
generation of royalty that was educated, open-minded and willing to tackle the
Kingdom’s lingering issues".

The first approach the King made was to educate the society by opening the
“King Abdullah Foreign Scholarship Program” which provided Saudi citizens, both male

and female, the opportunity to travel abroad and receive the best education from the

** Lichter Ida, Muslim Women Reformers: Inspiring Voices Against Oppression.
Ambherst, New York: Prometheus Books, 2009.

* House Karen, On Saudi Arabia: It’s People, Past, Religion, Fault Lines and Future.
New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012.
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world’s top universities. This step forward was extremely important for the society to
open up to the world and understand their rights while living their daily lives based on the
religion of Islam.

Without doubt, King Abdullah provided Saudi women with the chance to be
heard. In many of his public appearances, he described the wellbeing of women as the
male’s responsibility. Women had to be respected because, as the King described, they
are our mothers, sisters, wives and daughters, just as Prophet Mohammed (peace be upon
him) had guided us.

“I wish I knew why the situation of the women in certain Arab states is not
condemned by the countries of the world, and does not enrage their citizens. Why do the
human rights activists ignore their suffering as though they do not even exist? Why isn’t
the cry of these millions of women heard, and why isn’t it answered by anyone, anywhere
[in the world]? Why? Why? Why?*!. Wajeha Al-Huwaider is a Saudi born woman that
lives in Bahrain and holds an MA in Education from George Washington University. She
has developed a reputation in the Arab world as a fiery activist in the drive for human
rights and women rights*>. The League of Demanders of Women’s Right to Drive Cars
was formed as part of a larger organization started by Al-Huwaider. With King Abdulla

in the throne, Saudi women activists saw an opportunity to shed light on the issues of

3! Lichter Ida, Muslim Women Reformers: Inspiring Voices Against Oppression.
Ambherst, New York: Prometheus Books, 2009.
2 Ibid. 1
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women’s rights again after nearly seventeen years after the first protest took place in
Riyadh in 1991.

On August 4, 2006, Al-Huwaider stood alone with a placard that read “Give
Women Their Rights” *which lead to her detainment by the haya after which she was
shortly released. This did not stop her from demanding Saudi women’s rights, which led

her to support the second female protest to drive in the history of Saudi Arabia.

The Second Women Rights Protest In 2011

On May 19, 2011 Manal Al-Sharif, who holds an international drivers license,
drove in protest of the ban and publicized her action by posting a video on YouTube
showing her experience driving on the streets of Riyadh. Al-Sharif is a computer security
expert and divorced mother in her thirties. After posting her experience, many other
Saudi women in different cities of the kingdom took their phones and pushed the record
button, documenting themselves behind the wheel.*

On May 21, 2011 Al-Sharif was inspired by the large number of women that
supported her and documented herself driving again along with her brother and young
children. However, her second attempt was not successful, she was stopped by traffic

police and detained by haya. She was not arrested and her brother was let go as well’>. In

the middle of the night on May 22, Al-Sharif and her brother were arrested by the

3 Ibid., 2.
3 Ibid., 3.
3 Ibid., 4.
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criminal investigation police and sent to prison, accusing them of “stirring up public
opinion and harming Saudi Arabia’s reputation abroad” **for driving and publicizing her
experience.

The decision to imprison Al-Sharif and her brother was made because of a
scheduled campaign that she had organized for women to drive on June 17, 2011. The
arrest of Al-Sharif and the government’s attempt along with the 4aya to publicly ruin her
reputation, as they had similarly done for the 47 women who had driven in 1991, did not
work. It backfired because a huge number of the members of the Saudi society, both men
and women, sympathized with Al-Sharif. The protest still took place without Al-Sharif’s
participation. More than fifty Saudi women sat behind the wheel on June 17, 2011, along
with their supportive male guardians to remove the restriction on their right to drive.”’

