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ABSTRACT

This dissertation analyzes Saudi women’s creative expressions of protest in a number of genres:
poetry, novels, memoir, blogs, interviews, videos, and the social media platform Twitter. The
aim of this dissertation is to fill the glaring gaps in scholarship about Saudi women, specifically
in areas of protesting and social change. I challenge the common or mainstream understanding of
what it means to protest and how it fits both into Saudi women’s lexicon and social contexts,
specifically I attempt to expand the definition of “protest” to encompass Saudi women’s realities.
To place Saudi Arabian feminist protest in a theoretical framework, I treat these platforms as
creative and powerful works in their own right. To theorize these expressions of protest, I draw
upon their own internal conceptual frameworks. I use these texts to explore and understand the
unique circumstances that have led Saudi women to produce a wide range of different creative
expressions that use different types of written and verbal language. As this dissertation focuses
on Saudi women’s expressions of protest, I explore both the literary and linguistic features of
creative expressions. Through these analyses I also shed light on cultural and legal barriers that
face Saudi women, such as limited access to higher education, and religious demands to limit
Saudi women’s freedom, of movement as well as their right to work and study. My method
focuses not only on protest only as a state of action, but also as creative forms of expression. I
look closely at the works under study to determine the ways in which Saudi women manage to
creatively break free from the constraints that limit them. By engaging in protest, they chip away
at these constraints as a bit to ensure their own freedom.



RESUME

Cette these analyse les expressions de protestation des femmes saoudiennes dans un grand
nombre de genres: poésie, romans, mémoires, blogs, interviews, vidéos et la plateforme de
médias sociaux Twitter. L'objectif de cette theése est de combler les lacunes flagrantes dans la
recherche sur les femmes saoudiennes, en particulier dans les domaines de la protestation et du
changement social. Je remets en question la compréhension commune ou dominante de ce que
signifie protester et de la maniére dont cela s'inscrit a la fois dans le lexique et les contextes
sociaux des femmes saoudiennes, et je tente plus particulierement d'élargir la définition de la "
protestation " pour englober les réalités des femmes saoudiennes. Pour placer la protestation
féministe saoudienne dans un cadre théorique, je considére ces plateformes comme étant des
ceuvres créatives et puissantes en elles-mémes. Pour théoriser ces expressions de protestation, je
m'appuie sur leurs propres cadres conceptuels internes. J'utilise ces textes pour explorer et
comprendre les circonstances uniques qui ont conduit les femmes saoudiennes a produire ces
différentes expressions qui offrent un emploi différent du langage écrit et verbal. Comme cette
dissertation se concentre sur les expressions de protestation des femmes saoudiennes, je suis
l'analyse littéraire et linguistique de ces expressions. Je mets ¢galement en lumiere les barricres
culturelles et juridiques, tels que l'acces limité a I'enseignement supérieur et les exigences
religieuses concernant certaines dispositions relatives a la liberté de mouvement des femmes
saoudiennes ainsi qu'a leur droit de travailler et d'étudier. Ma méthode, cependant, ne se
concentre pas seulement sur la protestation en tant qu'état d'action, mais aussi en tant que forme
d'expression créative. J'examine de pres les ceuvres étudiées afin de déterminer les moyens par
lesquels les Saoudiennes parviennent a s'affranchir de maniére créative des limites qui les
entourent. En s'engageant dans la protestation, elles ébranlent ces limites et se rapprochent de la
liberté dans toutes ses formes.
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NOTE ON TRANSLATION AND TRANSLITERATION
This dissertation uses a simplified version of the transliteration system followed the International
Journal of Middle East Studies (IIMES) system without dots and dashes to render names and
places. The exception to this is in cases of commonly used words or those where a person uses a
different spelling for their own name in translated or transliterated published works in print or on
the internet such as on social media accounts. All translations from Arabic into English in this

dissertation are my own translations unless otherwise noted.



PREFACE

This dissertation analyzes various genres of creative expressions of protest. Some of these are
internet-based and more specifically social-media based. Because of this, many of the
expressions of protest that I analyze here are in risk of being removed from the internet for
various reasons—by the writer herself or someone else, including hackers or state authorities.
During the writing of this dissertation, a number of the texts I studied disappeared. As I
progressed through the research for this dissertation, I took screenshots of everything I studied
that was posted on the internet.

In order to facilitate the ease of access to the materials I have included in the dissertation,
I built a website (www.saudiwomen.ca) which contains all of the screenshots of these materials.
I have listed them in as figures and labelled them clearly throughout the dissertation. On the
website, | have ordered them as they appear in the dissertation. One figure is found in Chapter
Two, the cover of the memoir written by Huda Aldaghfag, the remaining figures appear in
Chapter Four. The website follows the same four divisions as the four subsections in the chapter,
each devoted to one of the four main protests campaigns. Each campaign is associated with a
page and contains all the figures that are analyzed in the dissertation. Moreover, each cited item
is footnoted, and the figure number is listed there to index it to the screenshot. Further, I have
provided the direct link to the website, as well as the original link to the tweet being cited on the

Twitter website.



Introduction

"GN ey il e s Jedll e s ey s (e aaiaall el S (g ol 138 Aae JS e il grs (a3
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[We are Saudi women from every city in this country. From each section of Saudi
society, Bedouins and city folks, from the north, south, east and Hejaz, from every village
and town. We come from different backgrounds and different struggles, but the struggle
around the male guardianship system and the suffering it causes unites us. We will not be

silent until the oppression it causes ends]. - @Hayaalsobaieie ((sxusdl L)

In 2018, Saudi woman Haya al-Sobaieie posted the tweet cited above on Twitter." It calls plainly
and directly for a country-wide protest against the regulation and control of Saudi women’s
movement under the male guardianship system. She claims that the opposition to the male
guardianship system unites all women in Saudi Arabia regardless of class or ethnic background.
Here, al-Sobaieie is speaking both as a Saudi woman and on behalf of all Saudi women within a
regime that does not condone protest — a regime that is unaccustomed to people demanding
their rights.

Indeed, Saudi society has been built on obeying authority rather than opposing or
challenging it which makes any opposition or protest extremely difficult. This indoctrination of
obedience begins in the family home where, generally speaking, children are raised to obey their
parents without questioning or challenging their authority. Children are further socialized into
silently obeying authority within the schooling system where teachers — as proxies for parents
— prime children to accept and obey.? Following the formative years, this cycle of authority

exists also in the workplace and beyond. As a Saudi citizen grows older, this circle of authority

expands to include one’s boss at work, local shaykhs or the chief of the tribe, as well as extended

! https://twitter.com/hayaalsobaieie/status/967845663819091970.
? Badriah Albeshr, [Najd Before Oil]. sl 4 )a, G sl LSl Gl & gl gans Al pa:dadill Jd aas | olad gl 2013: 81-
82.




family. This then extends to the utmost authoritative figures in Saudi society--members of the
royal family.’ In Saudi Arabia, this cultural imperative to obey is rooted not only in local and
regional Arab heritage, but also within Islam as a religion. A number of Hadiths that emphasize
total obedience to a leader (<Y - »=Y)) are understood and interpreted to mean, in the Saudi
context, total obedience to the King and the royal family.* These Hadiths are frequently invoked
in Saudi popular discourse.” This means that Saudis—both men and women—have, from their
formative to adult years been primed, encouraged, and socialized to obey authority and to never
question, challenge or oppose it.

The impetus to obey that is so deeply rooted in Saudi culture is also closely tied to a
hesitancy toward embracing change—in fact, fear of change. Of course, this is a deliberate
attempt to create a society that would rather preserve their current government and system —
sometimes even actively praising and supporting it — for fear that change could be worse than
the status quo. An example of the idea of an unchanging state, is a popular and ubiquitous Saudi

‘”

saying: “lle ya Y 4P [May God not change our lives]. During the Arab Spring of 2011, it was
common for Saudis to juxtapose images of countries where there were revolts and revolutions
like Egypt and Tunisia with this slogan. The notion of “freedom” is kept deliberately vague in

official discourse. The concept of freedom is frequently contrasted with the notion of chaos and

represents security, safety, morality, family unity, and social cohesion. These are some of what

? This culture of obedience is one that is also shared within Arab culture. For example, one of the best-known
Egyptian poets, Ahmad Shawqi has a very famous poem titled “the teacher”, he says at the beginning:

“Y gy 055 Of alaall DS Saiill 43 5 aleall 23 ordering students to stand up for the teacher and pay him the respect since
the teacher should be seen almost at the level of the prophet of Allah. See:
https://www.aldiwan.net/poem15422.html

* See: Faid al-Alaywi: (32 seadl 8 &aulid) 3860 [The Political Culture in Saudi Arabia] (Lebanon: The Arabic
Cultural Center, 2012): 89.

> The important part of this Hadith reads: [l s ganlé ¢ elile 305 ¢ dhels i o) 5 ¢« Y folal s ansi]. Tt should be noted
that there is a debate about it and many specialists in Hadith refuse to recognize its authenticity as a true saying by
the prophet Mohammed: https://dorar.net/hadith/sharh/126776.




we might call cultural factors that have led Saudi society to be passive about change and to reject

acts of protests that may call for change.’

Within this larger context of obedience and fear change, Saudi women have nonetheless
operated in many different ways, both going along with and challenging these social norms. We
know that throughout history many women from the Arabian Peninsula have expressed
themselves, questioned their status, and protested injustices. Contemporary Saudi women are no
exception and have often held up the legacies of Arab and Muslim women who historically
advocated for their own rights. Indeed, women have always been agents of change; one such
example can be taken from early Islamic times. During the era of the prophet Muhammad, a
number of Muslim women reached out to him questioning the relative absence of Muslim
women in the Qur’an given that they were told that they were equal to men in rights and
responsibilities in Islam. As a response to their protest, a verse of the holy Qur’an was revealed
to the prophet. This verse combines men and women in every phrase:

u.\mlAj\J U‘JJLAM} uJ)JLAj\J U\BALAMJ u.\SJL;a”} Q_IL_\JM\} u.u.lm\} &_1\_\.4)43\} UJ.\A}AM} uw\} u.\AL.uAM u\}

{ma; \);\}a)su?@i‘n\acw

[ (35) Indeed, the Muslim men and Muslim women, the believing men and believing
women, the obedient men and obedient women, the truthful men and truthful women, the
patient men and patient women, the humble men and humble women, the charitable men
and charitable women, the fasting men and fasting women, the men who guard their
private parts and the women who do so, and the men who remember Allah often and the
women who do so - for them Allah has prepared forgiveness and a great reward.]®

% See Faid al-Alaywi, (43 saadl 8 dauland) 281E0) [Political Culture in Saudi Arabia] (Lebanon: The Arabic Cultural
Center, 2012): (83-85).

7w G, The Holy Quran: daicall YY ¢ jall il 3a¥15 5 a0 SU o @) Y0 440 €YY, Fatima Mernissi discusses this
verse and sees it as an early revolution by women in Islamic era. See: Fatima Mernissi. The Veil and the Male Elite:
A Feminist Interpretation of Women's Rights in Islam. Translated by Mary Jo Lakeland. Reading, Mass.: Addison-
Wesley Pub, 1991: (117-120).

8 http://quran.ksu.edu.sa/translations/english/422 .html .
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Several Hadiths give reasons for the revelation of this verse (Js 3 <), There is consensus
among Islamic scholars that this verse was a response to Muslim women’s protests.” Where the
interpretations of the verse differs is only in relation to who was protesting—some say it was the
wife of the prophet and others say it was simply a group of Muslim women.'’ Still others claim
that it was one specific person, a Muslim woman called Umm ‘Imarah al-Ansariya ( 3_les ol

iy )uai¥))."! Arab Muslim women in the Arabian Peninsula and Saudi Arabia specifically look to
this example as one way to show that they have been vocal about protesting unequal treatment
with men for hundreds of years.

Despite these repressive cultural norms in Saudi Arabia, there is also religious legitimacy
to be found in protest; this in turn has led to Saudis protesting certain policies or laws in various
ways. Recent years have shown an increase in visible protest within various sections of society
and about different issues. Throughout the years, Saudi women continued to protest and claim
their rights, though over time, much of their agency was eroded and in the hands of others—
including Saudi men, Arab and non-Arab women activists from outside Saudi Arabia, and

human rights organizations. Indeed, many of these entities have spoken about or on behalf of

? See: https://al-maktaba.org/book/32580/1397 and http://www.al-
eman.com/m S120%¢1 8l120% ssii2 0%, £20%s stall/iS11/i543&n 18085 &p |
ol Cirans Al Gy ea e Uias aSia (o ol Lo aaly ) ¢ a5l aie Whaa ¢lie s aaal ol JB
O al g ale 1 Jlea i) 55 abuas €00l S LS (AN 3 S Y L L sl agle ) s oll B oy ol ala ey ali cculld
.\.xcd_,sg_,h\.\lﬁ‘A:\‘);l\.\.u:Wg_ﬂm‘&Jpwﬁyé‘\&;ﬁégg)&luﬂh‘gﬂc)uihi}‘Lﬂ\ﬁ“).\.mné:n_}\..u_g\}”
A AT ) ilia gl (ot pall 5 lalisall 5 Cpaalusall o) 2 s il () el Ll U < il
Also: « b (ol 0 ol e ¢ leall (G ang A0S ol Uas (5 i) jale 0 lows Wias 1B oy S ool Whias 2y ja ) JB 2 AT S
Gliasall 84 Y5 e sall S0 4l Le talu g adde oo all eluall JI 106 ubie o) e ¢4l 0 € (Clalall 5 cpaliaall o)) 2l J il
S ol e A bl S S 8 1l calusy ale ) la i) el e sl JA0 B 808 e 5 dpmas Liaa ey 3y Uiaa s Was 5 45
LY (labosall 5 cppabisall () sday S A O30 € 8% Lo L Wl ce i Wl e . hittps://quran.ksu.edu.sa/tafseer/katheer/sura33-
aya35.html
' This also refutes the Islamic element in the Saudi culture of obeying, where expressions like (5.5 3l all & sa) o1
(35 <bi ga) are used to silence women, appealing on the grounds of Islam that Muslim women should lower their
voices and be quiet and obedient.
1 s o ¢S sl (551 Lo dla sl W) o US (sl Lo ol calus g agle ) loa il il s 4 Jai¥1 5 e o o gl (55
LY Clia sall 5 ria sall 5 Clalisall 5 cppalisall o)) :40Y1 028 il 3. See: https:/surahquran.com/aya-tafsir-35-33.html#saadi
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them to the rest of the world and the so-called human rights community. In recent years, Saudi
women have also more forcefully taken back their agency and reclaimed the inheritance of their
foremothers by protesting injustices that are imposed on them. Increasingly these protests are
loud and clear. This dissertation explores Saudi women’s implicit and explicit acts of protest

which manifest in a number of different ways, through writing, multimedia, and social media.

Context and Development of the Project

This dissertation developed out of an initial research interest on the development of
narrative techniques in Saudi women’s fiction. I argued that Saudi women writers treated their
practice of writing fiction as a process largely isolated from real life. As I expanded and
developed my research into the novel and fiction more generally, I increasingly observed
changes in how Saudi women used their fictional writing to formulate expressions of protest. At
the same time, I became aware of and increasingly interested in the other genres women were
using to express such protest. While women were still accessing the more traditional forms of
written expression such as poetry, fiction, and memoir, to mount social protest, they were
becoming even more prolific and adept in using new forms of expression including blogs,
interviews, and social media sites like Twitter. As I researched this further, I saw many
connections in the various genres and the way in which Saudi women used all of these to mount
different kinds of creative protest.

For this reason, my dissertation charts a reading of Saudi women’s literary expression of
protest through these mediums of expression, starting with poetry, continuing with fiction and
memoir, and working through main genres of the new media including blogs, interviews, and

Twitter. The main objective of this dissertation is to provide contextual readings of Saudi
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women’s expressions of protest across varying genres. Though I cannot, of course, provide a
comprehensive listing or inventory of all expressions of protest, this dissertation provides a
tracking of different written protest expressions by Saudi women, contextualizing them within
contemporary Saudi history, culture, and contexts. I argue in what follows for the centrality of
women’s protest to understanding Saudi Arabia, its history, culture, and society, from the point
of view of Saudi women.

In this introductory chapter, I will lay out a contextualization of the complex
sociocultural background of Saudi women in order to better understand Saudi women'’s literary
expressions in general, and their protest writing more specifically. I have chosen three main
points of entry from the second half of the twentieth century to develop this: the development of
women’s education in the country (which begins in 1960), the siege of Mecca (1979), and the
advent of the internet (1999). I have chosen these as exemplary processes and moments that
impacted Saudi women’s lives in major ways and that ultimately accelerated their acts of

protests.

Women’s Education in Saudi Arabia

The first major moment I have identified that had a major impact in the lives of Saudi girls and
women is gaining the right to a formal education in 1959 or 1960.'* Before then, there was no
official education for girls in the country with the exception of religious schools that taught girls
how to recite the Qur’an (though most of the students in these schools were boys). Prior to the
royal decree, there were demands to allow women access to education. One of these historically

registered demands was made by the well-known Saudi writer and intellectual, Abdulkareem al-

"2 Many references, including the official government ones, date the royal decree to the year 1960 except Seddika
Arebi who claims that was in 1959.
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Juhaiman (1910-2011), who published an article under a penname in November 1955
questioning the delay of girls’ education in Saudi Arabia and demanding that the Saudi
government amend this. Al-Juhaiman was detained not as the author of the article but as the
executive editor of the newspaper in which it was published."

The advent of girl’s schooling, however, did not go smoothly. Many Saudi citizens were
against this decision and even took to the streets in September 1963, protesting against girls’
education. King Faisal sent the National Guard to break up this demonstration in Buraydah, al-
Qassim, one of the most conservative regions of Saudi Arabia, where much of the open
opposition to girls’ education was found at the time. The citizens of this town were forcibly
restrained from demonstrating.'* Another social group who took a stance against the education of
women were the Bedouin communities. Eventually, King Faisal managed to convince tribal
shaykhs from these communities of the importance of formal schooling for girls."

Most accounts that document the beginning of formal education for girls attribute this
change to King Faisal; however, historian of Saudi Arabia Robert Lacey points to two other
people who worked behind the scenes to make this happen—Faisal’s wife, Iffat al-Thunayan and
his predecessor, King Saud. Robert Lacey writes: “Starting schools for girls was the special
concern of Faisal’s wife, Iffat al-Thunayan. King Saud had begun the process. It was one of the
several positive achievements overshadowed by the less happy aspects of his reign, and Iffat

continued the work.”'® Indeed, Iffat al-Thunayan pushed and advocated to include science,

" The full story is found in the following article: (0 jelall JLal ddma i of 4a 53 Jiall) [The Article that Caused the
Newspaper to Shut Down]: https://www.aljuhaiman.com/art/s/30 .

' Robert Lacey. The Kingdom: Arabia and the House of Sa’'ud (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1981), 363.
See also, Amani Hamdan, “Women and Education in Saudi Arabia: Challenges and Achievements,” International
Education Journal 6, no.1 (2005): 48.

'S Amani Hamdan, 49.

' Robert Lacey, 364.
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languages, and other secular subjects rather than limiting schooling to religious subjects
exclusively.

Although Saudi Arabia was the last state in the Gulf region to introduce secular
education—Iffat al-Thunayan’s vision had come to fruition.'” The general public was not in
favour of the decree when the schools for girls first opened their doors, and fewer than 12,000
girls were initially enrolled.'® Today, however, more female students than male students are
enrolled in schools.'” Many women are now formally educated and actively participate in
society, in employment, and other places where such education is needed. Being just over sixty
years old, the educational system for girls has made a major impact on society and has

transformed the ways women participate in written and other expression(s) in the public sphere.

The Siege of Mecca

To contextualize contemporary forms of protest and expression by modern Saudi women,
I will also highlight the siege of Mecca in 1979. Many historians argue that this siege was a
turning point in Saudi Arabia. Rosie Bsheer, for example, states that “the religious
establishments became once again a site of power and contestation as the ruling elites needed the
support of religious leaders. In return for that renewed backing, Khalid’s regime expanded even
further the religious establishment’s control over social life.”** However, this support of religious

ideology did not stop after King Khalid’s death. For example, in 1984, the government in a

7 Robert Lacey, 364.

'® Louay Bahry. “The New Saudi Woman: Modernizing in an Islamic Framework.” Middle East Journal 36, no. 4
(1982): 502.

" See the article published in Sabq (slalia e CRSSS da sl LI 5 Akl sxe (e "aulaill" ddlan): (Biu ddinaa) Sabq
Newspaper: https://sabq.org/saudia/zwxbkm.

2% Rosie Basheer, Archive Wars: The Politics of History in Saudi Arabia. (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2020), 14.
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Royal Decree announced that women could not accept jobs that required them to fraternize with
men.”!

Madawi al-Rasheed dedicates part of her book on gender, power, and religion in Saudi
Arabia to document the pre-Mecca siege and its impact on Saudi women’s lives when the state
encouraged its official Ulamas to issue the fatwas that limited Saudi women’s mobility,
marriage, etc.”> Moreover, Naomi Sakr argues: “In fact, anyone caring to look back would find
that 1979 had been a watershed year for the Saudi government's approach to media and women.
That was the year when Juhayman ibn Mohammed al-Otaibi led a siege of the mosque in
Makkah during the annual pilgrimage, in protest at what he and his followers described as the
'religious and moral laxity and degeneration' of Saudi rulers.”*

This dramatic event impacted key spheres in the lives of Saudis, namely the social,
political, and ideological spheres. Though ordinary people did feel the impact of this siege, it
disproportionately affected the government. Sakr’s article tracks the experience of Saudi women
in the media both before and after the siege and she claims that this period was the “first wave of
anti-woman activity.”** Her study shows that women were present in several media outlets—
press, radio, and television—before the siege and that after it, women were relegated to
subsidiary roles. Scholar Seddika Arebi concurs with these findings in her own documentation of
this event, noting that, “before the siege, in contrast, women's media presence had been

established for many years. Their writing was to be found in the printed press since the 1950s.”>

2! Rosie Basheer, 243.

> Madawi al-Rasheed, 4 Most Masculine State: Gender, Politics, and Religion in Saudi Arabia, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2013), 108-133.

2 Naomi Sakr, “Women and Media in Saudi Arabia: Rhetoric, Reductionism and Realities,” British Journal of
Middle Eastern Studies 35, no. 3, (2008): 385-404, p. 391.

* Naomi Sakr, 391.

% Saddeka Arebi, Women and Words in Saudi Arabia: The Politics of Literary Discourse (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1994): 30-35.
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Arebi’s work, moreover, finds that Saudi women were publishing written work even before
women had a right to formal education. These studies are crucial and lay the groundwork for
being able to interpret the contexts of how women’s creative expressions of protest as both new
and not new. Other scholars have also documented the devastating impact of this incident on
Saudi people and especially Saudi women. John Willoughby describes the following:

During the 1970s, there was a movement of gender liberalism that included the rise of
elite women's organizations, television news broadcasts by unveiled women, the
loosening of restrictions on face veiling, and a rapid rise in female education. The crises
of 1979 that included the Iranian revolution, violent demonstrations against Al Saud rule
in eastern Arabia, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and, most important, the seizure of
the Grand Mosque by indigenous Islamic radicals led to the reversal of all of these

trends except female education.*®

In addition to these impacts on women emphasized by scholars, there were other repercussions
of this siege as well. One of the most important direct consequences of this moment was the
development of the male guardianship system and subsequent restrictions on women’s

movement.

The Internet

The third major moment in the late 20" century that I will highlight here as having a major
impact on Saudi women’s creative expression of protest is the advent of the internet in Saudi
Arabia. In the year 1999 Saudi Arabia celebrated the digital era by allowing access to the internet

for Saudi society in general. The delay experienced by the country was allegedly because “an

*® John Willoughby, “Segmented Feminization and the Decline of Neopatriarchy in GCC Countries of the Persian
Gulf.” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, 28 no. 1 (2008): 195-196. Emphasis in the
original.
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elaborate national system had been established to filter out any inappropriate and unwanted
content.””’

The introduction of the internet to Saudis allowed ordinary people, particularly women,
to experience a new sort of liberating experience. Accessing global information and having the
opportunity to interact with women around the world made Saudi women more aware of the
obstacles and limitations that they faced in their daily lives—challenges that the overwhelming
majority of the world was not facing. This enabled Saudi women to shape their own views about
human rights and women’s rights specifically by exploring the differences between their status
and those of women in other locations. It also helped Saudi women better understand how
women navigate their rights around the world in different contexts.

In his study on Saudi women’s experiences with technology and communication,
Abdulrahman Al Lily argues that Saudi women crossed gender lines and discussed forbidden
topics, such as love, more freely and easily because of the coming of the internet.”® Many studies
on Saudi Arabia focus on what is forbidden or taboo, especially in terms of relations between the
genders. While those studies pay closer attention to the benefits that Saudi women gained from
having access to the internet; I am proposing here that Saudi women actually gained more from
understanding the status of women in other societies and interacting with them than they did in
increasing interactions with men. Indeed, the internet facilitated their analysis and revealed the

ways in which Saudi women’s status in their society was being legitimized by state-sponsored

propaganda.

*7 Abdulrahman Al Lily, “On Line and Under Veil: Technology-Facilitated Communication and Saudi Female
Experience Within Academia,” Technology in Society 33, no.1 (2011): 121.
* Abdulrahman Al Lily, 121.
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As Miriam cooke argues in in Women Claim Islam, Arab women—including Saudis—
fight for their own agency against the social and systemic patriarchal policies using the internet:
“global interconnection and cultural intertwinement are becoming the norm. Even in the most
conservative, sex-segregated society, women are now able to communicate transnationally and to
exchange new understandings of religious and social norms and values.”*’ Another example of
this, in the Saudi context, is the infamous slogan “You are the Queen.” “You are a protected
pearl.” (4 suas 353 il (4L cuif) This slogan was used by outlets controlled by patriarchal Saudi
systems of authority such as the state, society, and religious officials to manipulate Saudi women
into silence. When Saudi women complained about laws that prohibited them from driving,
Saudi systems of authority would respond by saying “You are a Queen! Have you ever seen a
Queen drive her own car? A Queen has a driver.” This disingenuous response is meant to silence
and shut down conversations that challenge authority. However, Saudi women quipped back and
would say: “Have you ever seen a Queen on the street in 50-degree heat looking for a taxi?” This
propaganda is not only local, but also exported. *°

The internet has been crucial not only for opening Saudi Arabia to the world and the
many ways that Saudi women used it to develop their analyses but also in how they have
formulated their written and verbal protests against many social injustices they face, as will be

explored throughout the dissertation, and elaborated in much more detail in Chapter Four.”'