For months, many Saudi women drove in metropolitan cities of the Kingdom in
an attempt to remove the restriction preventing women from driving and many were
arrested. By September 2011, months after the second female protest, a senior traffic
official leaked information that the King and the Interior Ministry directed traffic police
and haya to stop arresting the women who chose to drive.”® This new directive, the first
in the history of Saudi Arabia, was the biggest accomplishment that made the Saudi
women participants very proud. However, this did not mean the majority of the Kingdom

accepted the idea of women drivers. Many women faced backlash and death threats for

3% Ibid., 5.
37 Ibid., 6.
38 Ibid., 7.
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taking the driver’s seat. This was an expected reaction by many of protestors in order to
introduce change to the society.

King Abdullah constantly spoke highly of Saudi women and their bravery to seek
change. His Highness made it clear that his responsibility was to balance Saudi Arabia’s
conservative traditions with modern culture. According to The National Geographic
article written about the King, “King Abdullah slowly expanded women's rights. Saudi
Arabia is becoming a modern, industrialized nation and about 18 percent of Saudi women
work outside the home, mostly in urban areas. The King Abdullah University of Science
and Technology is open to both men and women. Norah al-Faiz, Saudi Arabia's first
female member of the Council of Ministers, represents the interests of women's
education. In 2011, King Abdullah made the monumental decree that women would be
allowed to vote and run for office in the next election, scheduled for 2015”.*° These
changes made it very clear that developing Saudi Arabian women’s rights were on the
King’s agenda because the Kingdom was now ruled by a male figure that obviously

respected women.

* National Geographic. “Education”. Accessed November 30, 2015.
http://education.nationalgeographic.org/media/king-abdullah-womens-rights/
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The Third Women Rights Protest In 2014

On November 30, 2014, Loujain Al-Hathloul, a 26-year-old Saudi women’s rights
activist, and a social media figure with a large following on Twitter, drove her car alone
from the neighboring country, United Arab Emirates, to Saudi.*” She documented her
journey by video recording her drive and posting her experience live on YouTube for
millions around the world to watch. Al-Hathloul was engaged to Saudi Arabia’s most
famous comedian, Fahad Al-Butairi, who supported every move she made that day by
constantly sharing his encouraging thoughts on Twitter and other social media outlets
with his large number of followers.

Al-Hathloul, who holds an international driving license, was asked to get out of
her car as soon as she reached the Saudi border. Border Patrols did not know how to deal
with the situation because Saudi women had never tried to drive into Saudi Arabia before
and they were not prepared for the challenge presented by this brave woman. Al-Hathloul
recorded her experience while waiting in a room designated for females at the border
control office. She was treated with respect and was offered meals throughout the day
while waiting for government guidance to come from Riyadh regarding her actions. *'

After waiting for hours, Al-Hathloul stopped posting recordings on YouTube. Her
fiancé took to Twitter to report that she was detained for defying the ban on female

driving. Al-Hathloul was released after spending two months in prison for an act that is

“0BBC News. “Middle East”. Accessed December 10, 2015.
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-31449972
41 :

Ibid., 1.
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not even officially banned by the government. It is unclear whether the Al-Hathloul and
Al-Butairi still face charges, or if any conditions were placed on her release. However,
Al-Hathloul’s brave step inspired many Saudi women but many other Saudi’s criticized
her move towards lifting the ban on a women’s right to drive. **

King Abdullah, along with previous Kings, never spoke about the protests,
however, after she was released, Al-Hathloul commented that she is grateful for the
decree that King Abdullah announced in regards to Saudi women having the right to vote
and run for the municipal elections that were to be held in 2015. She also announced that
she would be running as a candidate.

King Abdullah passed away on January 2, 2015, after ruling the Kingdom for ten
years. Many changes were witnessed during his reign, specifically allowing women’s
voices to be heard and respected because of his encouragement to treat women with
dignity. His Highness was labeled affectionately by his people as “The King of

Humanity”.

2 Ibid., 2.
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Section Six: The Kings — King Salman Al Saud

After the death of King Abdullah, King Salman, 79 years old, took the throne and
the notoriously slow-moving country swiftly shifted gears. As a start, King Salman put a
stop to his brother’s scholarship program, the “King Abdullah Foreign Scholarship
Program”, and started a war against Yemen. It is certainly too soon to judge His
Highness’s view about Saudi women’s rights and especially their right to drive, however
many restrictions on Saudi women were put back in place such as the ability for the

traffic police and haya to arrest any woman who takes the wheel.
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Section Seven: The Conclusion
The Future for Saudi Women and Saudi Artists Working to Spread Awareness

Suliman Al-Suliman said, “Helping women to get their rights, which are ignored
or suppressed by law or customs doesn’t conflict with Islam, which does not prevent
women from utilizing their own money, driving or choosing their own husbands”.*
Al-Salman is a male Saudi Muslim activist that supports women’s rights in Saudi Arabia.
He ran for the municipal elections ten years ago with a campaign to support women’s
rights in Saudi Arabia. Unfortunately, he failed to win because of his sensitive and
controversial goals.

Al-Salman is the creator of the group Ansar Al-Marah, a civil society for
women’s rights in Saudi Arabia with twenty-one members. Many of the members are
male activists and academists that aim for change when it comes to rights for women in
the Kingd0m44. Reformer, Lichter Ida writes, “Beforehand, there was no justification for
women driving cars, but women have begun going to work, to their jobs, their shops, to
the market. We are living in modern cities. Our demand to allow women to drive is a
pressing and natural demand. It is a woman’s natural right to drive a car™.”

In a television debate in May 2007, Al-Salman was one of three people on screen.

Al-Salman championed for thousands of Saudi women and argued that women would

* Lichter Ida, Muslim Women Reformers: Inspiring Voices Against Oppression.
Ambherst, New York: Prometheus Books, 2009.
44 1
Ibid., 1.
* bid., 2.
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still respect “Islamic moral values when they drive”*®. However, Intisar Falamban, the
second guest on the show, was a woman who said she was happy being driven by a
chauffeur and did not think that Saudi women needed to operate their own vehicles.*” Dr.
Sleiman Al-Eid, the head of the Islamic Culture Department at King Saud University,
was featured as the third guest and he warned the Saudi society “women driving would
erode the system of modesty.**” Al-Sulaiman disputed their views on the issue by
insisting “it is not feasible, that women should rely on a male figure to drive them
everywhere”. ¥ However, it was difficult to change the mindset of a society against the
right for women to drive and he could not convince them that the right for driving was a
basic human right that should be granted to Saudi women. *° Clearly, as this paper has
asserted, it is easy to consider that the Saudi society is against anything new, especially
when it comes to freedom for women.

Many Saudi artists have used art and design as a way to communicate their ideas
and thoughts on Saudi women’s rights. Areej Adel is a Saudi photographer that has
worked on a series of photographs under the title “A Queen, But ...”. The series of
photographs focuses on the life of Saudi women, contrasting their portrayal to many

people around the world as women who are driven around by chauffeurs, do not work

and are treated like a queen. Adel challenges this image and shows that the stereotype of

4 1bid., 3.
7 1bid., 4.
 Ibid., 5.
* Ibid., 6.
% Ibid., 7.
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a Saudi woman is not true, because the most basic right of leaving her house is not up to
her. (Figure 1).