** miriam cooke, Women Claim Islam: Creating Islamic Feminism Through Literature (New York: Routledge,
2000), xvii.

%% For example, in an article, a religious clerk narrated a story to one of his friends in UK. He writes: il o32Y
b gL L 1g il s SIS e (pany (ulaa giees 10 Canall 138 8 Lilday 5 )5 50 5 0l eSadll ol a0 asl )y ) 4yl daaly
Led Y 115088 €5 jlanal) 3 555 Ly 50 AL U sagd U8 8 jlanall 81 yall 8008 dpumd 15,0 5 )yl (e Lgia Jant ] 5 e sllae 3l yall o (2 il 2312 Y)
| ponaid oclld b Lgadiy s dlin s 33 (3 smar s 5 Lidie 5 308 cASLall ¢ shobat LS 51yl Jabas 230 gmll b (g 1JUa8 eclld b Lgwniy (3L

| 5% 517, https://www.alriyadh.com/192179

3 Chapter Four below is titled, “Twitter as a Creative Site of Protest,” see p. 192.
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The Context for the Study of Saudi Women

Though the scholarly study of Arab and Muslim women has increased exponentially in
the twenty first century, Saudi women—and especially Saudi women’s writing and other artistic
expression—remains seriously under-researched. Within the fields that cover Arab women’s
writing, there is relatively little on Saudi women’s literary expression. Moreover, there is little
scholarship on Saudi women’s expression of protest, or indeed on Saudi women at all. There is
also almost nothing written about Saudi women’s online expression despite a recent increase in
scholarly work on online expression(s) in the Arab world and beyond, which I will discuss
below. In her book, A Most Masculine State, Saudi scholar Madawi al-Rasheed argues that that
the researchers on Saudi women find limited knowledge “compared to other Muslim women,
who have been the subject of much serious academic research in history and the social sciences,

. . . . 32
Saudi women’s gender issues remain the least studied.”

This lack of study of Saudi women,
especially their literary work, points to the crucial need for more studies and analysis.

As a Saudi woman and a scholar, I felt compelled to undertake this study in order to
address this missing element in the scholarship. It is one reason that I developed a study that is
wide-ranging, covering a long period of time and range of genres, to study protest in Saudi
women’s writing. I chose to focus on protest because of the way that Saudi women are still often
depicted and understood as being complacent and obedient rather than agents of change. In order
to more fully think through what protest means in a society where obedience is the norm, I have
opted to use a broad definition of “protest” and to look at it as both explicit and implicit acts or

expressions. Furthermore, this allows me to probe the different styles and approaches taken by

different people in different genres and contexts. It both draws attention to the act of protest itself

32 Madawi al-Rasheed, 33.
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and also reveals the courage of the women who express it, as well as the diverse means through
which it is expressed. This dissertation depicts the ways Saudi women portray themselves
through their literary and other creative expression as well as the ways in which they have
challenged their depiction as victims in need of saving.

In order to ground this dissertation in scholarly literature, I have worked with the
scholarship in English and Arabic, located in multiple fields that have produced work on women
and gender in Saudi Arabia, as well as the Gulf more generally, including that on literature and
other forms of creative expression from the same region. Although there is more Arabic
scholarship in those fields than English, it also remains limited. It is nonetheless beneficial in
acknowledging the background and history of the state and society. The methodology of most of
the works falls into descriptive approach especially in the literary scholarship as I will explore
later in this section. Moreover, there are a number of works in the Arabic scholarship that focus
on brightening the image and the status of Saudi women in the human right and social context.
What follows is a review of this research in three parts: Saudi women’s lives, Saudi women’s

literature, and Saudi women in social media.

Saudi Women’s Lives

The best-known early study of Saudi women’s lives written in English is Women in Saudi
Arabia Ideology and Behavior Among the Elite by Soraya Altorki, published in 1986.% Altorki’s
book explores the changes in women’s lives over time among elite families in Jeddah, Saudi
Arabia, and compares the behavior and ideology of three prominent families defined in relation

to important historical events. This now classic study is important to the study of Saudi women

3 Soraya Altorki, Women in Saudi Arabia: Ideology and Behavior Among the Elite (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1986).
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and is one of the first of its kind. It is important as a study that sets the groundwork for research
and offers a strong insider perspective on Saudi society and culture, which attempts to highlight
social and ideological changes in society. It does, however, also have limitations when trying to
look at Saudi women’s lives more generally, especially because it focuses on only one
sociodemographic area in Saudi Arabia, the elites of the city of Jeddah.

There are a limited number of more recent works that picked up where Altorki left off in
studying Saudi women’s lives, social restrictions, and lack of rights. Perhaps the most important
of these is Madawi al-Rasheed’s, A Most Masculine State: Gender, Politics, and Religion in
Saudi Arabia (2013), which I have referred to above. Al- Rasheed’s work provides a detailed
study of Saudi women’s social and economic lives, education, and participation in the domestic
and public spheres. She discusses the obstacles that Saudi women face in their daily lives such as
enforced veiling and dress codes, lack of mobility, gender segregation, and difficulties with the
judicial system. Al-Rasheed not only examines Saudi women’s struggles but also explores the
differences in their living circumstances and achievements, specifically in academia and the
workforce.

Al-Rasheed’s book is also important because she is a historian, and her analyses are written
with a historical lens. For example, she examines the first initiative to educate Saudi girls,
including the establishment of the first Saudi girls’ school and the social response to it in Saudi
Arabia. She also discusses how Saudi girls’ and women’s education improved over time and how
historical events impacted the educational sector in the country. Moreover, she goes into depth
examining how Saudi women became an arena of conflict and how multiple actors fought to

control Saudi women’s lives, limiting their own choices. Her study is important in connecting
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how education impacts Saudi women’s lives in different ways including access to higher
education, marriage, fitness centers, and travel.

Her book is particularly important to my dissertation, and I have specifically used Chapter
Six, “Celebrity Women Novelists and the Cosmopolitan Fantasy,” where she explores the new
generation of Saudi women on the literary and intellectual scene and how they have challenged
restrictions through their creative productions. In what follows in the dissertation, I engage with
the ways in which she analyzes various Saudi women’s novels by Badriah Albeshr, Raja al-
Sanea, Samar al-Moqrin, and Warda ‘Abd al-Malik. My own analyses of fiction and poetry build
on some of the insights and analyses she puts forth in this book.

A third study of Saudi women’s lives that I engage in this dissertation is Hend Al-Sudairy’s
Modern Woman in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: Rights, Challenges and Achievements (2017).
This book researches the position of Saudi women within their society from the 19 century until
its publication in 2017.>* Al-Sudairy investigates this important era in Saudi women’s progress,
especially their resistance to patriarchal society. Although she names and critiques patriarchy,
however, al-Sudairy fails to explore a number of crucial issues to Saudi women. For example,
she devotes one full chapter to exploring Saudi women’s achievements over a period of fifty
years in education, politics, sport, and the mass media in the face of persistent obstacles such as
male guardianship, but she does not directly challenge these systems. A discussion of the male
guardianship system and its impact on Saudi women’s lives is conspicuously absent from her
study.

Furthermore, al-Sudairy examines conservative practices that limit the ability of Saudi

women, even educated Saudi women, to participate in Saudi Arabia’s reforms. She documents

** Hend T. al-Sudairy, Modern Woman in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: Rights, Challenges and Achievements
(Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publisher, 2017).
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women’s struggles to overcome these obstacles, which is helpful to my own analysis of women’s
protests and its various forms. Her book dedicates one chapter, Chapter Five, to the analysis of
four Saudi women’s novels, proposing that they reflect the real struggle of Saudi women, as a
parallel to challenges and achievements discussed in other chapters. It argues that analyzing
novels can reveal Saudi women’s awareness of their own status and rights, as well as their
struggle to resist the pressures they face. While I do not argue that novels are reflections of
society in the same way, [ have built on some of her arguments about literature and social change

in my study.

Saudi Women’s Literature

These three central works of scholarship on Saudi women all touch on literary works in different
ways, but there is also a field of study—albeit a small one—that is devoted to the study of Saudi
women’s literary works. This is true in both English and Arabic. Here I will focus first on a
review of the field in English, and then move to discuss works in Arabic, where there is a
broader field of publishing on Saudi women’s writing, though the approach used in most of these
works is descriptive and often serves the function of listing and cataloguing works rather than
analyzing and focusing on texts and ideas.

Like other subfields of Arabic literary study, scholarship on Saudi women’s writing in
English is largely focused on published formal writing, both creative works, like poetry and
fiction and non-fiction, such as journalism, including newspaper columns. The most important
full-length study of Saudi women’s writing is Seddika Arebi’s Women and Words in Saudi

Arabia (1994). This is a relatively early study that traces Saudi women’s poetry and journalism
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back to as early as the 1900s.?” This book is particularly useful in providing the background to
much of what is happening in the literary world today, especially as there is so little research in
the field.

While scholarly work has been sparse and relatively stagnant, the number of Saudi
women novelists has increased in recent years. These writers have adopted the genre of the novel
to explore not only themselves and their lives as individuals, but also to express what matters to
them as a collective—women’s rights, social and political restrictions, cultural and global
explorations. This wider variation in writing by Saudi women’s novelists has meant that the
scholarship in the field has also begun to expand and become richer. The number of studies on
Saudi women'’s fiction in Arabic has expanded with the increase in novels by Saudi women.
Some of these studies focus on women’s novels, while others address them in only one or two
chapters with other works by men. In what follows, I discuss the most significant works focused
on Saudi women'’s literary productions, starting with those in Arabic, followed by those written

in other languages, and finally touching on some recent unpublished PhD theses.

The bulk of the scholarship on Saudi women’s writing in Arabic focuses on literature in a
way that is largely descriptive; they do not make interventions beyond documenting the works
written and published, for example the studies by Khalid al-Rifai, Sami Jaridi, and Sami al-
Jam‘an. Sami Jaridi’s (2_md) JiSi 5 31 yal) il 1450 gl d50usl) ) 5 ) [Saudi Women'’s Novels:
Women'’s Speech and Narrative] (2008) and Khalid al-Rifai’s ( gmolll (&3¢ 8 4 gend) dLaall 4 5 )l
CAll 5 dpzaidll 5 & suim sl 5) [Saudi Women'’s Novels: A Reading of Issues, Topics, History, and Art]

(2009) are two of the most useful. These two books address Saudi women’s novels from the

%> Saddeka Arebi, Women and Words in Saudi Arabia: The Politics of Literary Discourse (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1994).
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beginning of its development to its more contemporary forms, which they consider to be the
“revolutionary stage.” Like most authors who study Saudi fiction, these authors are Saudis

themselves and base their studies on their PhD dissertations.

Jaridi’s book is useful in that it discusses the most significant elements of narrative
formation in Saudi women’s novelistic discourse from 1958 to 2008. His focus on language,
events, settings, and characters allows him to highlight how women novelists explore particular
issues in their fiction. Jaridi also notes the use of specific narrative techniques, such as
monologue, to address the impact of political, social, psychological, and geographical issues on
Saudi women’s novels. In the second section of his book, Jaridi offers a breakdown of
chronological stages to understand the development of Saudi women’s writing. While his book is
useful for laying out a background of Saudi women’s writing, I find it problematic that he
considers a number of historical events such as the Gulf wars and the Riyadh bombings of 2003
as being “political events.” I argue that these events should be understood as human rights crises
or terrorist events rather than described more neutrally as “political.” This misconceptualization

is shared by many Saudi literary critics, and recurs in the book by al-Rifai, as discussed below.

Khalid al-Rifai’s book similarly focuses on the themes and stages of Saudi women’s fiction.
He isolates the issues that Saudi women novelists choose to narrate and how they do this. In the
introduction to the book, al-Rifai states that limitations and shortcomings of his analysis are due
to the wide variety of themes, issues, and artistic structures of so many novels published over a
long period of time. This can also be seen in the broad way in which he chose to delimit his

study as reflected in its subtitle: “A Reading of Issues, Topics, History, and Art.” One of the
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drawbacks of using his study is that it is so broad that at times it can be superficial in its

analyses.

Some of the drawbacks of Rifai’s study can be seen in his reading of “issues and topics,” a
chapter on the themes covered in Saudi women’s writing. From the outset, he declares that he
will only address very broad themes, which he defines as being contained in the categories of
novels which he defines as: emotional, moral, social, Islamic, and rebellious. He affirms that
Saudi women’s novels can accommodate other large thematic umbrellas—political, historical,
philosophical and adventure novels, for example—but he prefers to limit his study to
investigating specific novels, according to a specific view. This is one limitation of his study. A
further limitation is that he does not evenly distribute his analysis and only uses two novels by a
single author to discuss “moral themes.” Moreover, none of the novels he chose were published

after September 11, 2001.

A further difficulty with al-Rifai’s study is that, though he outlines a way to understand the
stages of the Saudi women’s novel, he does not distinguish between the issues and themes used
within them. For example, he writes about emotion and love twice: in section one of Chapter
One—on “The Emotional Novel”—and in another section on of love in the second chapter that is
devoted to “Feminist Issues.” This mixing of the themes of love and emotion creates confusion
in differentiating between the two themes. He conflates issues and does not have a clear way to
discuss women’s issues and aspects of feminism. Therefore, although al-Rifai’s book is useful in
cataloguing Saudi women’s novels, it is too broad and also too descriptive to be considered or

treated as an analytical study.
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Nonetheless, al-Rifai’s study is one of the most important one in the field because it does
provide a clear and broad overview of the most significant novels by Saudi women, touching on
a range of various aspects contained within them, including history, and also talking about them
in relation to a very broad scope of themes and issues. Because there have been so few studies of
Saudi women’s novels at all, a work like this with a chronological overview of what has been
written is important and useful to scholars, and I have relied on it to be able to identify which

works appeared over a long period of time and when they were published.

Appearing two years later, Samaher al-Damen’s study, ( 4l sl 8 43 s55Y) < Al gl D olas
40 sl A5Lilly [ Women without Mothers: Female Selves in the Saudi Feminist Novel] (2010) has
also enriched the field in important ways.>® This is one of the most significant works of
scholarship written in Arabic on Saudi women’s writing as it attempts to appraise and elucidate
the development and transformation of women’s self-consciousness within feminist discourse. It
applies feminist criticism in order to analyze the core features, themes, and issues of Saudi
women’s literature. It is mainly concerned with the 1990s period onward, but al-Damin begins
her examination of literary works in 1958, with the appearance of the first Saudi women’s novel,
in order to investigate the emergence of self-conscious feminist discourse in Saudi Arabia and to

trace the transformations of such narratives throughout five decades.

The final book I will discuss here that treats Saudi women’s literature in Arabic is Sami al-
Jam‘an’s study, (43Y 3 5 493 gand) A3Lill ) 5,0l Qe [The Discourse of the Saudi Women'’s Novel

and its Transformations] (2013).>” Al- Jam‘an gives a descriptive account of Saudi women’s

*% Samaher al-Damen, (423 sall dbuill 43 5 51 8 4 5681 < 53 scilgal S ¢Lui) [Women without Mothers: Female Selves in
the Saudi Feminist Novel]. (Lebanon: Dar Alintishar, 2010).

7 Sami al-Jam ‘an, (43 523 5 43 sl 2luill 445 )l QUad) [The Discourse of the Saudi Women’s Novel and its
Transformations] (Saudi Arabia: The Literary Club of Riyadh, 2013).

28



novels from 1958 to 2009. As with the other studies I have discussed above, al- Jam‘an divides

29 ¢

Saudi women’s novels into three stages, which he defines as “the beginning,” “the search,” and
“contemporary.” His study can be considered an important chronological survey of the

transformation of Saudi women’s narratives over a period of more than fifty years.

Al- Jam‘an’s study is straightforward in how it explains the development of Saudi
women’s novelistic discourse: he argues that Saudi women novelists benefited from political and
social changes in the country. He does not, however, make any attempt to explain either these
issues, or how they affect women’s feminist discourse. Al- Jam‘an argues that in the
contemporary stage of women’s writing, which is his third stage of development, Saudi women
novelists focus on exposing their “desires,” rather than their “issues.” He claims that this is a
good opportunity for them to develop their novelistic discourse, but that they are stuck trying to
escape an oppressive society by using openness and anger in their language. He claims that this

1s an “immature discourse.”

I have spent time discussing these works written in Arabic on Saudi women’s literature in
some depth, despite their drawbacks, because they do give a broader and more comprehensive
view of Saudi women'’s creativity than can be found in the scholarship in other languages,
including English. With the exception of Arebi’s book, mentioned above, there are no full-length
studies of Saudi women’s literature written in English or French. Within journal articles,
however, there are a range of ways that academics have studied literary works by Saudi women
that add to the scholarship and have been helpful to this study. The majority of these works focus

on fiction as the most popular genre Saudi women used to express themselves. Some examples
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include Marilyn’s Booth’s study of the translation of Saudi women’s fiction;>® studies on how
they challenge restrictions—by Madawi al-Rasheed, Mariwan Kanie, Hamad Al-Hazza, and
Noura Algahtani®” --and studies by Félix Lagrange and Xavier Luffin*’ on the expression of
racism in works by Laila Aljohani and Zainab Hafni. All of these studies provide useful views
into some of the issues and ideas covered in Saudi women'’s fiction and also develop reading
methods. There are fewer articles on poetry, however. One important one—which I will engage
in what follows—is a close reading of a poem by Hissa Hilal by Clive Holes, “A Saudi

“Housewife” Goes to War” 5_ il (s bdll" or “the Evil Fatwa.”

Finally, there are a number of unpublished PhD theses that closely examine Saudi women’s
fiction. Below, I will give an overview of some of the most recent ones which take up issues
related to the topic of this dissertation. In the same area as al- Jam‘an’s study, there is an
unpublished PhD thesis titled: Women'’s Novel in Saudi Arabia: Its Emergence and Development
in a Changing Culture by Abd Al-Rahman al-Wahhabi.*' Al-Wahhabi discusses how Saudi
women’s fiction has moved forward as the position of women in Saudi society has advanced.
Like the studies mentioned above, this thesis once again proposes a chronology of Saudi

women’s novels divided into periods: the beginning (1960-1980), the middle (1980-1991), and

*¥ Marilyn Booth, “The Muslim Woman as Celebrity Author and the Politics of Translating Arabic: Girls of Riyadh
Go on the Road,” Journal of Middle East Women's Studies 6, no. 3, (2010) :149-82. And “Translator v. Author
(2007): Girls of Riyadh Go to New York,” Translation Studies 1, no. 2 (2008):197-211.

3% Madawi al-Rasheed, "Deconstructing Nation and Religion," Novel and Nation in the Muslim World. Edited by
Elisabeth Ozdalga and Daniella Kuzmanovic, London, (2015): 133-151. Mariwan Kanie, “Young Saudi Women
Novelists: Protesting Clericalism, Religious Fanaticism and Patriarchal Gender Order,” Journal of Arabian Studies
7,1n0.2 (2017): 283-299. Hamad al-Hazza, “Social Marginalisation of Women in the Saudi Novel after the Gulf War
in 1990,” International Journal of Social Science and Humanity 5, n0.3 (2015): 241-247. Noura Algahtani,
“Defying Convention: Saudi Women Writers and the Shift from Periphery to Centre,” Women's Studies
International Forum 59 (2016): 26-31.

* Frédéric Lagrange, “Arabies malheureuses: corps, désirs et plaisirs dans quelques romans saoudiens récents.”
Revue de littérature comparée. 333.1: (2010): 101-118. And Xavier Luffin, “Lettres saoudiennes: une littérature en
devenir.” La Revue nouvelle. 1 (janvier) (2009): 93-97.

*I Abd Al-Rahman Al-Wahhabi, Women’s Novel in Saudi Arabia: Its Emergence and Development in a Changing
Culture. PhD. thesis, (Manchester, UK: University of Manchester, 2005).
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after 1991. He claims that the importance of Saudi women’s fiction on the Saudi literary scene

became visible in the second period (1980-1991).

In his chronology, al-Wahhabi analyzes a number of Saudi women’s novels by Samira
Khashoggi, Safiyyah ‘Anbar, Amal Shata, Raja’ ‘Alim, and Bahiyya Bu Subayt. He devotes one
chapter to Saudi women’s novels written after 1991 and finds that the changes in Saudi society
after the Gulf War and September 11, 2001 have had an impact on Saudi literature in general and
women’s novels in particular. He proposes that the young novelists from newer generations take
up new ideas, themes, and are more willing to expose social problems. Moreover, al-Wahhabi
emphasizes the impact of historical and ideological developments on Saudi society, and
highlights feminist themes and issues addressed by Saudi women novelists. Al-Wahhabi singles
out how the oil boom of the 1960s and 1970s had a positive and dramatic impact on changing
Saudi society as a whole. An important part of his analysis looks at the historical development of
how Saudi women’s status changed before and after September 11, 2001 especially their right to

study and work.

Khalid Aldakheel’s 2012 doctoral dissertation, Development of Awareness: The Power of
Society and Men in the Saudi Women'’s Novel (1958-2011) adopts a Western feminist critique in
its readings of Saudi women’s fiction.** Developing his study from his reading of Elaine
Showalter, he turns to the history of the novels and novelists on whom the study concentrates,
tracing their techniques and characteristics through four stages of the novel that he identifies.

The thesis focuses on two themes addressed by Saudi women novelists between 1958 and 2011,

namely the power of society and the power of men. Aldakheel focuses on the development and

*2 Khalid Aldakheel, Development of Awareness: The Power of Society and Men in the Saudi women’s novel (1958—
2011). PhD. thesis, (Exeter, UK: University of Exeter, 2012).
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transformation of Saudi novelists’ awareness of the effects of these two powers and on the

development of stylistic features.

Because of the interdependence and similarities between notions that might fall under the
broader term “patriarchy,” Aldakheel divides his analysis between the power of society and the
power of men, which overlapped in the novels representing each of the four stages. Like other
Saudi critics, Aldakheel presents a schematic version of the development of the Saudi women’s
novel in four stages: works written between 1958-1979, between 1980-1989, between 1990-
2001, and between 2001-2011. Aldakheel underlines the importance of the historical
circumstances and events at the beginning of each stage. For example, he identifies the second
Gulf War as the main factor prompting the increased number of Saudi women’s novels published
in the 1990s. As for the fourth stage, he considers the events of September 11, 2001 to be among
the most significant factors in the development of the novel, because of media interest and the
eagerness of readers to consume Saudi women’s novels. This prospect is interesting, however,
Aldakheel fails to propose why there is an increased output of Saudi women’s novels as a
phenomenon and/or how the second Gulf War and the events of 9/11 contributed to causing this

phenomenon.

The final unpublished thesis I will discuss here is titled: 4 Thematic Investigation of
Saudi Women’s Fiction, 1958-2016 by Ibrahem Almarhaby.* This study offers a thematic
investigation of Saudi women's novels between 1958 and 2016, following the genetic

structuralist approach developed by Lucien Goldmann in the 1960s. His approach establishes a

* Ibrahem Almarhaby, 4 Thematic Investigation of Saudi Women’s Fiction, 1958-2016. PhD thesis, (Manchester,
UK: University of Manchester, 2020).
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nuanced understanding of two strong relationships—between the Saudi women’s novel and
Saudi society, an well as between the thematic development of the Saudi novel and the

development of Saudi women’s social status.

Having situated the selected works within their social, political, economic, cultural, and
religious contexts, Almarhaby’s study revolves around two main axes. It firstly investigates the
thematic engagement of Saudi women's novels and secondly explores their thematic
development along with the development of Saudi women's status in the social, economic,
political, and cultural fields. Again, like the other studies, this thesis divides the development of
Saudi women'’s fiction into three historical stages according to their worldviews as he identifies
them: tragic (1958-1989), hopeless and bewildered (1990-2004), and critical (2005-2016). The
analysis proposes that both the themes and the shared worldviews of the novels correlate with the
social status and concerns of Saudi women of all social classes in each historical phase.
Almarhaby argues that this is due to socio-economic, socio-political, and socio-religious factors.
The thesis also demonstrates that the dominant visions of the internal structures of the chosen
novels in each phase have a homologous relationship with the external social structures and the

life histories of their authors, who reflect the consciousness of their social groups.

All of these studies have helped me to develop a global understanding of Saudi women’s
fiction from a variety of different standpoints, and to critically reflect upon how critics have
approached it. They share a focus on documenting literary production and categorizing it,
offering for the most part descriptive overviews. The focus on dividing the novel into periods of
development and chronological tracking is typical of a still-emerging field of study. These

studies have made it so that I have space, within my dissertation, to develop a different method
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and approach. While I will contextualize the readings of the creative expressions of protest I

study, I do not offer a chronology or a typology of Saudi women’s literature or expressions of
protest. Moreover, while I do cover both poetry and fiction, my analysis of creative expression
also moves into other areas, especially social media which is the next scholarly literature I will

review.

Saudi Women in Social Media

Scholarship on Saudi women and the so-called “new media” or “social media” while
relatively limited is growing. There are a few recent works that speak about the presence of
Saudi women on the internet and social media platforms, which I will review below. Most
studies focus on the behavior of individuals and how they use social media and thus their
methodologies are linked to this.

One recent study is The Role of the Social Media in Empowering Saudi Women's
Expression by Hend Alsudairy (2020).** This book analyzes how journalism corresponds to
social media in relation to freedom of speech in Saudi Arabia. Specifically, it examines Saudi
women writers who, at times, are represented on social media and in turn how it has affected
their writing. Chapter Three “Saudi Women Activists on Twitter,” is particularly relevant,
though unlike my own study. While Alsudairy examines the work of a number of Saudi women
writers on Twitter, none of them are active in Saudi women’s protest movements. In my own
dissertation, I ensure that the writers I focus on are also engaged in some form of protest.
Alsudairy’s study in fact avoids the main two Saudi women’s rights campaigns which have been

so prominent on Twitter—that against the male guardianship law and that in favour of women’s

* Hend T. Alsudairy, The Role of the Social Media in Empowering Saudi Women's Expression, (Cambridge
Scholars Publisher, 2020).
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right to drive. So while Alsudairy does provide valuable insights into social media as a platform
wherein Saudi women writers express themselves, it avoids issues of social change and

expressions of protests and/or opposition.

Yuce et al. (2013)* have also produced an important study on social media, which is
focused on Saudi women’s blogging. In it, they track how young Saudi women use social media
for negotiating and expressing their identity. Through in-depth interviews with a sample of seven
Saudi women aged 20 to 26, the research reveals that the internet, with its protection of
individual privacy, provided the participants a space to negotiate the boundaries imposed on
them by cultural and societal rules. Participants employed several tactics of negotiation such as
using pseudonyms, concealing their personal images, and exclusively using first names in order
not to be identified as they would be if they used their family names. Using multiple accounts is
also popular among participants. The internet, with the absence of gatekeepers, offers new
avenues of self-expression and identification among Saudi women, thus creating a safe space in

which women can express themselves freely.