Adel describes her series of photographs as “a story of a Queen who views the
crown as a symbol of her power, and the suggestion that everything is under control of
the crown. But in Adel’s art this Queen in fact is powerless and is treated like a juvenile.
In this series, you can see the irony of how this “Queen” is perceived by herself and
others. Sometimes she feels her situation is perfectly acceptable and doesn’t understand
that her rights are being suppressed.’'” (Figures 2 and 3). “A Queen, But ...” captures the
paradox of how Saudi women are perceived by others while in reality they are denied
basic rights. The photos also capture how a the lifestyle od Saudi women is not always as
glamorous and full of luxury as others see it. (Figure 4) >

To seek change, it is necessary to educate the Saudi society that a woman is
capable of practicing Islam while exercising her basic rights, and that it is not a matter of
one over the other. Over the past 10 years, many male Saudi’s have been educated on the
idea of accepting women not just as wives that belonged at home, but as business women,
artists, designers, athletes and now political figures that have a voice in the society.

The future for Saudi women looks promising. Being a part of the 2015 municipal
election, both voting and running as a candidate, is a monumental accomplishment for

Saudi women. On December 13, 2015 many Saudi women were driven by their

o1 Areej Adel. “A Queen, But ...”. Accessed December 7, 2015.
http://areejadel.wix.com/areej-photography#!portraits/c 199t
52 :

Ibid., 1.
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chauffeurs to vote for the very first time for the municipal elections. The ideology of
having the right to vote and being equal to a man on this matter is a huge success for
Saudi Arabia and women in general.

To conclude, it is fair to state that Islam did not guide its followers to mistreat
women, on the contrary, the men are without question instructed to respect women. Since
the Kingdom's establishment, King Abdulaziz Al-Saud aimed to build his reign based on
ruthlessness and religion to reunite the country under the House of Saud. As the founder
of the Kingdom, King Abdulaziz used religion to form the Kingdom, however, today
religion is used as an excuse for any government restriction. It is easy for olama and
government officials to use Islam as a defense that cannot be debated or argued against
by society. Anyone in Saudi Arabia who tries to question the olama or a decision that
was made based on Islamic Law would be considered a liberal. Today, many educated
and sensible men and women are categorized as liberal because they have open-minded
ideas and thoughts on the Kingdom.

During King Faisal’s reign, many of the decisions he made for the Kingdom to
become a more modern Saudi Arabia were considered liberal and untraditional. Many
male royals disagreed with the King at the time, but his beliefs and vision for Saudi
women made a huge impact on the Saudi society. His decision to open public schools for
girls allowed many Saudi women today to become doctors, teachers and businesswomen.

However, the consequence of having an open-minded King that sought change for the
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country came with a price. The murder of King Faisal by his nephew, who wanted to start
broadcasting live in Saudi Arabia, ended his term quickly.

King Fahad's twenty-three years of ruling Saudi Arabia came with many
advantages and disadvantages as previously discussed. The biggest disadvantage was that
Saudi women had many restrictions on how to live their lives. During King Fahad's term,
many of the religious extremists had their voices heard by the society, which led to the
unacceptable changes that many Saudi activists are seeking to revert today.

In the past ten years, the late King Abdullah managed to shift the majority of
society’s views towards more open minded and educated approaches. Because of the
King's scholarship program that sent his young citizens all over the world, many other
countries had the opportunity to learn firsthand about Saudi Arabians and their culture.
Also, many Saudis had the chance to create awareness for different social issues and
rights that require change.

The future for the Kingdom is unpredictable and with many current crises around
the borders of Saudi Arabia, it is difficult to speculate how the issue of women’s rights is
going to evolve. But the new generation of Saudi Arabia is constantly seeking change for
a better life and understanding Islam and all of its teachings to fully comprehend and
accept the changes that need to occur for women so they may acquire their basic human

rights.
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Figures

Figure 1. A Face of Soul, “A Queen, But ...”, 2015.

Photo printed with permission of the artist.

Figure 2. I Own Me, “A Queen, But ...”, 2015.

Photo printed with permission of the artist.
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Figure 3. The Inferior Salon, “A Queen, But ...” , 2015.

Photo printed with permission of the artist.

Figure 4. I Don’t Like The Back Seat, “A Queen, But ...”, 2015.

Photo printed with permission of the artist.
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