A second study by Yuce et al. titled, Studying the Evolution of Online Collective Action:
Saudi Arabian Women’s ‘Oct26Driving’ Twitter Campaign (2014),*° uses Twitter hashtags to
examine the evolution of collective action in the Women2Drive campaign. Unlike their previous
study of blogs by Muslim women, this study includes Arabic as well as English content. They

analyzed about 70,000 tweets from 116 countries and identified cross-cultural associations with

* Serpil Yuce, Nitin Agarwal, and Rolf T. Wigand, “Mapping Cyber-Collective Action Among Female Muslim
Bloggers for the Women to Drive Movement,” Social Computing, Behavioral-Cultural Modeling and Prediction.
Springer International Publishing, (2013): 331-340.

* Yuce, Serpil, Nitin Agarwal, Rolf T. Wigand, Merlyna Lim, and Rebecca S. Robinson. “Studying the Evolution of
Online Collective Action: Saudi Arabian Women’s ‘Oct26Driving’ Twitter Campaign,” Social Computing
Behavioral-Culture Modeling and Predicting. Springer International Publishing 8393, (2014): 413-420.
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the hashtags’ language choice (English or Arabic). They found that the Arabic hashtags were
used more frequently and were associated with “local factors.” These factors include Arabic
content that address claims that have circulated, such as the effect of driving on women’s
ovaries. English hashtags, on the other hand, are associated with international contexts, and were

used to help promote the campaign in international communities and organizations.

Another example of a study that examines social media as a site of protest is by Sanaa
Askool, in an article titled, “The Use of Social Media in Arab Countries: A Case of Saudi
Arabia.”* This article examines the use of social media among individuals in Saudi Arabia
employing a quantitative approach to investigate and understand the effect of cultural restrictions
on individuals’ motivations, users’ attitudes, intention, behaviors and their actual use. While this
is different from my own study, her examination of the broader use of Twitter by Saudi users has
been helpful in formulating Chapter Four of this dissertation which is devoted to Saudi women’s

creative protest on Twitter.

Another work that helps to contextualize Twitter as a social platform used to express
protest is Abdulsamad Sahly’s unpublished Master’s thesis titled, Examining Presence and
Influence of Linguistic Characteristics in the Twitter Discourse Surrounding the Women's Right
to Drive Movement in Saudi Arabia.*® Sahly argues that social media platforms like Facebook
and Twitter have been popular tools for social and political movements in non-democratic

societies in which traditional media outlets are under government control. As a result, activists in

47 Sanaa Askool, “,The Use of Social Media in Arab Countries: A Case of Saudi Arabia.” In: Web Information
Systems and Technologies: Lecture Notes in Business Information Processing 140, edited by J. Cordeiro and KH
Krempels. Heidelberg: Springer, 2013: 201- 219.

* Abdulsamad Sahly, Examining Presence and Influence of Linguistic Characteristics in the Twitter Discourse

Surrounding the Women's Right to Drive Movement in Saudi Arabia. Master’s thesis, (University of Central Florida,
2016).
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Saudi Arabia, particularly women activists, have launched several campaigns through social

media to demand the right to drive for women.

Sahly utilizes framing theory as the foundation for looking at how cognitive, emotional,
religious, and/or moral language have been used to discuss this issue on Twitter. He analyzes the
relationship between the way in which language is used on Twitter and retweeting behavior to
understand how discourse relates to the potential influence of messages. From this analysis, he
suggests that, within sociopolitical discussions on social media, intellectual language was
expressed the most often—particularly the language of insight and causation. He also makes
links between the retweet and the language of the tweet itself. He observes that tweets containing
intellectual language are more likely to be retweeted than those with emotional language.
Finally, Sahly concludes that Saudi women’s tone on twitter is noticeably angry— something

that I will explore in Chapter Four.

The final study I will discuss here is Abdullah Abalkhail’s unpublished PhD thesis titled,
Cyberactivism in a Non-Democratic Context: Social Campaigning in Saudi Arabia.” Abalkhail
examines some of the existing assumptions around collective action, derived largely from
experiences in democratic countries, by focusing on a country without a tradition of collective
activism. His thesis analyzes two case studies from Saudi Arabia: the women’s right to drive
campaign (also known as the October 26th campaign), and the teachers’ rights campaign.

Abalkhail’s study examines the role of the internet in three areas: mobilizing support for
campaigns, shaping the organizational structure of collective action, and challenging the

systemic environment. In order to address these issues, the thesis draws on two types of data:

* Abalkhail Abdullah, Cyberactivism in a Non-Democratic Context: Social Campaigning in Saudi Arabia. PhD
Thesis (University of Salford, 2016).
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firstly, extensive interviews with campaigners and international journalists and secondly, social
network analysis. The most important part of this thesis from the point of view of my work is
Chapter 7, “‘October 26th’ Campaign, supporting Saudi women’s right to drive,” which is about
the organized protests supporting Saudi women advocating for their right to drive. In this
chapter, Abalkhail explores the role and impact of communication technologies in new media as
he tracks the campaign from the beginning. Abalkhail’s study concludes that internet
technologies have helped to create new spaces in Saudi Arabia, allowing social campaigners to
express themselves without significant disruption. He shows how they have achieved some of
their goals through social media, though he reminds us that the social and political context plays

an equally important role in shaping campaigns as technology.

Corpus of Works Studied

To study Saudi women’s expressions of protest, from poetry to Twitter, I have identified

a series of works that form my corpus of analysis. I begin with poetry, the genre most employed
by Saudi women historically. I draw upon early protest poetry to ground the rest of my analysis,
specifically to study the gradual change in the protest imagery within Saudi women’s creative
expression.

Following my discussion of poetry, the genres I have chosen to focus on for the
remainder of the dissertation are: fiction, self-expression before social media (including memoir
and blogs), expressions beyond letters (including interviews and videos), and finally social
media. In the final chapter, I focus on Twitter, specifically, as a location where a considerable
evolution of protest imagery and expression could be found. By exploring expressions of protest

across these genres, I show the range of creative expressions of Saudi women and also reveal
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some of the dynamics of protest shared across them. Moreover, by comparing genres through
close readings, I identify different aesthetic practices that are linked to the art of protest. |
narrowed down the corpus of works by identifying one or two women working in each creative
genre whose output best expresses an aesthetic of protest in each genre. In this, I identified the
kinds of protests that they mount in the works, but did not make my selection on that basis.

For poetry, I have selected two poems by two very different poets, who use different
languages aimed at different audiences. I have chosen Hind al-Mutairi’s poem, (28 au )l 3 53)
[The Romantic Spring Protest] which challenges the concept of the tribe and its discrimination
against women. Al-Mutairi is a university professor from one of the most well-known tribes in
the Arabian Peninsula and her poem demonstrates the courage behind Saudi women’s protest.
The second poem is Hissa Hilal’s (3_s2 s 1)) [“The Evil Fatwa™]. This well-known poem
targets radical religious fatwas from a woman’s point of view. This poem is written in the Saudi
dialect (o) i/ Jasill ,=2ll). This poem is particularly unique because most poetry that
emerges from this region centers tribal pride, not protest. Additionally, I chose this poem
because it nicely contrasts with al-Mutairi’s fame; whereas the latter is an important figure in the
literary scene, Hilal is not. Most of the Saudi literary and intellectual scene embraces modern
standard Arabic in poetry, and does not have space or room for dialectical expression. Instead of
opting for poems that are famous or mainstream in Saudi society, I felt it would be more
insightful to read a poem that is uncommon both in its language and subject matter. Indeed,
Hilal’s poem is unique specifically because it is uncommon in Saudi Arabia to challenge or
criticize religious shaykhs, especially when done by women. On the other hand, al-Mutairi’s

poem is also exceptional because it criticizes the tribal culture, the overregulation of women, and
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how it negatively impacts Saudi women. This is especially important because the tribe in
question is a distinguished one—not only in Saudi Arabia, but in other gulf states as well.

In terms of fictional works, I will be closely studying three novels all of which are
engaged in creative protest, but each with unique themes. Two texts by Badriah Albeshr, (
_Swsll ) [Hind and the Soldier] and (e ¥! ¢ )L <l )2) [Love Stories on Al-A’sha Street], and
one by Laila Aljohani (4dals) [Days of Ignorance]. Badriah Albeshr’s novels offer an example of
how a novelist can utilize literary techniques to challenge the societal expectation to obey and
how this expectation could often be enforced by matriarchal and patriarchal figures in the family
or even in society more broadly. Likewise, Aljohani’s novel is an important addition to Saudi
women’s creative expressions of protest because it exposes racism in Saudi society—a
phenomenon that often goes unnoticed and/or ignored. While two of the three texts have been
translated into English, all translations in this dissertation are my own unless otherwise noted *°

Chapter Two is devoted to an analysis of self-expression, also called memoir or life
writing. In this chapter, I work with a published text first, and then move on to digital blogs. The
former is a memoir by Huda Aldaghfag, (szi..ébid\ uu\) [I Tear the Burqu‘a, I See] because it is a
pertinent example of how creative expression can include protest through one’s personal life.
Moreover, Aldaghfag is an important personality. As a poet and writer, she has herself analyzed
protest culture within intellectual circles in Saudi Arabia. Her work has included a critique not
only of the social restrictions but also of cultural events and within the ministry of culture. I
follow this with a discussion of online blogs where I focus on two Saudi bloggers—Nouf

Abdulaziz and Eman Al Nafjan—who utilize different writing styles, have different target

% Badriah Albeshr. Hend and the Soldier: A Novel. Translated by Sanna Dhahir. Austin TX: The University of
Texas at Austin Press, 2017 and Laila Aljohani. Days of Ignorance. Translated by Nancy Roberts. Doha:
Bloomsbury Qatar Foundation, 2014.
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audiences, and address different issues. I chose bloggers with distinct and contrasting styles,
different usages of language, and different targets who focus on different issues in order to enrich
my analyses by making them more comprehensive and inclusive. I explore the work of two
Saudi bloggers, Nouf Abdulaziz and Eman Al Nafjan, because of the differences which lead to
make the analysis more comprehensive and inclusive.

Chapter Three marks my shift from analyzing written expressions to unwritten ones,
including creative protest through TV interviews and videos. I begin by studying TV interviews
by Aziza al-Yousef, one of the most widely known and highly regarded Saudi activists who
questions and challenges unjust laws and those who make them. I chose to analyze these
interviews because al-Yousef presents her protest as a creative expression that combines
education and analysis. Following this, I will analyze the expression of two other women
activists, namely Loujain AlHathloul and Nuha al-Balawi. They each have a different ideology,
presentation, and creative ways of protesting as I will examine in depth in my analysis.

The final chapter of the dissertation is devoted to Twitter which I’ve identified as being a
digital space and central location for Saudi women’s creative protest. In this chapter, I focus on
specific protest campaigns in Saudi Arabia—two of which have been successful, namely the
campaigns against the male guardianship system and the ban on women driving. The former is
interesting because its history can be traced on Twitter and it also triggered similar campaigns
across the Gulf. The latter is one of the longest running campaigns by Saudi women, dating to
pre-Twitter days. I follow these two examples by analyzing the ways in which Saudi women
have protested against unemployment. This is a crucial example because this campaign
highlighted a collective struggle for all Saudis—both men and women—which can be

interestingly juxtaposed with campaigns that focus on women’s rights specifically.
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Questions and Arguments

Currently, much attention is focused on protest culture in the Arab world in the forms of street
protests, most notably the revolts and revolutions of the Arab Spring and continual street
uprisings against Arab regimes, which are often met with violence. My dissertation has a
somewhat sitinct focus in its understanding of protest. This is partly because of my focus on
Saudi women and their creative expressions. I argue in this dissertation that the wide range of
Saudi women’s creative expressions of protest have gone largely unnoticed, yet they are
powerful, expansive, and have only increased with time.

I have chosen this focus for several reasons. The first is to demonstrate the wide variety
of forms of protest creatively expressed by Saudi women. Within this variety, I will explore and
analyze the differences in their language, tone, style, and other artistic inscriptions within their
protests. I also link these to the contexts in which they are produced, including the background
and milieu of the creators, as well as the political moment in which they appear. Finally, and
most importantly, I will explore the gradual and mostly underexplored development of Saudi
women’s protest over the years which have served to advance women’s rights and social justice
in Saudi Arabia.

This dissertation examines Saudi women’s creative expression of protest from a number
of angles. Within each of the genres of creative expression I have identified, I also examine
differences and similarities in their protests -- focusing on how and why Saudi women use each
of them. I ground these expressions within their local contexts, to see what larger discourses they
contribute to. Through these close analyses, I ask what is the definition of the word “protest” and
what is protest culture? Where can we locate protest potential in Saudi women’s lexicon? How

do Saudi women protest and in which space do they protest in? I also ask how and if these
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expressions of protest are the same. Are there important differences within certain expressions of
protest? Are the creative protests against the male guardianship system similar to the protests
against unemployment, and in what ways? Finally, I am concerned with how creative
expressions of protest by Saudi women have changed over time.

I bring in the question of protest over time because one of the important arguments of this
dissertation is that Saudi women have been protesting for much longer than is acknowledged.
Contrary to popular belief, Saudi women’s expressions of protest did not begin with Twitter or
even within new media. Despite social pressure and cultural conventions to obey authority, we
know that Saudi women have protested their social conditions at various points in history. Often,
implicit forms of protest are overlooked, or might not even be seen as part of conventional
“protest culture” as we understand it today. Though I am not arguing for a linear progression of
protest, I have organized the chapters of this dissertation to follow a rough evolution of genres
that allows me to analyze expressions of Saudi women’s protest, revealing a shift from being
unheard, unknown, and expressing more implicit forms of protest to a gradually more explicit
manifestation of protest culture.

The wide variety of expressive styles that Saudi women utilize in mounting their protests
is one of the key elements of my analysis. I argue that diverse genres are suitable for different
kinds of protests. For example, protesting on Twitter or on social media in general, allows Saudi
women to engage with different audiences. Social media platforms create a space for discussion,
negotiation, education, and advocacy. However, it also makes space for counter-protestors to
attack or target online advocates, especially since it is much easier for counter-protestors to

accuse protestors of being traitors. This is significantly different from published works like
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novels. In this case, after the challenges of publishing and censorship, which impact circulation,
the writer has more control over the narrative.

Based on my analyses in this dissertation, I contend that there is a strong relationship
between the development of Saudi women’s creative expressions of protest and Saudi society’s
openness to the world. This is partly linked to internet use and its impact on society. The internet
has allowed Saudi society to connect to outsiders in ways they never did before. Saudi women’s
literary expressions of protest began before this, of course, and the kinds of changes and
developments in Saudi women’s lives were different. The scholarly literature on Saudi women’s
fiction, discussed in the section above, shows how protest in the form of writing has accelerated
in more recent years. Earlier works tended to be more focused on depictions of social life
without necessarily pairing them with a critical lens. The way protest works is both in raising
awareness about the issues faced by Saudi women, and also in shaping this in creative
expressions across genres. These generic expressions are suited to different kinds of protest, for
example, the younger generations who use Twitter often employ brief, more aggressive, and
sharper language and expose their identities even if this means risking their safety.

Central to my investigation are the various kinds of creative expressions used to protest
or oppose norms or policies. For my dissertation, I expanded my corpus of work to include
creative mediums and traditional medias in order to assess the broad spectrum of protesting.
These varied kinds of creative expression are the centre of the investigations in this dissertation. I
have chosen to focus on fiction and poetry, because creative expressions of protest are diverse
and broad and aren’t exclusively located within more conventional genres. I will also be
examining the connections between various new media platforms and their interconnections. For

example, as I analyze in Chapter Three, Loujain AlHathloul posts videos via Keek and YouTube,
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then those videos are circulated via Twitter, Facebook, and other mediums. Nuha al-Balawi’s
videos were posted first on Snapchat before then being circulated on Twitter. As for television
appearances or interviews, Aziza al-Yousef actually quotes something directly from Twitter.
Hind al-Mutairi engages through Twitter to counter the backlash she received after criticizing her
tribe. Finally, blogger Nouf Abdulaziz alternates expressing her protests between her personal
blog and Twitter, as well as quoting herself and others in her blog.

Moreover, as [ will argue further below, the expressions of protest in new media are
artistic and creative and should be studied together with Saudi women’s literary protest. I will
examine various linguistic and literary features of these expressions that have gone unexplored.
For example, Hind al-Mutairi criticizes the tribal system and their sexist attitudes and treatment
of Saudi women by using creative linguistic play. She invokes specific evocative and
provocative word choices—like (LU\e) (z), and (5_%). Here, she builds a vocabulary to criticize
the foundation of Saudi society, namely the tribal system, in a provocative but courageous way.
Though al-Mutairi does not specify which tribe she is attacking, her critique led to a wider
reaction that saw her banned from participating in poetry festivals in Saudi Arabia.

One important element of my analysis is recognizing and examining the limits and
possibilities that come with utilizing specific genres to protest. For example, in published works
like novels, protest is largely directed against the tribal system, radical religious fatwas, and
social injustices more generally, with less emphasis on government policies and how they
disproportionately harm Saudi women. For example, Hind, the protagonist in “_Swall s x8” [ Hind
and the Soldiers] by Badriah Albeshr involves a plot that allows her to challenge indirectly how
government policies about male guardianship in hospitals lead to regulations about surgeries

performed on women. This critique, however, does not show or discuss who is responsible for
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this. The way in which a similar critique of the male guardianship system impacts women’s
health care is discussed in Chapter Four, where a range of Saudi women protest these policies on
Twitter and direct this towards the government who is responsible for this abuse.

In contrast, the memoir “d)i..é Balle v by Huda Aldaghfag uses direct language to
critique these policies in a number of passages. I analyze these in Chapter Two below. We see
Aldaghfag names this abuse and identifies the government as being the source of this abuse,
whereas in the novel Albeshr points at Saudi society, its society and traditions as being the
culprit. This is more in line with how certain kinds of linguistic elements, especially transparent
and direct language, play a significant role in Saudi women’s critique of the male guardianship
system in new media, as I discuss in Chapter Four.

All of these literary and linguistic expressions are crucial constituents of protest culture
within Saudi women’s expressions. With the exception of the 1991 driving convoy, there have
been no street protests or collective action in public spaces led by Saudi women. In this
dissertation, I argue that these unique features set apart Saudi women’s creative expressions of
protest from other protest cultures in the region. To follow the major protest movements led and
participated in by Saudi women, it is important to follow the expressions of protest first and then
the actions that follow. Often this begins online followed by offline protests. For example, as
discussed in Chapter Three, there have been a number of actions carried out by Saudi women,
like that by Loujain AlHathloul. As I discuss below, these actions remain very different from
protest cultures in the Arab region at large.

Saudi women’s creative expression of protest is diverse in genre, style, and target
audience; moreover, the women who protest are themselves not a homogenous group. I

deliberately chose women from various backgrounds in order to take into account demographic
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differences and how it affects the messaging of their protests. Some protesters come from more
conservative, traditional, and/or strict families and others do not. Many of those who produce
more conventional literary works hold degrees in higher education, but some of those on Twitter
do not have high school degrees. Whatever their level of education or social positioning, all of
the women have in common that they are protesting a norm or policy in some creative form. One
of the features of social media is that you can have access to it, even if you have a more modest
financial situation, a more restrictive family background, more or less educational opportunities.

This variety is important in presenting a comprehensive view of Saudi women'’s creative protest.

Theory and Methodology

Saudi Arabian feminist protest is unlike other protest movements—feminist and
otherwise. There are a few studies of feminism, in its many different manifestations, in the Gulf
States. To place Saudi Arabian feminist protest in a theoretical framework, I use Saudi women’s
platforms of action and expression as my guide. One reason for this is that critical and theoretical
works analysing expressions of protest in Arab media, for example, most often focus on these as
tools utilized to connect protesters virtually to what is happening in actual street protests. [ view
these platforms, instead, as creative and powerful works in their own right. To theorize these
expressions of protest, I draw upon their own internal conceptual frameworks. I use these texts to
explore and understand the unique circumstances that have led Saudi women to produce these
different expressions that provide varied employment of language (written and verbal) and
platforms.

My method of analysis begins from close readings of the creative expressions I have
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identified in the range of texts discussed above. Close readings of the literary texts reveal both
the aesthetic practices used within them, differently in each genre, as well as how they are
connected to their contexts and the protests they engage in. The kinds of feminist, close reading
of texts I do draws on similar methods of literary analysis to those of Buthayna Sha‘ban in, (4
Y4992 AAA Ay el dluall &) 5 )l (e ale) [One Hundred Years of Arab Women’s Writing 1899-
1999] and Hoda Elsadda in Gender, Nation, and the Arabic Novel: Egypt, 1892-2008. These two
critics read literary texts to understand the features of feminism and analyze the stylistic and
linguistic figures that writers employ to present their feminist protest. Sha‘ban and Elsadda focus
on the feminist perspective by bringing out and analyzing women’s voices in literature that
previously were hidden or ignored. Similarly to Sha‘ban, I focus on texts by Saudi women that
express breaking down obstacles that oppress women and present the notion of liberation in
women’s consciousness as a form of protest. In her book, Elsadda offers in-depth textual
analyses that help to elucidate how protest can be linked to artistic expression. I draw upon her
methods in my analysis.

After analyzing poetry, novels, and memoirs, I continue to draw upon these methods to
analyze the other artistic expressions of protest. In addition, I use this same strategy of close
reading in my analysis of memoir and blogs, keeping in mind the particularities of these genres.
These works are helpful models for me to draw out a focus on power relations between
languages and cultures. I also provide contextualized reading of all the material in this
dissertation by examining the complexities of their political and cultural environments to present
a better understanding of each one. My readings of interviews, videos, and Twitter are further
informed by the methods used by Paolo Gerbaudo in Tweets and the Streets: Social Media and

Contemporary Activism. For the new media texts, in particular, I draw upon Gerbaudo’s critical
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approach, which sees their production similarly to literary works, by studying these expressions’
features to understand the protest culture in social media. For example, I found that on Twitter,
Saudi women who protest unemployment do not receive the same level of response as those who
protest the driving ban or the male guardianship system. Moreover, in the video section, the
difference between Loujain AlHathloul and Nuha al-Balawi is obvious where al-Balawi receives
more respect and acceptance than AlHathloul in her videos because of her modest appearance as
well as her wise tone.

I have also drawn from the work of Caroline Seymour-Jorn, particularly the analysis in
her book on the new generation’s expressions of protest in Egypt. Creating Spaces of Hope:
Young Artists and the New Imagination in Egypt inspired my analysis with its inclusion of a wide
variety of creative expressions. Seymour-Jorn argues that these allow for the creation of “spaces
of hope” within a troubled society, as they afford a sustained experience. This is a parallel
experience to the Saudi women whose works are explored in this dissertation, who invented their
own ways to express themselves and to protest. This can be seen especially in the use of Twitter
to express disagreement, anger, and rage, posting analysis, writing, videos, pictures, and cartoons
on the platform. Similarly to Seymour-Jorn, I also link this wide variety of creative expression
not only to a new generation of Twitter users but also to writers of poetry and fiction — which
could be seen as a more traditional protest—as I propose in the first chapter.

As this dissertation focuses on Saudi women’s expressions of protest, I follow the literary
and linguistic analysis of the expressions and through analyzing those forms. I also shed light on
cultural and legal barriers, limited access to higher education, and religious demands for certain
provisions with regard to Saudi women’s right to work, study, and movement. My method,

however, does not focus on protest as only a state of action, but also on linguistic and literary
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techniques and strategies. I look closely at the works under study to determine the ways in which
Saudi women manage to creatively break free from boxes that have surrounded them. How they
break out of these boxes means not only expressing themselves, and their desires, but freedom in
its many shapes. My dissertation thus offers a literary and linguistic analysis of these expressions
of protest, including how language can be used to hide from or challenge the authorities and/or

the censors.

Chapter Outline

Each chapter of this dissertation examines expressions that are representative of various types of
protest and provides a distinctive case study. The dissertation is divided into four chapters. The
first chapter focuses on literary expression, specifically poetry and fiction. In this chapter I argue
that the ability of Saudi poets to protest aggressively yet not the state or the government policies.
The poetry section analyzes two poems by Hissa Hilal and Hind al-Mutairi. The section sheds
light on contemporary Saudi women’s poetry and how those two poets protest the tribal
system—specifically, the sexism prevalent within tribes—as well as the radical religious agenda.
The linguistic and literary features of these poems are the main basis of analysis. Through this
analysis I show how Saudi women are protesting different factors/abusers other than the
regulations. Moreover, I connect poetry to fiction in the second section of the chapter by arguing
that the literary space is equipped with the ability to creatively identify vried subjects and roles in
Saudi society that advance inequality and sexism, namely the tribe, religious shaykhs, the
society, and its base unit: the family. To do this I analyze three novels by Laila Aljohani and

Badriah Albeshr. I analyze the literary features that have been utilized by these Saudi novelists to
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protest, especially how they develop their narratives to include implicit protest through
techniques such as monologue, dialogue, and creative titles.

Chapter Two is focused on self-expression including the literary genre of memoir and the
online genre of blogs. I argue that although the memoir is a genre of literature, it expands what
protest is to be more explicit in terms of highlighting the different abusive regulations against
women that were not stressed in novels. In the first section of this chapter, I explore Huda
Aldaghfag’s published work in which she reflects on her life and protests against numerous
Saudi regulations and social restrictions that she has fought against throughout. I analyze the
literary and linguistic features of Aldaghfag’s artistic protest connecting them to the analysis in
the first chapter through the linguistic features. In the second section of Chapter Two, I examine
two blogs by two different Saudi bloggers with different backgrounds, objectives, and writing
styles. Nouf Abdulaziz’s blog protests corruption in the country and Eman Al Nafjan’s blog is
more specifically focused on women’s driving. I bring together a discussion of these three sets of
creative expressions in order to show how Saudi women are expressing themselves and
interacting with their problems through writing. I argue in this chapter that the self space has
helped Saudi women to protest more freely and openly than protesting within literary
products/works.

In Chapter Three, I have identified a number of ways that women use creative
expressions in the form of “unwritten protests” and evaluate these. The first part of the chapter
deals with multimedia including television interviews. Here, I first look at Aziza al-Yousef’s
critique of number of laws in Saudi Arabia that are unfair to women. I then move onto an
analysis of other kinds of videos in the second section which are posted on channels and

platforms including YouTube, Keek, and Snapchat. I argue here that Saudi women post-internet
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have become more aware and active in the protest, and the videos and the TV interviews are
proving this shift. As in the previous chapters, I examine their linguistic and artistic interventions
and how they shape and are shaped by the messages they wish to convey.

Finally, all of these discussions come together in the arguments in Chapter Four where I
examine in detail the new media platform of Twitter, used so effectively and extensively by
Saudi women to protest. Twitter is a useful location to examine women’s protest because it
shows the length and breadth of their protest journey in the briefest form of expression—the
Tweet, which is limited to 280 characters. This chapter is structured around an examination of
the two most famous protest campaigns led by Saudi women: that against the male guardianship
system and that in support of women driving. In order to put these into context, I also examine
another campaign in which Saudi women participated but that was not exclusive to them or for
them, the fight against unemployment. This allows for the ability to evaluate the contrast in
expression but also the reception of the movement socially. In these chapters, my arguments
focus on the differences between Saudi women’s protest to other Arab women’s protest and how

the uniqueness of Saudi women’s protest.
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Chapter One:
Literary Expressions of Protest

Poetry
According to an Arab proverb, “poetry is the register of the Arabs” (w_all O s> y=all). This has
been the case since the pre-Islamic era, a time when Arabs were already known for their use of
poetry both as a tool to boast of individual or tribal achievements but also to attack other people
or groups of people.” Poetry was a celebrated and widely practiced oral literary form in that
period, and today the Arabian Peninsula still hosts a multitude of festivals where Arabs meet and
sit together for the purpose of listening to poetry—assessing poems and poets against literary
criteria.”*w The most famous such festival, or sug, is Suq ‘Ukaz (&\Se).>

The annual Suq ‘Ukaz festival is remarkable, not least for its mixed-gender attendance.
Arab women have always been present at these poetic gatherings. In the pre-Islamic era, Arab
women poets were renowned not only for their poetry but also for their powerful performances.™
Saudi women have continued to follow in the tradition of their foremothers in producing poetry,
often alongside male poets, in both Modern Standard Arabic (><ill/zuxidll) and the Saudi dialect
(d<lal)), While Arab men and women have both produced poetry across various genres
throughout the Islamic era, poems were always produced in one major form, the qasida—the
classical Arabic poem.

However, more recently, Saudi women poets bravely changed the literary scene by using

new techniques. In 1973, Poet Fowziyah Abukhalid began her protest against the tradition of

> Two of the main genres (=& (al 2 i/s =i (= &) of classical Arabic poetry are satire (saell) and dithyramb
(o34,

22 SRS mas 2S5 Alalall 8 pad) 3l sad, dsalad) iU )y Y oA [Saeed al-Afghani, Arabs’ Markets in Pre-Islam and
Islam. (2008)], 125

>3 Saced al-Afghani, (122-128).

M et Lewidul o Jalad) jaill 851 5all 5 ) gea 301 5 3 galll clul all Alse yienns 2018, [Hibah Jabir, “The Image of
Women in Pre-Islamic Poetry, Feminist Study,” Journal of Linguistic and Literary Studies, (2018)]:157.
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classical poetry and the qasida (33<dll), as well as the society that protects this tradition.” With
her spirit of innovation and evolution, Abukhalid has written poetry in a revolutionary and
modern way; this stand for modernity has cost Abukhalid dearly, and engaged her in a number of
battles, both literary and social.”® Most notably, Dr. ‘Awadh al-Qarni launched a powerful
critique against her and modernity in Saudi Arabia in general in his book Modernity in the Scale
of Islam.”’

Many male poets have written in similarly innovative ways; however, Abukhalid was
more profoundly affected by such criticism than male poets have been.’® Her writing itself is a
form of protest in two ways. First, she expresses a modern method of composition by breaking
the rules of the qasida, writing without the standard rhythms and verse endings of the classical
Arabic poetic form. Second, Abukhalid focuses on the feminine, writing in protest and with a
disregard for the rules by celebrating women in a spectacular manner.

Through her protest in language, Abukhalid has challenged social norms—by being a
woman poet, writing her poems differently, and by emphasizing the power and beauty of women
distinct from the feminine ideal that male poets asserted and maintained from the time of the

most famous canonical poems of the pre-Islamic era: the Mu‘allaqat (<lalzall),

>3 Her first book (=% o) s23) was published in Beirut 1973. el dlae | eilSa 5 oluill 431 & :Asieall [Abdullah al-
Gathami, Aljuhaniyah: On Women’s Language and Stories. (Lebanon: Dar al-Intiashar, 2012)], 39.

%6 «Abu Khalid became a writer at an early age, again in the seventies. Her free prose poems have stages politically
rebellious connotations. She tends to experiment in her creative writing with new themes and forms. Her work has
also evolved over time: from a young, radical revolutionary, romantic-with-an-edge poet; freedom fighter in the
seventies; to a more mature, calm, rational woman in the eighties. At the same time, she is still maintaining her large
scale battles using poetry and her unique choice in appearance, language and poetic forms.” Hatoon Al Fasi, Saudi
Women and Islamic Discourse, Selected Examples of Saudi Feminisms, journal of women of the middle east and the
Islamic world, 14 (2016):195-200.

>7 This war of modernity includes the poet Huda Aldaghfag, as will be discussed in the “Memoir” section in Chapter
Two: 108.

*% Salma Jayyusi, (bl (Sl s seall o padidelads el A ol 45 5). Al-*Arab newspaper:
https://alarab.co.uk/ JLill- uSla 5= yaall- Jo o yaii-delaiis jeli-la pldy 4
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In this section, I will analyze two approaches to protest in Saudi poetry by two women
with different backgrounds, who have different targets, and use different methods. The first is
Hind al-Mutairi, who protests the tribe (41udll) (al-gabilah) and the tribal patriarchal system in her
2015 poem, “The Romantic Spring Revolution” (&l & )l 3, 5). The second is Hissa Hilal, who
protested radical religious shaykhs on the TV show: Million’s Poet (¢!l Jeli) in March 2010,

with the poem “The Evil Fatwa.””

Both poets have faced consequences for their work, which I
will discuss later in this section. This is partly because they both presented their poems to large
public audiences—Hilal on a popular TV show, and al-Mutairi live at the Jeddah International
Book Fair, which was also broadcasted on TV.

Hissa Hilal attacked the shaykhs on television, her body fully covered, reciting a classical
Arabic qasida (32x<dll), but using the Saudi dialect. Her poem was protesting the religious-
extremist fatwas that call for the killing people who support gender mixing in Saudi Arabia. Hind
al-Mutairi presented her poem at the Jeddah International Book Fair.®® Her particularly strong
criticism of the country’s tribal system resulted in the region’s governor, Prince Khalid Alfaisal,
banning her from reciting her poetry locally.®' After her poetry was banned, the poem “The
Romantic Spring Revolution” () &u Y 5, 55); became known as “Woe to the Tribe” (Al =, 5).%

Al-Mutairi claims that the title was changed by the people who listened to it to make it feel more

dramatic.” It is inspired by a real story of a wife and mother of five, Salma, who was forced into

%% For more about this show see: Katrien Vanpee, "Allegiance Performed: Wataniyyah Poetry on the Stage of the
Sha‘ir al-Milytin Competition," Journal of Arabic Literature 50, no. 2 (2019): 173-196.

60 3LalS ALY =y 5 Ao giaall Bapallll 5 (5 jehaall 2ia 5 e Ll www.youtube.com/watch?v=ij4wX5ig9nok.

01 mie Sl A cilila jea s llad (4 g julaall via" 22 "aludl) 5 Almanatiq news, 21 December 2015:
https://almnatiq.net/ Jxi-(se-(s sdaall-aia-aesialydll = o/ |

%2 The poem with its original title was published in the Saudi newspaper al-Medina (www.al-
madina.com/article/361999) and in her poetry collection Aljawza (2015): ¥ bl (536 5 yshall xia col 3 sall ol 523,
[Hind al-Mutairi, Aljawza collection, (Riyadh: Literary Club,2015].

8 damia e "CulS Cleleal ;"G J s ahall 2ia e 3Y1 saaill 5 ,e s Sabq News, 22 December 2015:
https://sabg.org/saudia/6qpgde-2 .
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divorcing her husband because of their unequal social status— her husband was not from a tribal
family like hers.®* Such cases are not unusual in Saudi Arabia.®” In her poem, al-Mutairi uses a
range of poetic and linguistic techniques to mount her attacks on the tribal system, its traditions,

as well as the men who uphold it, as I will discuss in the section below.

Hind al-Mutairi, “The Romantic Spring Protest”

The two titles of Hind al-Mutairi’s poem reflect its widespread appeal to people in Saudi Arabia
and some of the contours of the depth of protest within it. Both the official and the popular title
focus on protest, but with slightly different meanings. The title that the poem has come to be
known by, and through which it became popular since going viral in 2015, for example, “ x5
4Ll (Woe to the Tribe), focuses on her attack on the tribal system. It names the tribe right in
the title itself—utilizing the word “z=s” where it is used generally to reprove or scold someone
for doing something wrong. The “official” title under which it was first published focuses on the
inspiration of the so-called Arab Spring protests (=~ gnl 3, 5%) that swept through the region
in 2011. This title simply replaces two letters, which results in the title (22 an 1 3,55 so that the
protests become those of the “Romantic Spring” or “Spring of the Heart.” This official title
emphasizes the revolution and links protest to love, marriage and assisting an emotional depth to
it. It also begs certain questions, for example, by using the word “romantic,” is she fighting for
her right to be in love and/or to marry someone of her own choosing? She uses the topic of love

as a pretext to take aim against the tribe’s traditions.

0 damia e "eulS Cileleal ;"G J g ahaall 238 43V sanail) 5 ,e LS Sabg News, 22 December 2015:
https://sabg.org/saudia/6gqpgde-2 .

% Nadav Samin has shown more examples of what is called («x) $\<5) in legal discourse. See “Kafd a fi I-Nasab in
Saudi Arabia: Islamic Law, Tribal Custom, and Social Change,” Journal of Arabian Studies 2 no.2 (2012): 112.
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Hind al-Mutairi opens this poem by explaining that in school she learned that she is
“shameful” (Ule) and that the tribe neither accepts nor forgives people who act in ways that are
outside its norms. She details that the tribe instead washes away such shame by fire, which is
indicative of the aggressive treatment towards women in the tribe; first, by seeing women as
“shameful” and second by insinuating that this shame must be washed away not with water but
fire. The first and most obvious question to be posed here is: What does al-Mutairi mean when
she describes herself as “shameful”? Is she referring simply to the fact she was a girl and is a
woman? Is she referring to the old tribal traditions of the pre-Islamic era, when it is said that
females were not accepted and were buried alive (wa’d) (3/5)? Perhaps she begins her poem in
this manner to introduce the bloody history of tribal tradition before proceeding to describe how
she became aware of the brainwashing of the tribal system and how it should be challenged.

From the very beginning, she links gender discrimination to tribal ideology before she
explains in more depth how this ideology affects Saudi women who live within their tribes’
traditions. As I mentioned above, Abukhalid’s poetic style is a means of protest in Saudi Arabia.
Indeed, the two titles of this poem—both the official one and the popular one—can be read as an
act of protest in and of themselves. Right from the opening lines, from which the poem’s popular
title was taken, Al-Mutairi opens fire on the tribe in all of its complexity. Her use of this term
alone is itself a protest. She then enumerates the reasons for her attack on the tribe; she is
protesting against injustice towards women and the tribes’ double standards when it comes to

tribesmen, because of how the whole system is based on the patriarchy.
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Building a Poetic Language of Protest: Verbs, Vocabulary, and Repetition

One of the most striking elements about this poem is the rich poetic language that is built up
throughout it, and how this develops into a language of protest. From the multiple meanings
inscribed in the title to the descriptions throughout it, the poet works with a rich and varied
vocabulary, shifts verb tenses in challenging ways, and makes strategic use of literary techniques
like repetition. This can be seen immediately in the title, but also more specifically in the
movement of the poem and how it emphasizes the shift from the poet blithely following the
tribe’s guidance in all things, to the poet being reborn as a rebel protesting against the very same
tribe.

Some of the first and most obvious vocabulary items drawn upon and repeated in the
poem I have already mentioned above, for example the word (_\=) [shame]; the poet uses
repetition of this word throughout the poem:

)Lc ‘faiu.u)ﬂ\’:;);;sﬁc_\ﬂzj
Sl Js Y ALl o 5
S
)L:J\ 8 Y g
Sl lall Juss U
dap ) gaai
[T have learned in the classroom that I am shame
and the tribe does not accept shame
No!
...does not forgive shame

Instead, it washes shame away with fire
... cleans up the crime.] *°

The lines cited above, the author repeats the word (Ule) [shame] in four of six lines, at the end of

the line in all but one, where it is thymed instead with the word (LY) [fire]. The way in which the

% Hind al-Mutairi, (&) ax Y 3, 55) [Spring of the Heart], Poem. Almadina newspaper, February 2015:
https://www.al-madina.com/article/361999 .
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word shame is used and repeated has several effects. One is that it emphasizes the word and
concept itself, drawing attention to it. This in turn is immediately linked to gender, we see that it
is not a poem about shame per se but the shame of being a woman or girl. The movement in the
poem is present here, because it takes the reader/listener of the poem to the classroom and a
young girl learns not just about shame but that she is shameful. This in turn emphasizes how girls
and women are not accepted within the tribe and the tribal system. In the second line of the
poem, this reiteration is made even stronger by the use of the emphatic negative “3S” in the third
line.

The verb tenses then help the poem emphasize this point through movement by using
several present tense verbs. The two verbs in the negative, “does not accept” (J:& ¥) and “does
not forgive” (L& Y) are then followed by two more without the negative particle: “washes away”
(J~23) and “cleans up” (s~<3). The conjugation of the verbs—the feminine singular—also reveals
a great deal: she does not associate injustice with a specific individual or even a group of
tribesmen. Instead, she refers to the tribal system and blames the ways in which tribes were built
from traditions, culture, and rules. However, negative and positive verbs aimed towards the same
object (L)) here are ironic and sharp in both ways. In the negative verbs, the tribe neither
accepts nor forgives the shame, where women are the shame. They are not accepted or forgiven,
in either their being and existence or in their actions. The positive verbs then become more
intense as the tribe’s actions towards “shame” are directed at cleaning it up and washing it away.
The poet shows with her words how aggressive the tribe is by using the verb “to cleanse” and
linking it with fire rather than water. This verb attached to water has positive connotations, but
when paired with fire it implies an aggressive and violent act. This linguistic usage by al-Mutairi

1s one location in which it is clear how the tribe as a structure is intolerant of women.
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Beyond the concept of shame, al-Mutairi delves into a deeper discussion of other kinds of
words that connect to the concept of fear, and even horror, that women experience in certain
ways when living within the tribal system. One specific passage describes the feeling of being a
woman living in fear of what the tribe is capable of should she fall in love. She has specified that
this poem is about a woman who is married and has children with someone from outside the
tribal system — a beloved husband whom the tribe forced her to divorce.®” The use of multiple
varied words to describe her situation is notable in this passage:

il Claf & yeag
Tl Gl i) alald
sl sz sl aal
Do) dpda dpd
Lde U pil
[T have become afraid of the sin
afraid of committing love
fear entering the paths of love

fear, disappointment, dread, horror
and futile doubts.] **

The English translation above does not capture the number of different words used to express the
depth of meaning al-Mutairi expresses in relation to fear, dread, and horror. No word is repeated
here—unlike the passage discussed above where repetition is used to emphasize her points. In
this passage, her technique is in fact to display a range of vocabulary meaning “the same thing” to
further enhance and underline the range of emotion that is connected to fear. One example of how

she also expands meaning through her extensive use of vocabulary is to pair words and concepts

67 ¢ 21 530 cpa Lo VT amy " L) e daal Lgn 3 (e (3l ML alis S (s 0 Caalai sanadll G g julad) Ciaa
b ol e Ghl e S agy ciny Jl) £ g ge ae Calaladll Lgile CulS  canil) HS aae daay telil Auad 37, L) Basalll 5 je LS
dasmia pe "CalS" Gleledl "G J s bl 2ia) 22 December 2015. https:/sabg.org/saudia/6gpgde-2 .

% Hind al-Mutairi, (&) ax Y 3, 55) [Spring of the Heart], Poem. Almadina newspaper, February 2015:
https://www.al-madina.com/article/361999.
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in unusual ways. In the second line, for example, she uses the verb commit (<)) to talk about
practicing love or being in love, as you would talk about committing a crime. When she is afraid
of “committing love” (dusall <l ;8 Cilal) she speaks about it as if it were a criminal act. This is a
searing indictment of the kinds of ways the tribal system cultivates a culture wherein women are
in fear of ‘committing’ a natural emotion.

She opens her poem by questioning herself as “shame” and reveals the fear that comes
with living within a tribal system, that is actively upheld by men, in order to make the transition
into two distinct stages: revelation and liberation. Indeed, after coming face to face with the ‘fire’
and the ‘shame,’ she transitions into the first stage of revelation. Here, she realizes the truth: that
the tribe is just an illusion. The second stage—Iliberation—occurs when she finally wakes up
from this illusion to rebel against the tribe and its men. Fighting, she goes on in the conclusion of

the poem to declare war against the tribe and its men:

Jish sae a2y Sl

e yad ¢l
aie e § )5 il
(gl () geanll gan 3
ceJiie call all Jals (e &y pa
ceadlall ming LA & e
alpall 5 il
[After a long life,
I woke up, I rebelled,
I announced a great revolution of love
That demolished the ancient fortress
I liberated thousands and thousands of warriors inside me
And prepared my horses in the darkness
To invade the tribe] ®

% Hind al-Mutairi, (&) ax Y 3, §5) [Spring of the Heart], Poem. Almadina newspaper, February 2015:
https://www.al-madina.com/article/361999.
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All the verbs that refer to the poet here are in the past tense; those verbs are presenting the
awakening of the poet after she was brainwashed. Verb choices here are strong and active, she is
not only waking up from an illusory state, but she will also fight back by announcing a
revolution. Along with this awakening, she is preparing for an invasion to demolish the “old
fortress,” a reference to outdated customs and traditions that she has been inculcated into since
she was a child. When she speaks of the “many thousands of warriors liberated inside her” and
“preparing her horses,” she is indicating that she intends to start a new war and invade (sJx3) the

tribe.

Another way in which al-Mutairi constructs her poem to convey its expression of protest
through form, is by using questions. Questions are often repeated in her poetry, recalling her
repetition of other vocabulary items. In the section of the poem cited below, she uses the same
question word (—25), meaning “how?”, three times in a row at the beginning of a line:

Aludll =~
Lia 5 ) audi Ca
Ulaed (3 s ca
€908 LDl i o
[Woe to the tribe,
How does it steal/ruin our souls?

How does it steal our lives?
How does it divide our dreams like spoils?!] "

The poet uses these three repeated questions to underline her accusation that the tribe
brainwashes not only the men who are implicated in upholding its patriarchal system, but also its

women. It ruins their souls and spirits, and also steals their lives and ruins their dreams. As in the

7 Hind al-Mutairi, (&) ax Y 3, 55) [Spring of the Heart], Poem. Almadina newspaper, February 2015:
https://www.al-madina.com/article/361999.
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previous example of repetition, this serves not only to underline her point but also to highlight
the message—here a rhetorical and almost ironic questioning, as she clearly is not merely
lamenting but also critiquing. In relation to lament, this series of four rhetorical questions is
preceded by an address to the tribe itself which is the title of the poem. As noted above “z=5” is a
word that can be translated “woe,” as in “woe be to the tribe.” This expression is very harsh and
disrespectful in Arabic to be used towards anyone let alone towards someone older or in a higher
social position such as the tribe.

It is relevant to note further here that the three questions are formed using the present
continuous tense (¢ Jlae Jad), rather than questions and statements in the past tense that are used
in previous sections such as those quoted above. This indicates the persistence of these actions—
they are still ongoing and not a mere thing of the past. Moreover, they could very well be
happening right now. The use of expressed and implied pronouns is also important in a full
analysis of the poem. As mentioned above, the word for tribe (l:3)l) is a feminine singular noun,
so the accompanying question plus verb is framed in the third person, feminine singular and
could be translated as “she” or “it.” As mentioned above, the poet is referring to the tribe in the
singular feminine with all its traditions and patriarchal rules that harm women. Further, the
objects of each of these three verbs—the tribe is doing things to (psi ¢(3 s ¢2udl) —are all
expressed in the first-person plural. Rather than referring to herself then, the poet uses “us” to
encompass herself and others. This raises additional questions about who this “us” is.

However, to give a further sense of the way in which this poem inscribes its protest
message through the use of verb tenses, a fuller picture of the poem in relation to its use of verbs
is needed. It is important to note that it opens with verbs used in the past: ( (el ccuie 3 el

Cualat (s jle) “I believed,” “T accepted,” “I practiced,” “I learned,” “I bowed,” “I surrendered.” It
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is clearly marked, and also notable, that the verbs she opens with are ones that show her to be
submissive, conformist, and part of a system that kept her passive. These are words also
connected to her childhood as a girl. As she grows up, she still uses the past tense ( «=S af ¢S
<ial) “T realized,” “I believed,” “T grew up,” however we see that the kinds of verbs used show
her progression and coming of age—the more literal “I grew up” but how this is connected to
having “realized” things. There is then the turning point when she shakes off what she sees as her
ignorance and these verbs are still expressed in the past ( «lia & jen ) ja cile ]« yai il
<8« ) “T woke up,” “T rebelled,” “T announced,” “I became free,” “I decided,” “1
disbelieved,” “I blasphemed.” They not only show her rebellion and her self-expression, but also
even more powerfully that she became free and even “blasphemed” or “disbelieved.” The poem
closes with the poet promising to continue what she started. In these lines, she changes tense and
then writes in the future: (<iSku ¢ IS 53 ¢ saalu) “T will satirize,” “I will write,” “my words
will be...” This timeline of the verb tenses that the poet writes her poem through is showing how
this protest has been built through al-Mutairi’s timeline, where she was brainwashed then she
realized the illusion of the tribe, and finally she decides that she will attack and invade the tribe.

All of Hind al-Mutairi’s poetic strategies, the use of techniques of repetition, verb tense
progression, vocabulary, and rhyme serve the poem’s message of protest. It is clear from the
outset, and becomes increasingly more so, that the protest is not just about men, but about the
patriarchal system upheld by the traditional tribal system in Saudi Arabia. This contrasts with the
way that women are treated, as men are not subject to the shame she describes at the opening of
the poem. She notes that men are forgiven even if they practice all kinds of obscenity, while

women are “shame” simply because of their gender.
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One thing that made al-Mutairi’s poem of protest against this tribal system so popular is
that she focuses on showing a direct and specific image of men who uphold it. The tribe always
protects its image, no matter what its male members do. Al-Mutairi shows here the double
standard in the way in which the tribe judges and deals with its members depending on their
gender. For example, in contrast to the verse cited above in which she realizes she is shame, in
the following verse, she shows how the tribe ignores men’s crimes:

cediiall G je G Cpa g
ceqa g Al o oS i

| AS Al Js, ol 5
cclgdl el () gui g
Aapeldll ldy sall 5 al sall ¢ slady
(U5 ) 938 (ya aginil 8 (0
paie & Js
Aare)bga g
[When I grew older, I learned the truth,
I realized that the tribe is an illusion,
And the tribesmen were smashing its tradition,
They committed obscenities and the ugliest sins...
I realized that their rules are nothing more than straw and empty shells
and their supposed piousness was built on shaky ground.] ”!

Here, al-Mutairi shows that though they control the tribal system and benefit from the patriarchy,
men themselves do not respect the tribe’s traditions and in fact dishonour the tribe by committing
sins and being obscene. These verses refer to frequent stories one hears about tribes announcing

the collection of donations to cover the costs of blood money, known as diya (%) owed by male

members who commit murder. This is rarely less than 1 million riyals and sometimes can even

! Hind al-Mutairi, (&) ax Y 3, 55) [Spring of the Heart], Poem. Almadina newspaper, February 2015:
https://www.al-madina.com/article/361999.
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reach 50 million.””> While a man is in jail awaiting the verdict of gisas”> for having killed
someone, the tribe contacts the family of the victim, usually from another tribe, to propose a sum
of diya to forgive the murderer, and thus withdraw the penalty in the court. In this common
scenario between tribes, men know they can literally get away with murder because their tribe
will cover for them. As a result, murder for trivial reasons has become common among tribes.

Even though murder is the ultimate act that goes against the piety that the tribal system
claims to uphold and protect, it is still not treated as an act that should be “cleansed with fire” in
the same way that being a woman does. For a woman, simple, minor actions such as marrying
someone from outside of a tribal family can provoke the entire tribe’s condemnation. Al-Mutairi
makes this double standard clear in the poem. If a woman trends on social media for one reason
or another, for example, she will shame her tribe. There are tribes that have already denounced
women because of insignificant, daily actions like getting married to a man not from a tribal
family, being shown dancing on social media, or speaking for herself on the internet.

Every time al-Mutairi attacks the tribal system, she also takes their leaders to task:

Al
laludl) (i gada JS
(sian ALl g of il
e ALl Ja o
[Woe to the tribe,
and all tribal rituals!
I believed that all tribe’s shaykhs are clowns
And the tribesmen are foolish]’*

" Diya is a concept evolving from the custom of blood revenge practiced in pre-Islamic Arabia. The Qur’an
authorizes diya as a kind of compensation for homicide, in lieu of gisas, in which the victim’s family pardons the
offender. See Ismail, S. Z, “The Modern Interpretation of the Diyat Formula for the Quantum of Damages: The Case
of Homicide and Personal Injuries,” Arab Law Quarterly, 26 no. 3(2012): 361-379; and:

www.mohamah.net/law/<d! s-3all-J sa-Alalb-du) ) 5- S slE-Cany/,

7 Qisas is a penalty in Islamic law. In the case of murder, gisas is the right to take the life of the murderer after court
approval, unless the family of the victim forgives the murderer or accepts the diya and waives the penalty.

™ Hind al-Mutairi, (&) ax Y 3, §5) [Spring of the Heart], Poem. Almadina newspaper, February 2015:
https://www.al-madina.com/article/361999.
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ALl oy
"Ll Js ) JST
[Woe to the tribe,
and damn all tribesmen]”
ALl saala
AR
Ll Jla ) pen sl
[T will satirize the tribe,
The tribe’s shaykh
And all tribesmen]

These three examples—taken from different locations within the poem—all show how al-Mutairi
begins with a mention of the tribe—often her same repeated “woe be to the tribe” —and then
specifically targets its leaders. The curses are varied, yet they add up to the same thing. In the
final example above, she confirms that she will attack them all — again, referring to all the men of
the tribe, I have translated (4lsdll Jis ) xen) as tribesmen.

This raises the question as to why al-Mutairi focuses on the men of the tribe instead of
more directly critiquing the traditions and customs of the system, or its reliance on patriarchy.
She does call out the leaders, who are always men, but why does she continue to focus on the
people rather than the system? Her critique remains more focused on people—male people—
throughout the poem, rather than the system that she indicts through them. For example, she
proposes that tribal traditions were created by what she calls sick minds («iw Jséc) and while
the customs and traditions were developed a long time ago, they were all made by men. Her

critique is aimed primarily at the men who continue to practice these traditions today:

7 Hind al-Mutairi, (&) ax Y 3, 55) [Spring of the Heart], Poem. Almadina newspaper, February 2015:
https://www.al-madina.com/article/361999.
7% Hind al-Mutairi, (&) ax Y 3,55 [Spring of the Heart], Poem. Almadina newspaper, February 2015:
https://www.al-madina.com/article/361999.
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Candd i€ ) L gilall (o
At J e Lginia g 28
[The rituals that I praised
were put in place by sick minds] "’

Clearly, the protest in al-Mutairi’s poem identifies the traditions of the tribe as responsible for
the suffering of the tribe’s women. “The Romantic Spring Protest” is a poem of protest against
the tribal injustice against women, with Hind al-Mutairi concluding her poem with a promise of
writing with the language of love. Yet it is not just about love or relationships, but goes beyond

that, to criticize the foundations of the tribe and its patriarchal system that affects women’s lives.

Hissa Hilal, “The Evil Fatwa”

In a different, but related, poetic protest, Hissa Hilal presented her poem "5 »&ll s 58l (“The
Evil Fatwa”) during the televised poetry competition "¢slell ,eld" (“Million’s Poet™) in March
2019.”® In the poem, Hilal protests a specific fatwa published by a very well-known shaykh,
Abdul Rahman al-Barrak, against the mixing of genders and aiming at total gender segregation.”
In this fatwa, he calls for the killing of individuals who practice gender mixing, and Hilal’s poem

is partly constructed around promoting the claim that such shaykhs like al-Barrak are misusing

" Hind al-Mutairi, (28! 2% 5, 55) [Spring of the Heart], Poem. Almadina newspaper, February 2015:
https://www.al-madina.com/article/361999.

T8 e Ggalall Aalal) JalS ol ) avsall ¢ sildl) e, Season 4, Episode 11, 29 July 2020.
www.youtube.com/watch?v=K3bO6HQqHME (25:41-35:10).

7 The fatwa was published on February 21st 2010 by the Shaykh Abdul Rahman al-Barrak in his official website.
However, the fatwa was taken away. Here is more about it in Arabic from Al Arabiya news, ( J& ca s &l ull Gea yllae
A2 gl (8 LAY (59): hittps://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2010%2F02%2F24%2F101336.
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their power. Similarly to Hind al-Mutairi, Hilal’s poem protests linguistically another abusive
force in the lives of Saudi women.

The King Abdullah University of Science and Technology was the first Saudi university
to allow the mixing of genders on the campus. This new regulation applied only to this particular
university, attended mostly by non-Saudi students. The news of breaking with strictly enforced
gender segregation at a Saudi university provoked a strong reaction from various individuals,
including religious figures, in 2009. One key reaction came from Dr. Sa‘ad al-Shathri, a member
of the Senior Consul of Ulama (s\wl=)) JLS 444) who was asked in a televised fatwa broadcasted
and aired in 2009 about the new regulation.*® Although he started his fatwa by expressing
gratitude to the king for his efforts in building up the country and its international role, al-Shathri
disagreed with this mixing of genders and criticized the regulation with an invitation to the
officials to include the shaykhs of the Sharia in this great project, King Abdullah University of
Science and Technology (KAUST). Afterwards, a number of articles and TV shows attacked al-
Shathri and his point of view.*' It is important, here, to emphasize that an attack on a member of
the religious officialdom in Saudi Arabia cannot happen without permission from the authorities.
Al-Shathri is not just a regular religious shaykh, he holds an important and prestigious official
position. Thus, what was presented as a brave protest by Hilal in 2011 came two years after the
media backlash against al-Shathri in 2009.

Hilal uses the Saudi dialect in her poem; however, as described below, she also uses fasih
(z==f) words, drawn from the lexicon of Modern Standard and Classical Arabic. She presented

her poem on the TV show with an introduction in fasih Arabic. The introduction to the poem

B0 (o SIS Bralas TaDEA) (g (5501 amas ) ol gl JalSU) waiall) 2009 YouTube:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=hMVWJsgA(00s.

1 See: nsiSl ¢ D) ddiaia Con S e dina day a sl (el 5180 2009 |
https://elaph.com/Web/ElaphGulf/2009/9/488581 .html.
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states that while most poets focus on their own problems and personal experiences in their work,
she wanted to present the public with a cause that concerned them too. These include social
causes and address a range of people including the members of various social, political, and
intellectual circles.®

One of the things that makes Hilal’s poetry stand out is her use of language. In addition to
the mixing of spoken and written registers of Arabic, and her use of the dialect in particular,
Hilal also borrows meanings and images from different environments and cultures. For example,
she employs images and words drawn from the rural, desert, Bedouin lifestyle, at the same time
as incorporating words and concepts drawn from religious texts, specifically the Hadith.

From the desert environment, Hilal draws upon imagery of various animals and uses

them to allude to how radicals issue extreme and problematic fatwas. For example, in other lines

99 ¢ 99 <6

and locations of the poem, she calls the shaykh in question a “monster,” “vicious,” “savage,”
Yy

“barbaric” and “a jackal,” all terms related to life in the wilderness.
feane
e
O
S oba/s ) pa

T
While both Hilal and al-Mutairi utilize vocabulary drawn from their environments, al-Mutairi

employs lexical items drawn from the modern Arabic that she learned growing up, from school
and elsewhere, whereas Hilal relates her poem to the desert, allowing her to show herself to be

an accomplished poet of the Saudi dialect. Hilal emphasizes herself as an Arab Bedouin poet and

52 ke dalall A8l JelS ail ) s sall o saldll sels Season 4, Episode 11, 29 July 2020.
www.youtube.com/watch?v=K3bO6HQqHME (25:41-35:10).
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draws on this in the poem to great effect, while al-Mutairi is from a famous Bedouin tribe, her
poetry is modern in its style and vocabulary.

Hilal’s use of direct and indirect animal imagery is not limited to her descriptions of
people like the shaykh. She also compares the fatwas themselves to wild animals, ready to attack,
eyes glinting with malice. This is apparent from the very opening verse, where she introduces a
metaphor:

Sl Gse e Gl sty pd il

[I saw evil glinting in the eyes of fatwas]®’

This metaphor illustrates the ability of a fatwa to kill — an image which recurs, as will be
described below. Her references to the hostility of the wild environment of the Arabian Peninsula
reflects Hilal’s strong connection to the desert environment and the Bedouin lifestyle. Using this
sort of desert animal imagery in poetry is one way of proving one’s prowess as a poet, as
evidenced in Arabic poetic criticism from the pre-Islamic period and beyond. **

It is not only specifically animal images and metaphors that Hilal uses to reference the
Bedouin lifestyle, there are many other kinds of images in “The Evil Fatwa” that also stem from
the context of distinctly desert-centered way of life. An exploration of some of these
demonstrates the Bedouin lifestyle and manners that every Bedouin poet is proud to employ in
their poetry. One of these features highlighted in such poetry is the value of showing generosity

towards guests and travelers. In her address to the nation, which has now become famous, she

B3 e Gl A8l JalS ail ) s sall o saldll sels Season 4, Episode 11, 29 July 2020.
www.youtube.com/watch?v=K3bO6HQqHME (25:41-35:10).

% There is a wide scholarship in Arabic language about the Bedouin environment in the Arabic poetry in General
and in Pre-Islamic poetry specifically, also the animals in the pre-Islamic pottery. See for example: . Gses dzes
G Gl la | Jalall el 5] 2010, And Aus shss il 8l i) semall sue s jpad s Ll Ay jall o) paall Gl seall ans
b -kl 2gé dllal) 354 2010
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recited the following verse, which is a good example of how she expresses this Bedouin value
using poetic language:

Sy ssle On ey Sl
Sk Fea¥ g )b sy
Al il gally Jind jla Banle

[You don’t light a fire (for guests/travellers)
and you don’t protect the escaped
you hide all alone, ignoring your duties.]*

In this verse, we see Hilal uses certain expressions that reference Bedouin desert life. For
example, “lighting a fire” (UL 025) which here means making food for guests and strangers
travelling in the desert—a sacred duty for desert dwellers. The dereliction of these duties would
be a major problem for Bedouin people and would bring shame on any tribe. Inviting travellers
and strangers to food and shelter in the middle of the desert where there are limited resources
indicates the generosity of the tribe in Bedouin culture.

The imagery referenced here is clear—this is not just about the tribe and its duties in a
literal sense but is meant to represent and symbolize the nation, using Bedouin culture to stand in
for the modern state. As Hilal’s address is to the nation, she is thus indicating the nation’s
dereliction of its duties. In order to awaken the nation and prevent it from being stolen by the
shaykhs, she implores the nation not to forget its duties and remember how it used to be before
radical ideology took hold. Hilal calls this radical ideology (s 5 i) referring to wild
animals. She indicates that they are the reason that the nation forgot its duties and was plunged

into darkness.

55 e dalall A8l JalS ail ) s sall 0 saldll sels Season 4, Episode 11, 29 July 2020.
www.youtube.com/watch?v=K3bO6HQqHME (25:41-35:10).
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She explores the value of generosity and what it means to Bedouin people in another
verse as well. Here, she references “the bowl” and uses it in the context of Hadith of the Prophet
Muhammad.®® The verse in Hilal’s poem that references the Hadith addresses the nation as a
“qas‘a” (A~<ill), a big bowl used for sharing a meal, usually made of wood:"’

& saal (e A draadll il

plad (Al cld (g by = s S
In the Hadith, Prophet Mohammed says to his companions: “the nations will be running towards
you as those eating towards the bowl,” meaning that nations will attack you quickly as hungry
people will attack a bowl full of food. It is an image invoking the overwhelming desire to eat
when hungry. In her metaphor, Hilal compares the nation to the qas‘a to illustrate how the nation
should provide welcome and shelter to all, in an embrace of the value of generosity. Here Hilal is
using a local symbol of generosity in that the qas‘a shows you can and will feed a great number
of people. She confirms this with an allusion to the Hadith of the Prophet. In this, perhaps Hilal
is trying to showcase her own religious devotion and how it is precisely this religious devotion
that allows her to question the role of the shaykhs who hold the sole ability to dictate religion to
people.®®

The imagery used by Hilal in her poetic protest is creative in that it not only draws on
desert values and religion but also on more contemporary symbols, for example the belt of the

suicide bomber. In a verse Hilal writes:

% The Hadith she references reads as follows:
Aaaaill Gy
Mginnnd ) RS 2135 LS el oSile o135 of i s adle ) Lo ) iy 5 105 s asle ) Jlom ) J ) (s 05 0
RNy (pSie Bl oS p2e g (e 4l (o 35 edand) ol elie WISy S Mo gy 21 " 10U S gy L Bho sy (o A sl 18 b
S aania s a5 5la (o G M pall Bl S5 Ll a1 €0 sl g ) J el 1B JU8 oA S oS5 3,
%7 Almaany Dictionary: www.almaany.com/ar/dict/ar-ar/x=ll/ .
% This is consistent with the argument I make below in Chapter Two about Aziza al-Yousef, in relation to her
interviews. She is telling the religious professor, who was a co-guest with her in the TV show, that in Islam there is
not one opinion or one person who holds agency.
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Ssbes 5 bale Sl ha g
ol 4B s 2y aal gl G
[blind, barbaric, brutal ideology wears death like a dress,
with its belt cinched tightly around the waist] *

Hilal’s use of imagery in this section imbues the inanimate article of clothing, a dress, with deep
meaning in replacing it with the word “death.” The ideology she speaks of is referenced as
“wearing death” but the image is solidified when she says that it cinches its belt. One
interpretation is that the death refers to al-Barrak’s fatwas which condemn gender mixing.
Further, while it remains ambiguous, the belt here seems perhaps to be the kind worn by suicide
bombers. This is partly because the vocabulary items referred to in the poem are not the usual
words used to refer to an average dress or piece of clothing. The word I have translated as
“cinched” can also mean “tightened” in a more literal way, indicating that the belt being worn is
one that had to be adjusted, perhaps in a deadly as well as utilitarian way, rather than “worn” like
a more average piece of clothing. I am arguing here that the poem hints at the possibility that the
issuing of extreme fatwas is similar to the way in which a bomber might adjust and tighten such
a belt to wreak havoc on the lives of ordinary people.

One final way that Hilal’s poem, “The Evil Fatwa,” inscribes its poetic protest is through
the use of specific verbs related to the senses, specifically vision. The clever manipulation of
verbs and verb tenses recalls a similar technique used by al-Mutairi, though al-Mutairi’s use of
verb tenses to indicate a profound insight is utilized in the format of a chronological timeline. In
the case of Hilal, she opens her poem with the verb “to see” (<ad); “I saw” is the very first word

in the poem and it opens with the words: “I saw an evil.” Then, she switches to the present when

59 e dalal) A8l JalS ail ) s sall o saldll sels Season 4, Episode 11, 29 July 2020.
www.youtube.com/watch?v=K3bO6HQqHME (25:41-35:10).
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she addresses the nation. Thus, Hilal’s switch in verb tenses is one of the techniques that she uses
to emphasize the danger of the radical fatwas on the nation and how the nation is not able to see
that or simply ignores it.

The main way in which the poet identifies injustice is with her sense of sight. From the
very opening word of the poem, vocabulary items related to eyes, seeing, sight, vision and so on
continue to be prominent throughout the entire poem. Examples include:

agd Ji/elie /8 ol e /s slae /() sae /bl
I see/ eyes/ blind/ my eye is seeing you/ your eye/ your vision starts to
decline

Sight and the ability to perceive is juxtaposed with blindness and the inability to perceive. Hilal
uses this juxtaposition to express the (in)ability to distinguish good from evil. For example, she
claims to see evil in the eyes of the fatwa (sl (e 8 &l sh 1S ©4d) and this is starkly
juxtaposed by her claim that this hidden monster, referring to the radicals, is blind. This line
implies that though she can see the monster, he cannot see her -- this is particularly clever
because it positions the individual with the ability to see as having the real power over these
extremist shaykhs.

She repeats the word “I see” again in in the sixth verse, even more directly referring to
her eye this time, “my eye sees you, my nation in the valley of darkness” (s 8 ¢ld g5 e (S
22all). Once again, the role of the poet is to see and take a stand, she has agency and the right and
duty to speak out because she has vision. She can see that the nation is shrouded in darkness,
even if it does not realize this itself. The role of the poet as protester becomes clear once again as

the poet holds the gift of sight and perception. In his critique of this poem, Clive Holes suggests
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that Hilal is applying the concept of the eye as an authoritative source.” This can be seen in how
the poet tries to obtain authority over the situation in Saudi Arabia concerning the issuing of
radical fatwas. Because she has the authority of the seeing eye, she empowers herself to attack
and judge the religious shaykhs. Finally, the whole poem follows the same rhythm of the
declining state of the nation, how it is weak and lost, and cannot stand for itself. Until the last
verse, Hilal maintains hope that one day: “ss) ¢l 33w 48 (w2 2 22 [one day, it will come and
everyone will show their true colours]. This means that she hopes that it will be known who has
true and good intentions towards the nation, and who has betrayed it.

It is crucial to note that though Hilal was criticizing religious fatwas, she did not receive
as harsh a treatment as al-Mutairi did for her protest against the tribe. Al-Mutairi was banned
from presenting her poetry at any cultural event in the country; such a ban was never given to
Hilal. She did however face criticism and she even claims to have received a death threat for
having written it.”' The question is, what makes this poem special? Is it the poet’s sharp criticism
of a religious taboo? Or is it simply because it was written by a woman? She also received angry
poems in reply to hers, from those with opposite views including a religious professor. Although
many see this poem as an outspoken and brave protest, it was still composed in the specific
context of the issuing of a radical religious fatwa that was criticized by many individuals in
Saudi Arabia.

Above, I highlighted how Hilal’s poem was controversial when (or perhaps because) it

was performed on the television program, The Million’s Poet. The attention that the poem

% Clive Holes, “A Saudi ‘housewife’ goes to War 5l (s sl or “the evil fatwa’,” Gelder, G. J. H. van. The Rude,
the Bad and the Bawdy: Essays in Honour of Professor Geert Jan Van Gelder. Edited by Adam Talib et al., (Gibb
Memorial Trust, 2014), 270.

910 aagill (5aa% " salal) e " 3 3w BBC 2010:

https://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast/2010/03/100324 hissa hilal tc2 .
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received means that it has been scrutinized not only for its message but also as an artistic
expression. Like the work of so many women artists—writers, poets, among others—it has been
argued that she is successful only because she is a woman, and /or because she touches on
taboos. The reaction to and reception of the poem is not the focus of this section, but it is
relevant because it shows how such a poem that is both popular and formal, can also touch on a
sensitive and important topic for women and men in Saudi society.”> What concerns me here is
how her work can be understood in its context—the issuing of a radical fatwa against gender
mixing, which was criticized by many people in Saudi Arabia, and how she uses poetry to do
this, managing to draw a great deal of attention to the issue. As a protest, Hilal’s poem
challenges radical ideologies and despite the wave of criticism she received she remained steady
in her message. These literary productions are unique because of al-Mutairi and Hilal’s usage of
linguistic features to draw a picture of war and use poetry to fight the shaykhs and the tribal

system’s extremism.

Novels

Whereas poetry is the most respected traditional genre of literary expression in Saudi Arabia,
novels have been gaining ground as important on the literary scene, as I will discuss in more
detail below. Novels by Saudi women writers have over time mounted protests by highlighting
problems related to gender, especially social and political barriers that impact women who are
differently situated, across all social classes and backgrounds. In this section, I examine three

Saudi women’s novels as creative expressions of protest against the systematic injustice that

%2 Katrien Vanpee discusses Hilal and and her poem’s popularity in her article about the TV show, The Million’s
Poet, see: Katrien Vanpee, “Allegiance Performed: Wataniyyah Poetry on the Stage of the Sha‘ir Al-Milyiin
Competition,” Journal of Arabic Literature 50, no. 2 (2019): 177-178.
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Saudi women face: Badriah Albeshr’s novels [ ie¥! ¢ )W <l 2] Love Stories on al-Asha
Street (2013)” and [ Swsll s 38 Hind and the Soldiers (2005),”* and [442\s] Days of Ignorance
(2007) by Laila Aljohani.”

To better situate the work of Laila Aljohani and Badriah Albeshr, I will provide a brief
background into the history and development of fictional works, the novel in particular, written
by Saudi Arabian women. A relatively important genre of writing, fiction by women authors
only began to emerge as a phenomenon at the very end of the 1950s. The popularity of Saudi
women’s fiction has grown steadily but gradually from the publication of the first novel by a
female writer, [ Wl <e35] [I Bade my Hopes Farewell] by Samira Khashoggi in 1959. With the
beginning of the twenty-first century, some critics have dubbed the works produced by women

%6 The innovative

writers a “an) sl 4iluill 3 ) Al As )0 “revolution in Saudi feminist fiction.
narratives and extensive use of progressive language that is pushing for social reforms in these
works are the reason for the appellation. From the year 2000 forward, Saudi women’s fiction has
shifted by challenging terms that are taught to all Saudi females as crucial in their upbringing—
dishonour (<s_&ll ala=il), shame («dl), haram (p)0~)), family honor (b)) <2 ,%), and so on. The

positive reception of the works of Saudi women novelists by male and female Saudi critics has

further encouraged the production of more fiction by women. Despite the improvement in their

9ol (AL ls cse ) g L il e il &0 Y ) Y[Badriah Albeshr, Love Stories on al-Asha Street, (Lebanon:
Dar al-Saqi, 2013)].

9 G oYl Sla | Suall g xia i) & )0 Y o1 [Badriah Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, (Lebanon: Dar al-Adab,
2006)].

9 &g V)l Adals el LW Y44V [Laila Aljohani, Jahiliyya. (Beirut: Dar Al-Adab, 2007)]; Days of
Ignorance. (Doha: Bloomsbury Qatar Foundation Publishing, 2014).

%0 1L gl aall LIVl 3 ) G5 5l el ldad 1A gad) &bl )5l 53 a (sl Yo A [Sami Jaridi, Saudi
Women’s Novel: The Discourse of Woman. (Lebanon: Arab Diffusion Company, 2008)], 19; &/l ela il Als
bl () Gl (52l Gl g Al g & gumgall g eyl 8 Be) B Aus send) Ailosl) Yo 04 [Khalid al-Rifai, Saudi Women'’s
Novel. (Riyadh: Literature Club of Riyadh, 2009)], 50.
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attitude towards women’s writing, Saudi critics have not received Saudi women’s literature with
the same positive reception they have shown writing by Saudi men.”’

In his study of Saudi fiction, Sami Jaridi poses the question: Why are Saudi social issues
that are not related directly to women — for example, drug use, HIV/AIDS, unemployment, and
s0 on — not more present in Saudi women’s novels?”® The absence of such concerns in women’s
writing generally is used as evidence of the novelists’ focus on feminist issues, with other social
issues being left for male novelists to deal with. Saudi women novelists writing between 1959
and around the year 2000 did highlight many basic social issues in their narratives,
demonstrating significant differences between their perspectives on social issues and those of
male novelists. The issues addressed by women writers more recently have undergone a shift by
focusing less on the basic societal concerns and more on issue that are pertinent to women
specifically, or which could be called feminist. These include, for example, forced marriage,
sexism, divorce, and custody rights. This change has come with the wave of Saudi women’s
awareness of their social position from the second half of the twentieth century onward which
coincides with the rise of women’s novels in Saudi Arabia.

Many writers use fiction to confront social issues in indirect ways, as Madawi al-Rasheed
puts it, “the novel is less confrontational than poetry, as an author can always hide behind an
imaginary world, created out of fragments of reality, personalities, and historical moments. Saudi
women novelists can also claim that their novels are simply fiction rather than autobiography to
escape condemnation for daring language and senses, both of which have become regular

. 99 . . .
features of the new literature.””” Saudi women novelists are aware of the censors; when their

°7 Khalid al-Rifai, 37.
%% Sami Jaridi, 322.
% Madawi Al-Rasheed, 4 Most Masculine State: Gender, Politics, and Religion in Saudi Arabia, 176-177.
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narratives strongly criticize political and social structures, women novelists often publish under
pen names, for example. Samira Khashoggi published her novel under the pen name “ < & yraus
51521 (Samira al-Jazeera, the surname meaning “daughter of the Arabian Peninsula”) in order
to avoid the attacks she expected as a result of being the first Saudi woman to publish a novel.
Numerous Saudi women novelists continue to publish their novels under pen names today to
protect themselves from censors, society, and the government. However, all these novels
published under pen names are banned across the Gulf countries due to the tone of their critique
and their strong advocacy for women’s rights.'® Like many other Saudi feminist novelists,
Albeshr and Aljohani are known for novels in which,  48&ll g aluall 5 zladiaW) 5 (gaaill 5 5 Lgad slas
3301 [there is a significant amount of protest and confrontation with the surrounding culture.]
101

In what follows, I focus on how their creative expression of protest in fiction engages with the

other means of protest in this dissertation.

Three Narratives of Protest against Injustice: The Novels of Badriah Albeshr and Laila Aljohani

One important novel, Badriah Albeshr’s 2013 novel Love Stories on al-Asha Street (& )b Cll je
<SeY), writes its protest by addressing different aspects of family life and relationships between
neighbors and relatives. Set in the Saudi capital Riyadh in the 1980s, these complex interpersonal
relationships reflect gender relations at home, on the street, and at work, as well as Saudi society
more generally. In her depictions of these relationships and various events both within the family

setting and outside of it, Albeshr protests social injustice and systematic inequalities.

1% «“The Saudi literary scene is particularly effected by legislation ad restrictive practices imposed across the
kingdom [...] many Saudi writers tend to publish their books in Cairo and Beirut in order to by-pass this issue and
improve distribution,” Noura Algahtani: 27.

19" Samaher Al-Dhamen, 213.
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Love Stories on al-Asha Street features three main characters, all of whom are women.
Each woman has her own stories and struggles, successes and failures. Two of these characters
— ‘Azizah and ‘Atwa—are particularly relevant to the topic of this dissertation, because they
protest and challenge social norms and they are victims of social injustices in various ways.
‘Azizah is a high school girl whose love of Egyptian films inspires her to dream about a romantic
life with an Egyptian doctor in Riyadh. Such a relationship with a man outside of marriage is
forbidden within the Saudi social norms of the novel’s setting, but a relationship with a non-
Saudi man is even worse—and perhaps even impossible. Failing to realize this forbidden
romance, ‘Azizah eventually ends up divorced from an oppressive marriage to an old Saudi man.

‘Atwa also has her own struggles: she has suffered through a tragic childhood due to her
inappropriate stepfather. Her character represents the difficulties that daughters face when their
parents’ marriages collapse. ‘Atwa’s stepfather attempts to dispose of her, by trying to force her
to marry a man he has chosen, thereby absolving himself of any responsibility toward her after
her mother’s death. Wearing boys’ clothes as a disguise, ‘Atwa runs away from her stepfather
and her village, to avoid questions about why she has no male guardian. Her borrowed
masculinity saves her from society and its judgment.'*

Like ‘Atwa, the main character of Badriah Albeshr’s Hind and the Soldiers ()Swall 5 2ia),
is also a young, educated Saudi girl who lives in the small city of Laila. She later moved to the
Saudi capital Riyadh. The novel follows its eponymous protagonist, Hind, from elementary
school until she is a divorced, single mother. A rebel, Hind faces the problems in her society

head on, which are played out through the social relationships between men and women in her

192 There are a number of studies and reviews of this novel, for example, see:

https://www.aljazeera.net/news/cultureandart/2014/1/16/52 yaie o) sl ie Vg jli-cilual 2
https://alarab.co.uk/Aal) s-palill-pu-dreale-didle - S Y-g jLi-cull ye and https:/raseef22.net/article/2402--cx-4) 5
e Y-g -l e Ay gl
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own family, as well as and among her neighbors and colleagues. Despite the difficulty of her life
in her family home and the extremely different treatment that she receives from her mother and
father, Hind is a positive character and a symbol of the rebellious girl. Albeshr continually
highlights Hind’s perspective of standing against the social injustice as she receives it from her
own mother then her husband and gradually from the extended family until the systematic abuse
of women as Hind observes and challenges it through being a writer and a worker in a hospital.

Like Hind, the female protagonist in Laila Aljohani’s Days of Ignorance (*a\s), Leen,
has a name that does not contain a feminine marker, one of the features of the new Saudi
women’s fiction. Like Hind, Leen is a well-educated Saudi woman. The story is set in the Saudi
city of Medina, and follows both Leen and her beloved boyfriend Malek, a Black man who is
Saudi-born but nonetheless cannot attain Saudi citizenship. Much of the novel is about Malek’s
search for citizenship and the papers he feels will “absolve” him of the problem of being born
Black, and the difficulties of their inter-racial relationship in their conservative society. Their
love story serves as the pivot around which issues of sexism and racism are treated in the novel.
Jahiliyya | Days of Ignorance uses the comparison between Leen, who is also the novel’s
narrator, and her brother Hashem within their family context level and examines how this is
reflected more generally on the societal level in Saudi Arabia. This allows Aljohani to make a
larger commentary on race and gender and how they are interrelated. Hashem’s privileges within
the family, especially his superior treatment by their mother, because he is a man, is paralleled
by the sexism and racism Leen and Malek face within society more generally. Aljohani protests
with her narrative the sexism and racism mainly in Saudi society and this kind of protest is

important in fiction because it undresses the society in its depth.
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In what follows, I will explore these three novels in order better to understand how they
use this genre to write protest into their works by exploring first the language used in the texts
and then moving on to compare how they treat themes related to women’s protest in society,
family relations, sexism and patriarchy, government policy and abuse of law, as well as marriage

and divorce.
Language

Shared among these three novels is their use of language as a powerful tool to protest or critique.
Some examples of how these two novelists use language as features of their literary protest
include the novels’ title, subtitles, and divisions. Another important way that they manipulate
language to encode protest can be located within dialogues and various characters’ internal

monologues within the novels.

In terms of titles, all three novels operate differently, but use powerful symbols, imagery,
and language to encode their protest messages. Titles are important to literary works in how they
over code the texts with layers of meaning.'® The title “Hind and the Soldiers,” [ Swsl 5 3] for
example, is a bold title with a woman’s name as the first word—and one without a feminine
ending as mentioned above. It is relevant that Hind is the name of a well-known figure in the
history of the early days of Islam—Hind bint ‘Utbah; she was one of the people who initially

opposed the Prophet Muhammad’s message and later was one of the first converts.'” Among the

19 There are several Arabic studies analyzing the titles in Arabic fiction, Arab women fiction, and Saudi women

Fiction, see for example: Ls g sill s ill s bl Hall LU D jall 40 5 51 8 0 sind) ) sagel) lllallase Y0V and (e Hs3e
8 /AL (Sl Aalal) A pemall gl i yun Foim ) guanes sl 33 el yall il 51 ] i Jae Lo

'%* Nawal El Saadawi pointed to Hind as one if the strongest Arabian women in her time, not only by fighting with
men on the battlefield, but also with her rebellious soul, from within her family house, when she asked her father to
not arrange her marriage without consulting her “(sle 4ca =3 ia Sla 5 Jiay 33 M (5l <Sle 831 4l Ui to the public by
debating with the Prophet Mohammad. See: Witk s (s slaia 2 jal) 31 jall (5 lall an gl (g shaniddl JV 5. 2017, 45-46.
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possibly apocryphal stories about Hind bint ‘Utbah is one that after a battle, she ate the liver of
the Prophet’s uncle Hamza. Thus, the reference to the soldiers, who in the novel are those people
who control, oppress, and imprison the protagonist, but not from the military, is laden with
symbolism and imagery overlaying this novel with deeper meanings.

Though the soldiers of the title refer to all of the characters who oppress Hind, not
necessarily those in the military, there are two military characters in the novel—- Hind’s father and
her ex-husband. There is an important contrast in the novel between these two men and the
“social soldiers.” The latter fight against Hind’s freedom, and include her own mother, who
imposes restrictive rules, and her younger brother, who makes sure his radical beliefs are not
only his own but also acted out within the family home.

To support this, Albeshr described how Hind was forced to accept marrying Mansour.
Hind states that her mother is a soldier, “the soldier of the house” while she describes the
management of her home after she failed to win the marriage battle:
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[I knew there was nothing left for me in my family home except a crushing military
defeat. It seems that my father had given up all his powerful weapons of war to my
mother, and she then became the soldier at home.] '®

She has never felt her mother’s love, and indeed her mother constantly favours her brothers over
her. Hind compares her life to Cinderella’s, even going so far as to imagine herself as
motherless:

il il ool B ) g Aallal) Lgad G 5 (8 s S ()50 (e Ay Sl i Jia i Joasl S
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105 Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 127.
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[I was imagining myself as Cinderella, a motherless orphan. I see
Cinderella’s stepmother in my own mother who beats me and forces me
to do the most difficult housework.] '*°

Albeshr emphasizes this mother-daughter relationship through both the dialogue between
them and Hind’s interior monologues throughout the novel which questions her mother’s love as
will be shown in more detail below. Critic Rasool Muhammed Rasool identifies this harmful
mother-daughter relationship as a reason for Hind to search for a space outside the house,
specifically in the world of men thinking that the world is safer than her house and away from
mother’s punishments.'”” Rasool claims that Hind’s hatred of her mother pushes her to play only
with the boys in the street. He believes that Hind does this on purpose to take revenge on her
mother who pushes her away from children of the same sex. It is clear to Hind, however, that she
is playing with the boys because their mothers do not force them to go back home early or limit

their time outside, as girls’ mothers do. This is why she prefers to play with boys:'*®

i AR i L e 1580 agdlaal e cpa s Vg el (e 3V Y1) Gl Cadign ¥ sale (L la 8 CilgaY)
u)zﬂl-\\)!(:@_\\é)\ﬂ@g_\zﬂ\wu@bd}éﬁ.ﬂUMJYJ\ﬂd}uh\?}bbce@@Mu%}sBJM\JYJwJ
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[Normally, the mothers in our neighbourhood usually don’t care about their sons not being home
and aren’t concerned with them coming back particularly early. This is how I developed a
relationship with the boys in our neighbourhood and I became friends with them. I was friends
with only boys, because they enjoyed playing in their free time like I did—the only difference
between us being that they didn’t pay the same price for this that I did.]'”

196 Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 32.

107 sy dane Jsms ) Bpald) 3 5 501 8 Ailags el 8 180 5Lall 335391 il 565300 s . Rasool Muhammed Rasool, (2013), 71.
"% Rasool, 71. “calidall 5,583l alle ) cpiadl a2l il ae caalll e sl Ll Lgall ) Lea S8

199 Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 37.
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In this description of Hind, her mother once again appears as the “soldier of the house” who
keeps her inside and punishes her every time she is outside longer than she is permitted to be.''°
Likewise, the dialogues between the other female characters in Hind and the Soldiers
indicate this problem. When Hind tells her sister that she could not sleep well the previous night
because of a nightmare that she was in a prison, her sister laughs and says: “Wow! Where are we

' This is an example of how Saudi women novelists

then, my sister?! We are in a huge prison.
express criticism or protest societal conditions by using fictional characters’ dialogues.

Unlike the translation, “Hind and the Soldiers” for [ Sw=ll 5 24], the English language title,
“Days of Ignorance,” for Laila Aljohani’s [4dala] requires more unpacking. The title is clearly a
reference to how the specific era of history before Islam is referred to in Arabic, Al-Jahiliyya. It
is clear within this novel, however, that the term “ignorance” is not used to mark the pre-Islamic
period; rather, it is a multi-layered meaning that points to the current state of the times as being
one of ignorance. This meaning is encoded within the narrative and the novel itself. It is relevant
that she does not include the “al” in conjunction with “jahiliyya.” It is therefore made obvious
that Aljohani did not give the novel this name to point to that specific era. In this way, she is
making an important commentary on how the current period—which chronologically speaking,
is meant to be the end of ignorance—is in fact another manifestation of ignorance marked by

racism and sexism.''* Thus, she uses “jahilyya” as both a theme and an adjective to refer to an

age of inhuman treatment.' "

" Albeshr. Hind and the Soldiers, 36. "33l (& Lala )alil ¥ J3aa) ) calas WS iy puiad ol o

"' Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 109-110.

H2 ey o) pall s o sl sl 5 cavilly sazaial) 2080 pand) (5 s aladl peand) (o 330 a1 450 5 1 525U 2l a3 ¥ Adalad) AaIS
A Y s yall @lls sl colS A AENAY) aiill i jaill 90 ¢ aDY) 0 il Al jaS e sedall UaY) 8 dulalal gl bl ) sl
3l (5 e A unal) dilala ¢ ualaall il gl o adaiud] aSYY 5 o 35l Lol BV HdlA JS Baane Y et of ol .
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'3 Sabri Hafez sees: “dlaall 138 (& Cay jaill (e pud 2sia€ a (531 LSl DA (e (A sY) Adalal) Gilalal W ad () Y1 o sial) e
in his study of this novel. See: &dalay el Ay A5l B /a8l sl Do g S5 55l 3 juall S) 3/ s (5 yueay,
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Although Aljohani’s narrative occurs in the modern era, this title suggests that most of
her characters remain trapped in archaic prejudiced beliefs and customs toward women and
racialized people. This goes beyond her usage of the title; in fact, Aljohani documents events in
the novel, interspersing newspaper reporting on various current events, particularly those related
to the US war on Iraq, throughout the text. She uses subtitles and chapter headings that invoke
obscure and unused ancient, pre-Islamic names of the days and months of the year.''* She
juxtaposes these with descriptions of events in the war in Iraq, thus blending ancient and modern
times in the novel as a narrative technique. Alluding to this pre-Islamic dating system, Aljohani
narrates in the last chapter of the novel:

il Lga gy () 2 sa3 5 clgaine alal Lindl adas a5 eV 5 A1 il ) cilaall

[For a few moments she saw the days and months removing their masks before her very

eyes and revealing their old faces.]'"

Aljohani’s use of these ancient names instead of the modern Arabic names of days and months
suggests that, for her, modernity is only a thin cover for an ignorant society. Scholar of Saudi
literature, Muhammad al- Abbas states that Saudi novels including Days of Ignorance have
exposed sacred society; he points out that the title (:als) is referring to a society that is at a
distance from modernity as Aljohani denounces the strict racism in Saudi society.'°

Albeshr and Aljohani have effectively used linguistic techniques to express and describe

protest in their novels. In what follows, I will move on to discuss and analyze shared themes of

1% Michelle Hartman emphasizes how titles add richness to the novel in her analysis of, The Story of Zahra by

Hanan al-Shaykh: “The existence of chapter and section titles in English is not only a translational intervention, but
also shapes the production of knowledge around the novel itself.” See: Michelle Hartman “Zahra’s Uncle, or Where
Are Men in Women’s War Stories?” Journal of Arabic Literature 51 (2020): 95.

15 Aljohani, Days of Ignorance, 179.

6 Jlall 5 gaall (sabaad WA ¢l ye Y15 (ebin¥1 5 ol sV o Aal oy o sacaiall (5 gaainll ) gl L cilal L) g Siall <3 (g
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L —(s st o Aaad Al 53 A3 gaal) ) 5,11 AU plimdl) 8 Joa i3bad) Aae | uliall 2ass Yo« 4 Muhammed al-Abbas, 23-24.
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protest encoded in the three novels: (1) family relations, including preference for sons and
parents’ relationships; (2) sexism and government policies towards women; and (3) abuse of the

law, especially as related to marriage divorce and custody.

Family relations: Sexism and Patriarchy

Inside the family homes portrayed in these three novels, sexism appears most prominently in the
familial and normalized preference of the male child over the female. All three novels both
display this preference and critique it in varying levels of protest against the patriarchy.

In Hind and the Soldiers, the first and most obvious example of favouring sons over
daughters occurs when Hind is divorced by her husband, Mansur, because her first child is a
daughter and not a son. Mansur had been expecting a boy and had dreamt of this son from the
time he knew Hind was pregnant:
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[When I found out that I was pregnant, my husband Mansur was extremely happy; he
asked the doctor: “is it possible to know the baby’s sex by a blood test?’] '’

That was the only question he asked the doctor. Hind continues to narrate her pregnancy in the
novel and describes her husband’s reaction to knowing the baby would be a girl when her
pregnancy reaches the fourth month. Upon hearing the news from the doctor, Mansur’s face

becomes dark with sadness and anger:
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"7 Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 49.
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[Please doctor, check it again! This baby must be a boy. I will name him Sa‘ad.” He then turns to
Hind: “Do you hear me?! No more words!]''®

By the time Hind gives birth to her daughter, she no longer sees her husband:
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[Mansur starts drinking alcohol'"” to forget the hopelessness of the moment he discovered that
his first child would not be a boy. He allows himself everything because God has not granted his
dream, to be the father of a boy.]'*

Throughout Hind’s narration, we learn that her giving birth to a daughter is far from her
first experience of facing sexism and that Mansur is not the first person to express a preference
for sons over daughters. We also learn that she experienced sexism within her own family from a
young age. Beyond the issue of not providing a male child to her husband, the story of sexism
continues in the narrative in the relations between the siblings within their family home. As the
older sister, she cares for her brother Ibrahim throughout his childhood, but years later Ibrahim
has more power than his older sister, simply because he is a boy. One day, after Hind has made a
joke about Ibrahim, she narrates:
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[Ibrahim stands and runs towards me. He catches me and pulls my hair. I
scream: “Dad! Help me!”
My mom says: “You deserved that!”

"8 Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 50-51.
19 She uses the verb [=] (“allow”) because alcohol is forbidden for Muslims.
120 Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 53.
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My father approaches to us, frees me from Ibrahim, and then hits him.
Ibrahim screams, complaining: “You hit me for her!! How come you hit
me while I am the man of the house?”

“If you were a real man, you wouldn’t hit a girl! This is your sister,

instead of protecting her, you’re hitting her?!]"*!

This is only one example of how Albeshr uses lively dialogues to deeply embed recurrent
questions about sexism within the structure and feel of the novel and she allows them to be
voiced by her strong female characters. Another example in Hind and the Soldiers, is where
Hind asks her mother a simple question, laden with meaning:
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[“What makes my brothers Fahad and Ibrahim different than me?”
“They are men and you’re a woman. Do you understand?”

“But I do not know what ‘woman’ means!” I ask her again. “Does that
mean woman does not have a soul?”

“This is the situation; you will accept it as we accepted it. Either you do

or don’t want to do so.]'*

We see a similar theme emerge clearly within Aljohani’s Days of Ignorance. In this novel, she
features the character of a mother who clearly prefers her son over her daughter. In this case,
beyond simply preferring him over his sister, Leen’s mother worships her son. Leen and her
younger brother Hashim parallel Hind and her younger brother Ibrahim. Leen is a dutiful

daughter: the narrative depicts her studying hard, reading, writing articles, and visiting the holy

12 Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 83-85.
122 Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 131.
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mosque of Medina with her mother. Yet all of these virtues in a daughter do not earn Leen a
place in her mother’s heart. On the contrary, she prefers her son Hashim despite the fact that he
failed to complete his high school education and harasses girls in the mall. Hashem remains the
favourite even with all his flaws. Hashim’s father tries to find a job for him, as he does not even
have his high school diploma; Hashim demonstrates his irresponsibility as he does not even
bother to search for a job himself. When Hashim starts a job that his father has found for him in a
store, he is fired because of his behavior toward the clients, where he takes advantage of his
position to flirt with female customers.

The way the characters of the mothers are written by Aljohani and Albeshr are extremely
similar and can be read in parallel: Leen and Hind’s mothers both declare that they wish their

daughters had never been born. In fact, Leen’s mother wishes for it aloud and explicitly:

[I’d rather have died than had you.]'*

In contrast, both state that they would die if something happened to their sons, whereas,
for example, Hind’s mother curses her daughter, wishing Hind not to live even one more day —
“aal 5 a s cliuay¥ 4712 _and goes further in praying for the entire female gender to disappear: « 4
i) odai” 2 These internalized sexist and misogynistic views are expressed explicitly in the
text, showing how mothers hate their daughters as extensions of their own gendered selves. But
this is not only about treating their daughters strictly, this issue runs much deeper.

Tracing the stories of women within the novels we learn that both mothers were

themselves treated badly because of their gender. Hind’s mother was forced to get married.

'2 Aljohani, Days of Ignorance, 74.
124 Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 41.
125 Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 158.
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Leen’s mother was treated badly by other mothers her own age who had given birth to sons; they

excluded her from friendship until she gave birth to a son:
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[Hashim remained her mother’s Hashim. He was her first and only dream, he was the baby who
she’d tried so hard to have, he was the source of all of her security and insecurity, he was the key
that would allow her, as a woman, to enter through heaven’s door. She started off just as Salma,
then she became Umm Hashim, Hashim’s mother. This alone silenced the wagging tongues of
the gossips. No longer would anyone feel sorry for her. She had someone now to rely on, whose
life she could cherish whether he was near or far, present or absent. As long as he was alive, she
was. His existence had finally given her own life legitimacy and meaning.] '*°

Hind’s mother is clearly a victim of a society and she replicates the hatred she received in her
dealings with other women, including her own daughter and granddaughter. The novel
poignantly and starkly portrays an extremist mother who displays hatred towards all women,
because of the gendered trauma she experienced.

The two novels have other parallels in their depiction of sexism as well, beyond the
mothers’ preferences for their sons. In both texts, the protagonists’ brothers also end up as
murderers. Hashim attacks Leen’s lover and leaves him hovering between life and death in the
hospital, while Ibrahim participates in a terrorist attack in Riyadh.'”” I am arguing here that the

way the familial relationships are depicted in these two novels in parallel are a powerful example

120 Aljohani, Days of Ignorance, 92.

'2” Sanna Dhahir analyses the character of Ibrahim in her article From Flat to Round Men: Male Characters in Saudi
Women's Fiction “In Hind wa-I- ‘askar al-Bishr investigates the forces that push a young man to become a suicide
bomber. Ibrahim is a middle child in a big family where the mother threatens her children with hellfire for the
slightest misdemeanor and who views her relatively tolerant husband as a weak father of weak men. In the mosque
Ibrahim learns of his importance as a male marginalized in a society that expects him to be the ‘man of the house.’
The shaykhs commend his ‘astute’ religious habits and involve him in an endless cycle of religious training in an
effort to mold him into their vision of the ‘true’ Islamist. Ibrahim develops austere ideas of Islam and eventually
renounces this life for the after world. His sisters’ ‘Western’ trends and their defiance of gender socialization at
home further fuel his pent-up anger not only against all women, whom he sees as fitna (temptation), but also against
the ‘infidel West’,” 39-40.
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of how Saudi women novelists protest sexism within traditional households. The exaggerated
role of the mothers’ preferences, the negative portrayals of the brothers, and the brilliant girls
who are overlooked are all demonstrations of sexism that are completed by using narration,
dialogue, and internal monologues.

Another way in which family-based sexism is depicted in fiction can be found in the third
novel discussed here, Love Stories on al-Asha Street. In this text, due to the severe sexism that
the protagonist ‘Atwa experiences, she not only expresses her wish to be a man, she even
crossdresses as a man in order to finally achieve an equal status in society. In Love Stories on al-
Asha Street, ‘ Atwa’s stepfather openly wishes that ‘Atwa had been born a boy which leads him
to dressing ‘Atwa in boys’ clothes and takes her to work with him in his shop. Later, this same
disguise helps ‘Atwa to better her circumstances when she flees:

L S ) sl s Ll e a3 Le

[What rescued her when she’d decided to run away was the boys’ clothes she was wearing.]'**

Without disguising herself as a boy, and the greater mobility that comes with appearing
as a man, ‘Atwa would never have gained her freedom. The novel reflects a strategy used by
Saudi girls in real life to gain access to places and spaces forbidden to them. For example, in
2015, there was a well-publicized story about a Saudi girl who wore male clothes to work as a

driver to help her family financially, until people noticed and stopped her.'*” Moreover, this kind

128 Albqshr, Love Stories on al-Asha Street, 182. )
129yl 2S5 eliadls | jame 8 Alla Bils Jand s s g 50 K5 Aikal se Akhbaar 24 News,
http://akhbaar24.argaam.com/article/detail/128173.
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of cross-dressing sometimes happens for fun in sport stadiums or when women attend men’s
parties.'*’

The parents in all three novels discussed in this section play significant roles in the
narratives and in the lives of the main characters. Below, I will offer a short analysis that
compares mother and father figures in the novels. As discussed above, for example, Hind
describes how her stubborn and cold-hearted mother never showed her children love and
kindness; and further that she never liked her daughter Hind, or girls in general. Hind’s mother
clearly prefers her son over her daughter—this preference is felt by Hind from her girlhood to
her adulthood when she moves back home after her divorce. Albeshr illustrates their complex
mother—daughter relationship through events, dialogues, and monologues. On the other hand,
Hind’s father is presented as a contrast to her mother’s coldness. Although not the perfect
example of a father, he never treats her as her mother does; he does not hit, shout at, or curse her.
Moreover, he rescues Hind when he appears during a clash between her and her brother Ibrahim.

Setting her narrative in another region in Saudi Arabia at a different time, Aljohani also
describes opposing parental figures. While Leen can neither see nor feel her mother’s care, she
receives both love and compassion from her father, perhaps compensating for what her mother
lacks. The juxtaposition here is even more profound in Aljohani’s novel than in Hind and the
Soldiers. Leen’s father plays an active role in her life that is more than simply protecting her
from sibling infighting, as in the case of Hind and her father. He supports her choice of lifestyle,
which her mother and brother disapprove of. In fact, he does protect her from her brother—but

not in the context of a mere children’s squabble—he acts as a wall of protection when her

1" Saudi Arabia allowed women to attend sporting matches in 2018, however, before that date it might have cost a
woman her freedom. See: https://www.sayidaty.net/node/251626/-c -5 sSiiall-sUall-Alla)/ading 9-8_ypul- JLdl/aning 5-5_puil
obgall- jla- -3 s sall-casla- 8- Ui and https://www.alaraby.co.uk/A seadl-cala aall-caadl- Jill-daadall 3 yie-cildl yic|
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brother attempts to harm her. Leen’s father does not allow his son to disrupt her privacy—
effectively refusing to give him the power that boys enjoy in many Saudi families.

We see Leen’s mother overjoyed when she finally gives birth to a son after years of
praying; she tried desperately to have a son, as she believes that her son is the real investment in
life — one that cannot be provided by a daughter: “/Wd casdl (1” [Leen is not ours.]"' She gives her
son authority over her daughter’s life from the time of his birth, as Aljohani narrates when she
returns from the hospital after his birth:

(58 s Lgraamial jale = h lega s a8 daacli o alaad il (e Cle Ladic

[When she came home from the hospital holding him in her arms, her
face radiated an overwhelming joy. Bringing him up close to Leen, she
had said, “Kiss the head of your supporter.] '**

In the vicissitudes of the relationship between Leen and Malek, Leen’s father has a significant
impact on his daughter:
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[Then she realized that she loved her father, not only because he was her father, but also
because he loved her in a different way, because he does not just claim to love her but
lives it.]"*’

Leen recognizes what her father offers her and appreciates her father’s understanding and
support.
In another scene, Leen wants to stay with Malek in the hospital, where he ends up due to

her brother’s vicious attack. The contrasting reactions of her parents to the news of his

1 Aljohani, Days of Ignorance, 89.
12 Aljohani, Days of Ignorance, 90.
133 Aljohani, Days of Ignorance, 66.
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hospitalization show their differences clearly. Her father tries to allow her to stay, at least to
expiate her brother’s sin. Her father does what other men cannot do, as Leen puts it."** However,
Leen’s mother disagrees with her father, as is to be expected for a woman who so strongly
favours one of her children.

There is a striking similarity between the characters of the mothers in both Days of
Ignorance and Hind and the Soldiers; both favour their sons over their daughters, and both
believe that the female gender is a curse and a punishment. Leen’s mother herself felt excluded
from society when she experienced difficulty in becoming pregnant again. Hind’s mother was
the victim of an arranged marriage when she herself was still no more than a child. This is
something that was later revealed to Hind by a maid. Prior to this discovery Hind, could not
excuse her mother’s coldness. However, when the main revealed to Hind what happened to her
mother on her wedding night and how she was raped by her husband, Hind’s compassion for her
mother grew. As a child, her mother had been plucked from the streets of her town where she
was playing with other children her age and was forcibly prepared for her wedding ceremony
and subsequent wedding night with no warning.

Aljohani and Albeshr, in Days of Ignorance, Hind and the Soldiers, and Love Stories on
al-Asha Street, explore the histories and backgrounds of their mother figures to show how their
characters were victims of their own society and shaped by their circumstances. Do the authors
excuse the mothers in their treatment of their daughters, and do their fathers provide their
daughters with escape? Is that how Saudi society functions — with mothers preferring their sons
over their daughters and fathers being their daughters’ only refuge? In his study of a number of

Saudi novels by both men and women, Hamad Alhazza claims that “mothers in Saudi Arabia

13 Aljohani, Days of Ignorance, 71.
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teach their sons and daughters that there is a difference between them... men are raised to
believe that women’s demands for equal rights are not acceptable, especially when the women

are the ones making the demands.”'*

His analysis of Saudi novels enables him to claim this but
he does not take it further.'*®

What I would highlight in my analysis of these three novels is not a direct answer to these
questions but to shift the focus to how these depictions of the internal dynamics of Saudi families
reveal some common threads in social critique. I have chosen these novels, and analyzed their
plots and character development, to highlight how two Saudi women novelists commence their
protest by revealing the internal dynamics of the basic Saudi family unit upon which society at
large is built. On the one hand this may seem an easy target for a novel of protest, but I propose
here that such a powerful and damning critique of Saudi mothers and motherhood, implicating
them in patriarchal structural violence against girls and women, is in fact brave. The motherly
figure is a sacred one in Saudi and Arab culture at large. By exposing how mothers demonstrate

sexism towards their daughters, these novelists openly take on a subject most often left

untouched.

Sexism, Government Policy, and Abuses of Law

In addition to depicting and challenging sexism in the family home, Saudi women’s novels also
address the sexism supported by government policy at various levels. One of the most famous
examples of Saudi state sexism is the driving ban for women; however, there are many other

examples of systemic sexism built into the state, governmental, and legal apparatuses. The

5 Hamad Alhazza, 243

"¢ He also contradicts himself saying: “some novelists portray issues as they see them rather than exactly as they
occurred.” This is an unfair argument. However, it does offer a good example of how some Saudi men react to Saudi
women’s literary protest.
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sexism inherent to the educational system is evident in the limited access for women to certain
university majors and specializations, such as engineering, political science, and information
security, which are open only to male students. In fact, the study of law has only recently been
opened to female students. King Fahd University of Petroleum and Minerals, one of the most
important and best funded universities in the country, has only been accepting female applicants
since September 2019. To this day, female students are only accepted into graduate programs
and not in petroleum or engineering majors. They are allowed to study in fields open to women
in other universities, for example, mathematics, computer science, and business
administration."”’

A further issue, and one challenged frequently in literary texts, is the law about male
guardianship of women and the various privileges that it assigns to men over women. The
legislative policy of male guardianship prohibits Saudi females from studying, working,
traveling, and so on, without the approval of a male guardian, who may be a woman’s father,
brother, husband, or sometimes even her son depending on her status and specific legal
circumstances.*® One example of this is how, under the guardianship law, a woman cannot go
alone to a police station to report a male family member’s domestic violence against her; the
police would send her away and ask her to return with her male guardian (or any male relative)
to co-sign and thus validate her claim—despite the fact that often the perpetrator of this violence
may indeed be the male guardian himself. Likewise, when a woman completes a prison sentence,
regardless of her age, she will not be released until her male guardian comes to retrieve her in

person and makes a formal declaration that she is in his custody.

137 KFUPM, Female Education Department, “The 1st Female Graduate Batch Enrolled at KFUPM?”,
www .kfupm.edu.sa/departments/fed/Default.aspx
3% This law is discussed in depth in Chapters Four, see p. 192.
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This sexist law is challenged powerfully in Badriah Albeshr’s novels. There is an
important scene depicting its impact in the novel Love Stories on al-Asha Street. In this example,
‘Azizah, the novel’s main character, is risking her young life for the freedom to travel. Having
fallen in love with an Egyptian doctor, she has the impossible dream of marrying him. In order to
bypass this rule, ‘Azizah accepts a marriage to a 60-year-old man who has proposed, because she
knows that with a wedding comes a honeymoon abroad, and for this she will be issued with a
passport. She convinces her husband to travel with her to Egypt on their honeymoon so she can
then escape to her beloved. ‘Azizah puts herself in this high-risk situation to attain one of her
rights—the freedom of movement and the freedom to travel. A Saudi woman cannot apply for or
renew a passport and travel internationally without a signature on the application from her male
guardian."”” However, in Love Stories on al-Asha Street Albeshr emphasizes the courage of her
protagonist by contrasting it with the reaction of ‘Azizah’s beloved. Visiting him in his clinic,

she declares:

[1 got married last night to obtain a passport.]'*

For fear of what will happen to him in this adventure, he refuses to be a part of the plan. In this
scene, Albeshr emphasizes that it is not Saudi society that prevents women’s freedom to travel,
but rather the legal policy that does not allow them to even obtain a passport without
authorization from their male guardian.

This plot and example of a scene demonstrates the revolution and change in Saudi

women’s literary expression. If we look back to the 1970s and 1980s, Saudi women poets and

"% These regulations were abolished in August 2019.

140 Albeshr, Love Stories on al-Asha Street, 278.
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journalists such as Fowziyah Abukhalid and Khayriah Alsaggaf were both celebrated because of
their challenge to and criticism of the patriarchal oppression of women by Saudi society, without
addressing the state or its laws. At that time, the challenge to the patriarchy was daring and
indeed heroic. Traditional Arab culture and the huge value it places on heritage in Saudi Arabia,
cannot easily be challenged in the country, especially concerning its treatment of women.'*' But
here I am underlining that there were few direct challenges to the state, government, and laws in
literary or other creative works. This is a major change that happened in later literary expression,
as in the three novels discussed in this section.

In addition to restrictions on female travel, Albeshr narrates another abusive law against
Saudi women through the character of Hind, in Hind and the Soldiers. The author’s indirect
protest demonstrates one possible way of raising her voice without gaining the censors’ attention.
In her job as a social worker at the hospital, Hind faces a problem with a woman who is admitted
for an urgent surgery. The nurses try to call her husband, but he doesn’t answer. Under the male
guardianship law, a Saudi woman cannot undergo surgery without authorization from her male
guardian. Thus, the nurses continue to try to reach the husband, but he still does not answer. In
an act of protest, Hind stands up and signs the approval for the surgery, forced to withstand as a

result the objections of a male employee of the hospital:

A glall ilay cady A lalal) by g S JB

-l Gy (e 0S8 O g 4881 5l

- A gpee Janti Of e VT g V) 3 Ll a3 clgilla Caelia®i 8 50 5 Y 4]
g la ) 8

-00a8 sall dsnay ol 5 leng) ela o e (3 A g paall Jasy (e ) e e

[The registration clerk sitting next to me said: the consent form must be signed by her
male guardian.

! Saddeka Arebi, 35-36.
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-But he is not answering and her health may worsen. She is in her forties, why can’t she
be responsible for making her own decision?

--I know. But who is going to take responsibility if her husband comes and doesn’t
agree?] '*?

Hind herself replies to the man’s objections by asserting that the female patient is in her forties
and therefore shouldn’t need anyone’s approval but her own. This scene, complete with its
awkward dialogue, is a good example of how Saudi women protest through fiction. Here,
Albeshr demonstrates a method of highlighting women’s voices and objections to the system
within a narrative, away from the control of the censors. The story is presented directly and
without adornment, and Hind narrates it as such. But within this, she also dwells on the
importance of standing up for women who are patients in hospital and therefore for all Saudi

women.

This scene and the novel as a whole are pertinent examples of the kinds of messages that
Badriah Albeshr promotes, as an author and intellectual on the Saudi literary scene. She has
argued that the struggle for women’s rights in Saudi Arabia runs deeper than the right to drive a
car. During a talk in Germany about the driving ban, she stated: “Today, I realize this is the
surface of the problems, not the essence. We need a strategy, but the government does not give
us easy solutions [...] in fact we have many rights that we must understand how to get.”'**

Albeshr is exemplary of this major change in Saudi women'’s fiction; she considers a wide range

of problems and addresses them in her narratives in direct and challenging way, referring

142 Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 182.

143 6 5 el aainall Jmdy B a5 s sl Ul o e g€l g cinl i) 3y 35 Lgae Y CiSiall el 5 13 o ol o gl
5 Jland) 8308 (o a5l pall Fpumd 1 21 g 53y sle el A iy o i (5 a5 a3 i
wonews.net/ar/index.php?act=post&id=11740.
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through them to the real source of oppression—it might be the mother, or the husband, policies

and laws or in fact the entire system itself.

Marriage and Divorce

It is not only the law on guardianship that is challenged directly as protest in fiction. A powerful
depiction of the unfairness of marriage, divorce, and custody laws is present in all three of the
novels discussed in this chapter, as well. In Love Stories on al-Asha Street, Um Jazza‘ has her
own story of suffering from her divorce. Having been married at 13 years old, she cannot
continue in her marriage, and asks her husband for a divorce after giving birth to their first child.
Her husband is granted custody of the child and punishes Um Jazza‘ by permanently denying her
access to her son. After the divorce, she never sees her son again.'** Albeshr emphasizes this
emotional crisis in the death of Um Jazza‘. When she is dying at the hospital, she hears the voice
of a friend’s son in her room at the hospital; she asks immediately: [Whose is that voice? Is it my
son, Jazza‘?] “S¢)3a 1% (e & sa” Due to the half-conscious state that Um Jazza® is in before she
passes away, her friend gives her the hope she had been waiting for since she left her husband:

149 <l ) 5 3 el )3 138 ¢ This tragedy presents the

[Yes, it is Jazza‘, he came to see you!]
distress felt by divorced women who are denied custody of their children. This narrative which
shows the cruelty of denying a mother access to her own son is a covert protest of divorce laws.

Since family courts used to be aggressive in applying custody laws favouring men in Saudi

Arabia, some Saudi men were able to take advantage of this. They used custody of their children

144 Albeshr, Love Stories on al-Asha Street, 42—44.
145 Albeshr, Love Stories on al-Asha Street, 174.
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to battle their ex-wives in divorce cases, and frequently would win. Albeshr protests the policies
that allowed men to abuse their ex-wives in this way.

Hind does not enjoy any rights after her divorce in Albeshr’s other novel, Hind and the
Solders. Her husband Mansur does not agree to her leaving him and threatens to refuse her a
divorce. This would leave her in a state of being neither married nor divorced, because he knows
that she has no recourse against him in this situation. While there are laws that were written to
protect women’s rights after divorce, they are rarely applied. Thus, men can easily abandon their
responsibilities toward their children and ex-wives after a divorce. Mansour does not even see
his daughter,'** let alone cover her expenses, thus mirroring the similarly abusive behavior of
Um Jazza“’s ex-husband in Love Stories on al-Asha Street.

Saudi women novelists also address issues related to marriage itself, such as child
marriage, and the inability to marry non-Saudi or a man of a different race. Marriage to a man of
a different nationality or race can be a source of some of the greatest hardship in a Saudi
woman’s life, with such a decision having complex effects in both social and legal contexts. A
Saudi woman cannot marry a non-Saudi man without permission from the government, a process
which takes years and does not necessarily end in approval. Furthermore, the structure of society
makes it more difficult for a Saudi woman to marry a non-Saudi than for a Saudi man to marry a
non-Saudi woman—another example of contradictory standards between men and women.'*’

As mentioned above, in Love Stories on al-Asha Street, ‘ Aziza fosters the impossible
dream of marrying an Egyptian doctor. Albeshr does not mention the laws surrounding marriage

to a non-Saudi in ‘Aziza’s case, focusing instead on the social issues surrounding this potential

1 Albeshr, Hind and the Soldiers, 85 - 113 - 114.
"7 Neither gender may marry a non-Saudi without this permission. Even Saudi students who receive sponsorship to
study abroad sign a declaration that they will not do so, or the sponsorship will be stopped.
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marriage. In the same novel, Mizna, a Bedouin girl, falls in love with a Saudi man; yet, due to his
Palestinian roots, her family rejects him as her husband, and the two decide to run away together.
After finding out about Mizna’s plan, Mizna’s mother helps her daughter make the marriage a
possibility in order to avoid the greater scandal that would ensue if she attempted to run away.'*®
Tackling the same concept in Days of Ignorance, Leen falls in love with Malek, who,
while Saudi-born, has Black African roots.'*” Aljohani in this episode explains the dilemma of
marriage between different races through two sets of dialogues: one between Leen and her
father'>® who refuses the marriage, and the other between her father and Malek."”' The author
reveals a lot through a monologue carried out by Leen’s father, in which he weighs up his love
for his daughter, his desire for her to be happy, and his fears of her being punished by society.'**
Aljohani supplements her analysis of these ethical dilemmas through Leen’s father’s
recollection of an incident that happened during his work at the court, when two young men
kidnapped their female cousin and her husband at gunpoint. They demanded that the husband
divorce their cousin because he was of a different race; when the husband refused to do so, they
killed him in front of his wife.'>> Aljohani not only uses Leen’s father’s recollection of this story

to illustrate a social dilemma, but also utilizes a story from then courts to highlight legal

questions around the same issue. Indeed, she reveals the racist attitudes imbued in the Saudi legal

% Albeshr, Love Stories on al-Asha Street, 150—156.

' Xavier Luffin recalls in his article “Lettre saoudiennes: une littérature en devenir” the American film “Guess
Who’s Coming to Dinner?” (1967) as a similar story of a Black man wants to marry a white woman, as Luffin
believes the reaction of Leen’s father with its meaning is similar to the star’s father. This is because Leen’s father
was not against Malek or his race, nor was he being overtly racist but rather it was “pour éviter a sa fille le regard
réprobateur de la société” (96) [to spare his daughter society’s reproachful gaze.] Luffin’s explanation offers us
something but does not address how deep this issue runs in Saudi society. Leen in fact could face consequences
including the forceable dissolution of her marriage by the court. This is implied in the novel though Aljohani does
not state it openly.

10 aal ol g el ghsan 381 Y (330 b :led J& Aljohani, 123.

"1 Aljohani, 129, 130.

132 Aljohani, 124-125- 126-131- 132.

133 Aljohani, 125.
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system, specifically in the case where a Saudi woman wishes to marry a Black man and tries to
obtain permission from the courts though this breach social rules and norms and is in opposition
to her father’s refusal. The judges take the woman aside and interrogate her, asking her why she
wants to marry this man and if he is threatening her in some way. They even ask the woman if
the pair have had sexual relations that might have led to a certain pressure to marry. This
questioning from the judges illustrates the unwillingness to accept such a marriage, not just
socially but also in the context of the law. How can the judges justify their investigation of this
relationship on such an intimate level?

Aljohani presents these stories as monologues by Leen’s father, without any direct
authorial questioning or judgment of the events. She lets the readers decide for themselves. What
Leen and Malek face is not something new or rare. Through her use of dialogue and monologue,
Aljohani demonstrates that this issue is bigger than the two lovers and Leen’s father, which is

complicated not only by social norms but also by the judicial system.'>*

Conclusions

Fiction is a genre of literature in which Saudi women protest differently than they do in
poetry. Both fiction and poetry also differ in their representation of protest compared to the other
genres of creative expression which I will explore in more depth in the rest of this dissertation.
The two novelists whose works are presented here, Badriah Albeshr and Laila Aljohani both
protest injustice within society on multiple levels. They take on sexism in the family, social and
legal constraints around marriage, divorce, and child custody, as well as issues women face when

being admitted to the hospital, when they wish to travel, and others. In this section I have

'3 This protest is similar to Hind al-Mutairi’s protest in poetry section, when Hind was inspired by her friend’s story

(Salma) who was divorced by the court due the difference of the tribe. See page: 60 in the dissertation.

105



discussed in some detail the problematic relationship women have with social, political,
governmental, and legal systems and policies in Saudi Arabia.

In poetry and fiction, as the above examples have shown, Saudi women use multiple
literary techniques and devices to further their expressions of protest. A variety of literary and
linguistic tools are implemented by women to express their thoughts, analyses, and
disagreements. It is clear as well that this kind of literary protest can be extremely different
depending on the genre. The works in this chapter demonstrate, for example, that Saudi women
poets have focused more on criticizing and protesting an abusive society, tribe, and the shaykhs
that uphold patriarchal systems, and less on challenging the state and its regulations that harm. In
contrast, novels often protest specific laws, regulations, and/or customs directly. The kind of
language that is employed in Saudi women’s fiction, as these two novelists’ work indicates, of
often stronger, more direct, and targets a law, rule, or regulation directly. This is a theme that

will emerge in upcoming chapters that treat other genres of creative expression.
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Chapter Two:

Spaces for Self-Expression

As the previous chapter outlines, in the last twenty years, Saudi women writers have used both
poetry and fiction as an outlet for social critique and protest. These creative expressions are a
part of the region’s long poetic tradition and also engage the newer and popular genre of the
novel. While not as popular as fiction in the Saudi literary scene, the memoir—as a genre—has
started being used by Saudi women writers as a space for self-expression and is therefore also a
form of protest. Self-expression and life writing can take many different forms. One of these is
the memoir, which is often a written autobiography focused on a life or a part of a life story. This
is one genre that Saudi women have increasingly worked within as both a location of creative
protest and of self-expression.

Together with an analysis of one traditionally published, printed memoir in this chapter, I
will also look at blogs as a newer, online form of life writing that works similarly as a space of
self-expression and protest. In what follows I will first discuss one memoir, and then move on to
analyze two blogs which are both presented as a kind of life writing that recount events and
stories that happened to their authors as a means of creative expression. I will argue through
these analyses that Saudi women can be more explicit in their form and method of protest as
publishing spaces allocate them more freedom. Moreover, this chapter also offers an analysis
showing a contrast between this self-expression in spaces where works are published in
traditional print form and where they are published online, as blogs. Although both of these
forms of life writing make their engagement as protest more explicit than the examples of poetry
and fiction discussed in Chapter One above, the blogs published on the internet provide more

space for their authors to express their creative protest with strength and intensity.
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Published Memoirs, Creating Space for Protest in Narrating the Self

The work I have chosen to analyze as a memoir by a Saudi woman to creatively express protest

155

is one of the most daring written texts by a Saudi woman. ™ In what follows, I will analyze in

detail (sl @53 &) [1 Tear the Burqu ‘a, I See]™® by Huda Aldaghfag.'>” Aldaghfag is both a
poet and a prose writer who powerfully describes her life and the experiences of women in Saudi
Arabia through a mix of linguistic styles from the direct and expository to the rhetorical and
metaphorical.

Aldaghfag divides her memoir into short chapters, each devoted to a particular subject,
ranging from her own personal story to Saudi women’s shared experiences. She avoids telling
her tale in chronological order, and as a result I Tear the Burqu ‘a, I See is not a traditional or
typical autobiographical work, but rather a challenging piece of life writing which uses a variety
of creative literary techniques to advance its goals. From the cover to the title, subtitles, and
intelligent wordplay, Aldaghfag employs language as both art form and to convey meaning in

her rebellious writing, which reflects the remarkable poetry for which she was renowned before

publishing this work.

Paratextual Interventions: The Cover

As Figure (2-1)"* in the appendix shows, the cover of I Tear the Burqu ‘a, I See depicts a

garment through which only the eyes of the woman who wears it can be seen. However, while

135 g ) G S yall A 5l (8 clal 5o 1l AUS gadal) mlla YV Y, [Salih al-Ghamdi, Writing the Self.
Beirut: Arabic Cultural Center, 2013], 145-146. And [Badr al-Miqgbil, “Women’s Autobiographies in Saudi Arabia,”
Journal of Arabic and Human Science,] 7: 3.

16 352 Al san s 5f @yl 331 Gl Jglas 53 Y)Y [Huda Aldaghfag, I Tear the Burqu ‘a, I See. Beirut: Dar Jadawel,
2011].

71 have used Aldaghfag as this is her name as she spells it on her Facebook account:
https://www.facebook.com/huda.Aldaghfag.7 . However, please note in her translated published works, her name is
spelled (Al-Daghfaq) :https://www.alriyadh.com/272884.

"8 Figure (2-1): https://saudiwomen.ca/memoir.
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the burqu‘a worn by many Saudi women is commonly black, the burqu‘a on Aldaghfag’s cover
is extremely colourful. Thus, the rainbow colours of Aldaghfag’s burqu‘a subvert the customary
style of Saudi women’s dress. The combination of the cover image with the language of the title
is creative in two ways. First, Aldaghfag’s use of the word ((34), meaning “tear” rather than
another word, “take off” or “remove,” for example, refers to rebellion and anger, since the taking
off of clothing is carried out on a regular basis, yet the tearing of clothes is a disobedient action.
Second, while wearing a burqu‘a, a woman can essentially see, since the purpose of the burqu‘a
is to cover all of the face except the eyes, leaving the wearer capable of seeing. Thus, a woman
can see more easily while wearing the burqu‘a than if she were to cover her entire face.
Aldaghfag’s expression “I tear the burqu‘a, I see,” is not referring to physical vision as such, but
to a metaphorical tearing of the burqu‘a, a piece of cloth that is figuratively blocking her inner
vision. Moreover, the memoir’s title grammatically speaking needs a link between the two verbs:
(357 and (s0l) to know exactly what the writer is saying, what tearing her burqu‘a means in this
context, and what the outcome of this action is. However, this title leaves its meaning open to the
reader’s interpretation.

In her memoir, Aldaghfag uses expressions with strong and evocative connotations as
well as argumentative language. As she is also a poet, Aldaghfag also draws upon a repertoire of
poetic language in her chapter titles and subtitles, as well as throughout the narrative. For
example, Aldaghfag’s choice of chapter titles and subtitles carefully balances between sarcasm

and pain. For example, the chapter title below is a good example of how Aldaghfag does this:

daddl (e z 5 A)
[Getting out of/ leaving the tent]'

%91 am offering two translations of the word “z sl because there is a double meaning implied in

this word, and which one it means at a given time depends on the context and intention of the author.
This could mean that a person is simply “getting out” as opposed to “going in” or it could mean that
she is leaving the tent because she cannot stand the tent and its traditions.
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This metaphorical title allows the author to express how her Arab heritage has impacted
her life. The tent as the family house is both a concept and a reality rooted in the ancient customs
of Arab desert culture, especially in the Arabian Peninsula. The tent in this context is the centre
of the tribe, and as such also symbolizes its rules and patriarchal system. Keeping this in mind,
“getting out of” or “leaving” this tent can have various meanings. First, there is the idea that she
might be referring to an actual, physical tent, which is a house. However, few people in Saudi
Arabia live in tents these days. A second meaning is that the tent could serve here as a symbol
directly referring to the patriarchal family system and the larger society in Saudi Arabia. A
further meaning is that the tent is a symbol of this larger, ancient tradition that the author is
trying to leave behind in order to live a modern, liberated life. Above all, this title makes clear
that Aldaghfag is “leaving” the tent of her own will and that this memoir documents this
movement as one of rebellion.

This interpretation of the chapter title is further supported how she writes the chapter, for

example, she clarifies:

(ia Lghand (g A srnd) 31 el im 2 o (U5 MRl (e 533 81l 5 sl - sall 1a il o) oY 5 e 8
Leiys sai s jiaiall gl ghad alef A jlall sl iy ¢ o

[I was about to start this chapter with the sentence: “Women are getting out of/leaving the
tents.” But do Saudi women really get out/leave their tents? Or do the pegs of strict
tradition block their distressed steps toward freedom?]"®

Here, she confirms directly that the tent is a symbol related to strict traditions as the tent is

tightened with the “4e_jlall 1I&EN X3 [pegs of strict tradition].

10 Aldaghfag, 21.
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Another example of a chapter title that operates similarly, using provocative and
symbolic language to express a challenging idea is:

&) sie Cilaal

[Inherited injustice]'®’

This chapter title is used to describe how injustice toward Saudi women is not a new
phenomenon. The author uses the phrase “inherited injustice” to insist that Saudi women pass
down their suffering as an inheritance from generation to generation—a theme that is very much
present in the fictional works of Saudi women as well, as I showed in the previous chapter. This
injustice is inherited as part of the problematic traditions that Aldaghfag claims is responsible for
the oppression of Saudi women. When using the word injustice as the title of this chapter, she
refers to various laws, “Auasdll J s YU alall (46 @) Gaxs” Tt is clear here that she is relating
injustice to women’s lack of mobility under the laws, including those related to male
guardianship over women.

A third chapter title example that shows Aldaghfag’s linguistic play similarly is:

3 yall e slaadll
[Elimination of the woman/ women]'®®

“Elimination of the woman” is a literal translation, the woman referring to “women” as a general
category. It is important to note here that the word meaning “elimination” in Arabic is the same
word, spelled identically, to the word meaning “judicial system.” When she uses the word
(sLill) ' she suggests that the justice system is-—-in its constant opposition to women--

“eliminating” them in various ways. We can extrapolate that she is trying to propose through her

1! Aldaghfag, 21.

192 Aldaghfag, 35.

' There are two different meanings to this word: 1) from the term (Judicial system) (sLadll), and 2) is from ( ¢
sLial ¢ mady) which means to eliminate. See: https://www.almaany.com/ar/dict/ar-ar/ =% .
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use of language that the judicial system is eliminating women. In this chapter, we read how she
protests the judicial system, especially cases related to marriage and how Saudi women are badly
treated by judges and thus typically the weaker party in marriage and divorce cases. This third
title choice, as the previous two, are only several examples of many more in which Aldaghfag
exploits her command of language to expose the abuse and injustice that she and other women

have experienced, when trying to “get out of the tent.”

Lexical Contradictions

Among the rhetorical strategies that Aldaghfag employs in her memoir, she uses lexical
contradictions and contrasts. An example of this is how she uses the colours black and white as a
focal point in her titles. She parallels this contrast of colours with a contrast between genders—
this is a contrast between herself as a woman and men, an anonymous male’s whiteness against
her blackness. She retains blackness for herself, raising the question: What is her blackness?
Why does she keep it for herself? The first and most evident example is how this colour contrast
relates to the customary Saudi clothing of the black burqu‘a and ‘abaya for women and the white

thobe for men. Two further chapter titles show this use of language:

4.;.41....\9} Lﬁd‘}‘“‘
[My blackness and his whiteness]'®*
deas oaly e M sm

[The blackness of my face, the whiteness of his face]'®’

1% Aldaghfag, 57.
195 Aldaghfag, 65.
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This blackness that Aldaghfag relates to herself as a woman and women in general and
whiteness to “him,” and men in general, goes further than merely the sartorial. Perhaps the
‘abaya, representing “blackness,” also here refers to the shame of being a woman, and therefore a
victim, in Saudi Arabia. This means then that whiteness goes beyond simply the thobe, and it is
also about power and privilege.

Aldaghfag goes even further than this, to remark upon the face as the most important part
of the human body and a person’s identity. She takes the metaphor of colour contrast further in
this case, to refer to the blackness of her own face, and to the whiteness of the anonymous,
generic man’s face, the entire black/white binary becoming a reference to the fundamental
inequality between genders. With the binary of blackness and whiteness, Aldaghfag is extending
the racism exposer within the Saudi society that was analyzed in Chapter One, in Aljohani’s
novel Days of Ignorance. By showing blackness as the less fortunate gender, Aldaghfag refers to
the skin colour either she writes it with the intention to expose this racism, or she writes it
without this intention which means it is just an outcome of the deep cultural effect.

These contrasting concepts are reiterated in a varied way in another chapter title:

A agal

[Their forbidden is my unforbidden.]"®

Above, the author relates what is haram (“forbidden”) to something that they possess or control,
using the male, third person possessive pronominal suffix “hum”, and Aalal (“the unforbidden”
or “permissible”) to herself, using the same suffix in the first person. What “they” judge as
haram, she judges as halal. This is a direct provocation and can be read as a clear act of

rebellion. But who are “they”? Saudi men, her family, her critics, or the members of society in

1% Aldaghfag, 133.
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general? Only men or people across both genders? I suggest that “they” refers to whoever points
at her in criticism of her literary works or the rebellious acts of her daily life since the writer in
her memoir writes about the judgments that she received from her family members and society at
large.

Aldaghfag uses another chapter title primarily to express her solidarity with other

women. This is:

S iy Lol il LS
[Whenever she tears her burqu‘a, the universe holds her.] '’

The ambiguity of referring both to herself and to any Saudi woman who wears the burqu‘a,
either as a physical or as a metaphorical symbol of veiling, demonstrates Aldaghfag’s support for
and solidarity with women who choose their way of life, as well as to rebel — with the tearing of
the burqu‘a itself being an act of rebellion. More than that, the word (s#~5) is a form of
expansion, using the root for widen which leads to her to say that the burqu‘a is a symbol of

limitation (2x3),

The Language of the Memoir

In addition to the clever use of chapter titles and subtitles to convey criticism, Aldaghfag also
uses eloquent and erudite language throughout the text, as demonstrated in the following
passage.
‘5‘5}} c‘\l}\&&)\.&s}\ L@)&\y&)\)ﬁz} c@u\y\}‘ﬁmw&eydswu\
inial amind 5 oo haw da o) plal) 4y Ley Ulbal Jelastl gaua 48 ja S

paall il ol cMallldl uigall peat aiad of € e Ol as z A BAY dia suaildl
45 ) siall 2l 3 gl ¢ yud Cirall 5 Cailall

17 Aldaghfag, 144.
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[Every day, I wake up to a dim sun, closed doors, and unknown
streets/paths. My flowers are rotten and my burqu‘a is tightening/
constraining the movement of my body. I wonder, sometimes, as an
impossible dream: is the day coming when I will get back my cut wings
to fly out of the walls of my isolation? to get back to the (feminine plural

pronoun) or I will stay the (hidden pronoun) that is forced to be hidden

by customs we have inherited.] '®®

This passage contains many allusions to Aldaghfag’s metaphors of being hidden, of being
controlled, and all of this being against her will. She wakes up to a “dim” sun that does not
provide enough light by which she can walk her path. Do the “closed doors” imprison her, so
that she lacks freedom? Is she a prisoner behind these doors, or are these doors closed on her so
that she cannot find what she seeks? Her reference to “unknown streets” clearly suggests that she
is lost, but by writing that her “flowers are rotten,” does the author suggest that she has no future,
or that her youth has been taken away? Perhaps she is arguing that youth cannot withstand the
circumstances in which she finds herself. As has been stated, the burqu‘a is clothing worn over
the face; therefore, the burqu‘a does not physically restrict the movement of the whole body. Yet,
for Aldaghfag, the metaphorical burqu‘a is “tightening” her entire being as she attempts to
overcome the obstacles of her journey.

Aldaghfag utilizes the image and metaphor of wings here, and in various other places
throughout the memoir, both in her narrative and in her choice of titles. I will draw out some
meaning from the author’s use of this metaphor through examining the different facets and
interpretations of the word. Aldaghfag employs the word “wings” (iaial) as a central metaphor in

her memoir, to point toward freedom and as a symbol of it. When something happens to her

18 Aldaghfag,13-14.
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wings, it is an allusion to how her freedom is affected. We can therefore read the wings as being
representative of the concept of freedom throughout the memoir.

Ol ahall (e L8 g a8 lalalia S
[Her wings have stopped flying.]'®”

(dsY) il Wil 00 ) Jiaial

[My first wings.]'”°

Above, “my first wings” is a reference to Aldaghfag’s first public book signing event which was
for her second collection of poems.'”" These first wings provided her with the first chance to
move toward freedom. Trapped by “isolation’s walls,” the wings represent her “first” mechanism
of escape.

file O 7z Bl dia paidl isial sl

[T will take back my cut-off wings to fly out of my ... walls?]'">

In a statement about the oppression she has suffered, the author refers to the cutting of
wings to represent how her freedom has been taken from her. Through her own actions, however,
she will liberate herself and fly out of her jail. This takes place both physically, as will be seen
regarding the restriction of women’s travel in certain passages, below, and also as a metaphor of
personal as well as the general imprisonment of Saudi women. In Aldaghfag’s memoir, wings
are a tool of women’s freedom. While using wings as a symbol is popular in Arabic literary

works to represent freedom, Aldaghfag reserves it to refer to freedom for women, specifically as

19 Aldaghfag, 69.

170 Aldaghfag, 161.

" Huda Aldaghfag. (332 4il) [New Eagerness]. Dar al-Mufradat. Riyadh 2006.
172 Aldaghfag, 13.
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she expresses in the previous quotations.'” In this way, Aldaghfag’s wings contrast with the

burqu‘a as a symbol of oppression.

Avoiding Political Criticism: Society’s Responsibility

A Saudi woman living within Saudi Arabia and publishing under her own name, Huda
Aldaghfag risks being accused of violating the laws and norms of the state by standing up for her
rights and protesting. She also risks spending time in jail. This may be one important reason why
Aldaghfag consistently points toward society, and not the government, as the cause of her
complaints. The reader never knows whether she agrees with the Saudi government or not, as she
consistently exposes society as the structure that is to blame, as illustrated by the following
examples.

On pages 21, 41, 61, and 68 of [ Tear the Burqu ‘a, I See, Aldaghfag avoids using the
term “politically,” in her critiques of life for women in Saudi Arabia instead opts to use
“socially.” This avoidance of blaming the government in her protest serves to protect the author
from repercussions by the state, by shifting responsibility to the vague and intangible “social
structure.” In the following paragraphs, I will return to the specific examples of how she does
this, using chapter titles, as well as evocative and poetic language.

Under the chapter title, [Which citizenship do I want?]'"* ($2_1 43kl s« sl) Aldaghfag
discusses Saudi women’s status as second-class citizens, subordinate to Saudi men. While
identifying this political division, she does not use the word deriving from the root meaning

“politics” in her criticism (4xls/ otis); instead, she restricts the level of her criticism to social

' See for example: Gl . il s bl jall iy jall ssssall | e bl adlae (Jalal) jedll b 5kl 2010, And
L) s gl Ol s saadl JalS BV J (o pal) el A guia sl 5 Aadll Al 3 ailYa 5 jdall,
174 Aldaghfag, 41.
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norms and customs by using the word (s=Wial/a<iss). Further, she similarly avoids interaction
with political questions on various subjects throughout her memoir which I have divided below
into three subsections: the male guardianship law, sexism in the workplace, and lack of mobility.

Aldaghfag refers to the law on male guardianship, a wide-ranging law that impacts
millions of Saudi women and has caused global controversy as discussed briefly in Chapter One,
as a social dilemma. In her text, she blames the male guardians themselves for their abuses of
power. She notes that the government has handed this power to them, without directly pointing at
the policymakers—the creators of the law itself. Instead, she calls this law a cancer (S a5)
that does not fit with modernity in the country—once more blaming social norms for the abuses
of women’s rights, shifting the blame away from policy makers.'” She recounts different cases
where male guardians abuse the power of this law.

Another criticism of Saudi women’s status is Aldaghfag’s documentation of women’s
experiences in the workplace. However, while she narrates the injustice that she has faced in her
own work and describes the country’s systematic and systemic sexism, she does not relate the
problem to the state and its regulations, once again pointing the finger at society. For example,
when describing the injustices that Saudi women face within cultural institutions, she identifies
this as a form of social discrimination. Thus, instead of blaming government-based institutions,

she indicates that this as an outgrowth and continuation of society and social discrimination:

L..’\.CLA:\.A‘ :-“ - LAX .“ )3

. . . . 176
[Women'’s lived experiences must be described as social].'’

175 Aldaghfag, 43.
176 Aldaghfag, 63.
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A third area in which Aldaghfag critiques the social system rather than assigning
responsibility to the state is in her criticism of the difficulties that Saudi women face in accessing
passports and obtaining permission to travel. While it is the state that issues travel documents
and permissions, Aldaghfag complains of how male guardians deprive women of the
opportunities to apply for official government services.'”’

Lary b iy Led gyl & oSy 3B gl ¢ jian 3l Loa yme 3 gl 31 jall 2 j3iny Y
Al Canen Ayl A Sl ) gl (o 48 50 e Jsamnll Ga ld 0¥ 5 Lea s
(=i aUaill W i ) ol Gl

eelaia ¥l allaill W i U il gl g Aadail) Cua

[A Saudi woman cannot be issued a passport without her male guardian, and he can
control her permission to travel, or even forbid her to travel. She also must obtain his
permission and present it to the government’s passport service, as a regulation that is
controlled by the social system].'”

She repeats this expression in other locations in her memoir [as a regulation that is controlled by
the social system.]'”’

While this issue does exist as a social problem, and male guardians do often abuse their
privilege in preventing women from applying for passports, these men are practicing their right
of guardianship over women which was given to them by law and enforced by the Saudi state.
Aldaghfag recounts a story about a woman who, after getting a divorce, asked her father to issue
her a passport. He refused, saying: “Wait until you get married and ask your husband.” She did
not give up and used her connections to eventually obtain a passport.'® This situation is created

and governed by the law, which does not give women the right to apply for and obtain their own

passports. Therefore, if a woman wants to travel, she can do so only by breaking the law, in order

177 Aldaghfag, 29-30- 68.
178 Aldaghfag, 30.
17 Aldaghfag, 68.
180 Aldaghfag, 70.
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to fight for her right to obtain her own passport. It is difficult to see how this would not be a
political matter, as it has relatively little to do with social norms but is in fact connected to and
created by the state and its authorities.

Maliha Alshehab argues in her book that those regulations point to the state’s policies
with a clear accusation. In her writing, when criticizing the male guardianship policies in Saudi

women’s work, she states:

O waad) € LaiulS 3l el andat aa alaii Y ald € palie (o paty LS 31l aalad e alaii 41 all ol
culs) e laial laia YA (e leaa alaill oy il sa clia 3l all A3 G e 5383 (aaigal
ade T ¥ (550 IS gd Ml s 5 Jie Bl dla i an 50 31l o (e il ¢
Aalariall ey pull L ie Apuband) Aalud) 4y Jons 2l) 4nsii 58 shaial) 138 G w5 Apasil) 3
il s 6l yall aalad a8 AU Alall Co gt & 0ol () e @l e 351 Y 5 a3l jally

osle A gSall U (e BN Gl G o 050 ) () Lo 5aY) (el o (pag el 800 g Lgalai]
g3 pa U I sa)

[Why does the state treat women's education as if it is some kind of adventure or
exploration? Why not treat women's education as an investment? Many people
underline that women’s issues here are dealt with from a social rather than a religious
perspective—one based on the notion that women are ‘awrah, they must be covered
up, and that their minds and religion are weak and lacking. Moreover, they are
viewed secondary to men, who will not reliably be able to develop. This perspective
is seemingly the same one used in the political system when it comes to enacting
legislation related to women. This is obviously the case when the state spends huge
sums on women’s education--about 55 percent is allotted to this—but at the end of
the day she just stays home and the government doesn’t even bat an eyelid over this,

even to be concerned about all the money they spent.] '*!

More specifically, AlShehab states that this regulation is not a social issue but rather a political

one:

oo Lealalad (8 e g8l Ciliann e 4o a5 (55 o35 g8 i oSl (s oLl S8 el (pud 138
Ledsia lal e Jsanll o laaeiy s eSS a (5 5 all S ol ey allas 58 5 631 all

L el dngle | 5 ) a5 g 330 gmadl 31 5all | 5 5k (020 [Maliha Alshehab, Saudi Woman: Sound and Image. London:
Towa, 2010], 109-110.
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[This pattern of social thinking cannot be tolerated. Government bodies deal with women
by making legislation and enacting laws that control women’s movements, and hinders
her from achieving her basic, fundamental rights.] '**

It may seem that society is responsible for ruling the country as Aldaghfag claims, along
with a number of other officials and members of the royal family as I discuss below in Chapter
Three. However, these regulations derive from a royal decree as I discuss in depth below in
relation to the male guardianship system and the interior ministry’s regulations which are
supported by royal decree, as seen in the recent change in regulating passports for women.'*?

My reading of Aldaghfag’s critique here is that she is not only avoiding political protest,
but also excusing the state for its control over women’s travel by blaming Saudi society instead.

She is recalling the fear of her friend losing her passport and consent of travel:

Y S Leinne 8l 3l sadl 5513 ae (s A Al 9o Tai g ey o | 88 583 cailS sils
asSae sl OV Gl e Yy el IS5 31 el ae daldaill Lgsle) ya) dal 9o (g
o) sl Jagi yi s Lgr Al el ya) 230 sr Alile JSI8 dablae (2l adine ae Jalailly
S G50 Y ae Baaiall (Y1 el sl o583 4 Sl

[She was very afraid that they would be lost then she will have to start again with the
Passport Department in her city, which has a never ending cycle of procedures for
women in particular. And they are not to blame because this law is made for a traditional
conservative society. Each Saudi family has its own procedures, linked to both the strict
opinions and also the varying moods of its male guardians in how they deal with

women.]'**

This opinion is entirely consistent with her criticism of the male guardianship law. Aldaghfag
never points to policymakers, the state, or the government as to blame for the issues faced by

Saudi women. She instead protests against society for abusive actions against women that occur

"> Maliha Alshehab, 135.

'3 1t is important to state that Saudi government changed the regulation of Saudi women obtaining their passports or
travelling abroad without permission of the male guardians. See: Jaall jiull 33 5 allas 2dis & fag <l ) sad) < i), Saudi
Press Agency https://www.spa.gov.sa/1960556 .

'8 Aldaghfag, 70-71.
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in government offices. She implies that the laws against women are in effect because Saudi
society is traditional and closed, thereby suggesting that society rules the government. This is not
the case, because though Saudi Arabia has a tribal structure it also functions as a state, with the
apparatus of a state. It is obvious, however, that Aldaghfag chooses not to risk pointing out the
responsibility of the authorities in women’s suffering, in order to protect herself. Instead, it
seems like she exonerates the state of bearing responsibility and places the blame entirely on a
vague social structure, ignoring the fact that the social structure is propped up by the state. Thus,
Aldaghfag states a number of times in her memoir that Saudi society—who is indeed
responsible, though partially—is to blame for those abusive laws regarding Saudi women.

Throughout her memoir, Aldaghfag discusses the lack of freedom of movement that
Saudi women deal with on a daily basis. Although she is considered by Saudi critics to be a
brave writer and poet—who has chosen to use the genre of memoir to express her critique,
instead of shielding herself through the more indirect genre of fiction—she stops short of
crossing what is viewed by many in Saudi Arabia as an uncrossable line.'® She avoids naming
the Saudi state and its policymakers as the reason for women’s oppression in relation to key
issues: their limited access to travel, their lack of choice in marriage, and their inability to work
without the permission of their male guardian. The quotation below shows this clearly:

31l g Apallaill Lgsile | ja) et W (i) Lt (8 <l 3) ol 3 5la) ae (5 sa T Aal 5o i
Lt ol aaine e dalxilly o sSae ¢ 88N Y Gl e ad Y pala JS

[These governmental passport services keep their unfair regulations

especially for women, and they are not to blame because this law is made

.. . . 186
for a traditional, conservative society.]

'%5 Many studies concur with this, including al-Migbil, see: 3 saull A yal) Aaall & Zilill 2812 5 ol (s2alill mllal:
http://www.arabicmagazine.com/arabic/articleDetails.aspx?1d=5939 .

Aldaghfag did this also in cultural activities, See: (dla_ll &uaie Jix3 3823ll) Okaz newspaper 2011:
https://www.okaz.com.sa/article/650255 .

1% Aldaghfag, 70-71.
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In the example above, she begins her descriptions of these problems using incisive language, for
example the word (4l s2). She switches to criticizing the social system of the country as the root
cause of the problems. She then excuses the law with softer language, for example, when she
states (Lailae 52185 acine o Jalxilly o sSae ¢ 538l Y &3 e 5 51 Y 5) [they are not to blame because this
law is made for a traditional, conservative society]. She is not only saying that society is the
cause of these laws, but also excuses lawmakers and the state for having to make laws for this
society. She is claiming that they have no choice in applying such regulations because of societal
demands.

She further states that Saudi civil laws are based upon outdated, unjust customs and have
not been invented by policymakers. This is not true. For example, the law which forces a woman
to obtain a document signed by her male guardian and the police if she wants to rent a hotel
room or an apartment under her own name, was not something present within ancient customs or
traditions. But while such a regulation was clearly designed and is now implemented by the

modern, Saudi state, Aldaghfag refers again to customs as a way to explain it:

W dpasall J) VL dalall (il il Gan 5 shud dxazala ) 3ile 450 seaadl 31 jall (S
G Ja ) elac) 8 Aadluall 5 31 pall (3 Adaaall 2aaV1 2l y ulalall (e Lgakas] chnaias
ol (i 8 AL8Y) LS 5 Lol b s il 5 Jasill (3 i Y g el gy (o Tpual
Blac uAZﬁSmA}‘&)&J‘uA}‘\A)A‘LAJUAA.zg)Aﬁ)}Q))J\ \J) Y) )&)AC'_\.UJ\:\AJ

L) s Lt b 4 (S 3 ol

[Saudi women still suffer under the various regulations that have been
taken from the ancient customs against women, which are derived from
the unfair customs and traditions of the ancestors. They give men much
too much leeway in their rights to act on women’s behalf. She does not
have the right to move or travel within the country, nor stay in a hotel,
apartment or rented house without showing a paper that is signed by her
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male guardian, the police, and then certified by the mayor of the

neighborhood in which she lives in her city and place of residence.] '’

As these passages show, this explicit protest in Aldaghfag’s language uses direct and brave
language, however, she does not manage to find a culprit for all of these abusive regulations

other than to mention that they were derived from the old customs.

The Difference in Marriage Laws for Men and Women

Another issue taken up by Aldaghfag is the difference in how laws surrounding marriage and
inheritance affect men and women. For example, Saudi men can pass their nationality to non-
Saudi wives, but Saudi women cannot pass their nationality to either their non-Saudi husbands or
their children.

Apinll e dlia g ) dhand g 40 grad) a2 551 B (g0 g2l miay

G Ol ol (e L Ao gl Ball Gl ey Vg ¢ grd) 8 Lgtald) 5 Lagan) 5 2no
LEJJMJ:K; Ji L sz S ;\}ucjha.“ C})j\ )\7‘3;‘65473'3)"““ Bi),d\

[A Saudi man has the right to marry a non-Saudi woman. His wife can
obtain Saudi citizenship after five years of marriage and residence in
Saudi Arabia. The same right is not given to Saudi women. It is unfair to
take away a Saudi woman’s right to choose her husband, whether he is
Saudi or non-Saudi.] '**

In addition to the strict restrictions on the freedom of Saudi women which is derived from both
social and political sources, Aldaghfag documents how the behavior and comments of religious

clerics affects Saudi women. She identifies this as affecting a range of activities including

'87 Aldaghfag, 21.
'8 Aldaghfag, 30-31.
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writing and participation in cultural events. In her memoir, Aldaghfag recounts an occasion on
which she was heavily criticized by a cleric named ‘Awadh al-Qarni. Al-Qarni published a
column mocking Aldaghfag’s poem that was published in the official newspaper Okaz, ( <Y\xidl
Jiis # %) “Flames of a Heavy Joy.” He wrote:

s i JEie Ll 5 eVl Al = jd cpallinl) il 5 (e L8 YLl o)) sie it 32l s CagiS
O 0o Dl ¢ il 23S 128 | Lgie aSrand (815 LS g aSile J&1 () oy )1 Y Al sk A8a 3a0a8 (paia (e 028
€0 naiall 5 (e daal) :agh sam LS i cLal) 238 ¢ 5S0!

[Look at the contrast, joy with flames, this is also a heavy joy!! ... Is this a mature
speech, rather than a poet’s, or, as they call them, talented and extraordinary writers?!]'®

Al-Qarni is himself neither a literary critic nor a poet. His attack on Aldaghfag’s poetry,
however, affected her in a number of ways from her workplace to her family life as she states in
her memoir.'”® Aldaghfag’s modern style of poetry has faced significant criticism for its
innovative deviation from traditional Arabic poetry. Al-Qarni went further than just one column,
however, and followed up on his attack on Aldaghfag in his book Modernity in the Islamic
Scale.”" In this book, he linked modern poets—including Aldaghfag—with atheism, querying
their belief in Islam and essentially accusing them of blasphemy.'®* This criticism in particular

has affected Aldaghfag in both her work and social life as she reports in the memoir.'”?

The Importance of Parents

In literature written by women in Saudi Arabia, the theme of how parents influence the lives of

Saudi women is evident. This influence is represented as both positive and negative, but in

19 an - ad SO Gase DY Ol e 3 35125011988, [ Awadh al-Qarni, Modernity in the Islamic Scale, (Egypt: Hajr

1988)], 36-37. See also the writer mentioned the critique, Aldaghfag, 100.
190 Aldaghfag, 101.

Pl an a8 pase aDWY1 Ol e 43 3512a011988. “Awadh al-Qarni.

192 Awadh al-Qarni, (26-30).

193 Aldaghfag,121- 122.
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Aldaghfag’s memoir it remains consistently positive. Her father was a friend to her before
becoming her supporter in becoming a professional writer. He allowed and encouraged her to
have contact with the world outside of her family, which was unusual in their social milieu in
Saudi Arabia in the 1980s. She made these contacts by mail, with her father’s full knowledge.
Aldaghfag documents these moments in the memoir as a great opportunity that her father
provided her."”* She would not have been able to contact literary magazines and other Arab
writers by mail without his support. Furthermore, he was by her side as she read those letters,
after having collected them for her from the post office. Aldaghfag emphasizes the fact that he
neither controlled nor censored her letters and she always invited him to read them with her, later
discussing the senders and their cultural differences with her.'”> As a result of Aldaghfag having
introduced her father to the benefits of having a mailbox, he started sending letters to his own
friends who lived in Saudi Arabia for a visit or work then return to their homes. In the same
section of the memoir, Aldaghfag describes how Saudi women’s lives rely on the openness and
generosity of their fathers and guardians.

Huda Aldaghfag’s father was not only there to support her in achieving her dreams; he
also defended her when her brothers exploited their power as men over her in a misogynistic
way. '°° In her descriptions of her family life, Aldaghfag points to her position in relation to her
siblings and her preference to spend time in her brothers’ circles more than her sisters’, despite

her brothers being annoyed by her presence.'”’ As she puts it,

AnDaall byl e el e e Aula ol glandae Y 50 A canlll agiS JLi s agal) bl i sa) Caal 13
el b Al 4K jlie (e STl

"% Mona Alharbi also sees this relationship between Aldaghfag and her father as a basis of her relationships with

other men. See Mona Alharbi, Listening to Saudi Women'’s Voices in Their Life Writing, Master’s thesis, (Windsor,
ON: University of Windsor, 2019), 62.

195 Aldaghfag, 91.

19 Aldaghfag, 86- 91.

17 Aldaghfag, 83.
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[When my brothers are playing football, I love to join them, either in

defense or as the goalkeeper. Even getting severely banged up does not

stop me from joining them.]'®

She explains her father’s role in daily routines as well. Aldaghfag’s family had their meals at two
different tables separated by gender. She used to eat with the males of the family in their separate

room. In response to this, one brother would always yell at her to leave:

sl el 138 (paall) Crdae ) 03

[Go to the hareem room! This is the men’s room.] '*’

Nonetheless, her father would defend her and support her against her brother’s assaults.

From her memoir, it is clear how Aldaghfag’s father empowered her firstly at the family
level then in her active participation in the Saudi cultural atmosphere and her writing. And this
recalls the discussion of fiction in previous chapters, where the father’s role is positive in Saudi
women’s lives. In Hind and the Soldiers [ S==2)l 5 14] by Badriah Albeshr and Days of Ignorance
[4dals] by Laila Aljohani, the protagonists Hind and Leen have their fathers” support in their
families against their mothers and brothers first and then against society itself. We will see
further evidence of this in Chapter Three, in which I discuss how Loujain AlHathloul was
recorded and supported by her father while she is driving in Riyadh to protest the ban against
women driving. It is important to underline the crucial role of the father figure in many Saudi
women’s protests and also their expressions of protest which emphasize this positive role.

In contrast, one of the first Saudi women’s memoirs was written by Sultanah al-Sudairy,

who started writing in Alyamamh magazine in 1989 until she was forced to discontinue her

1% Aldaghfag, 83.
19 Aldaghfag, 83.
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writing by her family.*"’

This confirms the importance of the family—and the father especially—
in Saudi women’s protest specifically and writing in general.

As a space of self-expression, published, print, memoir is one location where Saudi
women have protested more freely than others. In online spaces, they have even more
unrestricted scope to broaden and deepen their protest. Thanks to the advent of the internet, not
only are women able to express themselves free of censorship, they can also widen their
audiences—from local Saudi citizens to other Arabs and people throughout the world. This is

particularly relevant when assessing the role of personal blogs in the creative expression of

protest.

Blogs: Spaces for the Self on the Internet

Relative to offline writing, Saudi women have found great relief from constant criticism, attacks,
and incessant censorship in using the internet. As scholars have pointed out, “The development
of Web 2.0 and the implementation of tools for blogging in Arabic in 2004 gave a democratic

boost to Arabic digital expression.”*"!

From its inception, blogging has provided a breathable
space for writers around the world and Saudi women are no exception. In almost every Arab
country there are bloggers who criticize the system and a range of political and social
circumstances—some of whom have achieved great societal stature, becoming locally and

internationally famous. This has attracted the attention of scholars who have for the past decade

identified online writing as a public site of debate, critique, and protest: “Arab media scholars

2000 e AR e L3l (e Jaray 23S < pual 388 cani ol Ll 508 <1989 ale (s ) Alalus Ly caald ) 15V AL glaall Ll
03 g 8l _je) ) S30) (0 gie Con Aalad) Alaa 8 s ks (S8 e Lgtlay 38 calS ) gy 1S Alal 5a) " See: [Salih al-
Ghamdi, Women’s Autobiography in Saudi Arabia, Arabic Magazine], 2017:
http://www.arabicmagazine.com/arabic/articleDetails.aspx?1d=5939.

" Teresa Pepe, Blogging from Egypt: Digital Literature, 2005-2016, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2020), 205.
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see digital and satellite media as tools for new voices raising controversial issues or prompting

202 In the case of

public debate of existing political, religious, and economic power structures.
Saudi Arabia specifically, and Saudi women’s protest, the freedom from censorship means that
their blog posts are often framed more strongly in both tone and intensity. Moreover, Saudi
women bloggers have used digital spaces to advance their self-expression and write their life
stories.

While censorship of Saudi blogs has not been particularly intense, since the beginning of
the movement to use blogging in the country which began in around 2005, various bloggers have
nonetheless faced the consequences of highly critical online writing. One of these writers is
Fouad AlFarhan, who is known as the “dean” of Saudi bloggers.*”’ In addition to his criticism of
governmental services, AlFarhan has also used his blog to defend prisoners of conscience ( _slizs
!l —a brave act considering he publishes under his real name and identity which is rare.
Indeed, AlFarhan was arrested for demanding the release of ten political prisoners in December
2007. He was eventually released in April 2008 with the strangely broad charge of “violation of

95204

non-security regulations.””"" This was a critical moment in the history of Saudi blogging as a

form of protest. Prior to his arrest, he had written an entry on his blog titled: * & il Of 21,1 ¥

205 -

gad”. [ T do not want to be forgotten in prison.]”™ ~ which was taken down after he was

apprehended by the authorities.**®

292 Kristina Riegert, “Understanding Popular Arab Bloggers: From Public Spheres to Cultural Citizens.”

International Journal of Communication 9, (2015): 416.

203 Center of the Protection of Freedom of Journalists: https:/cdfj.org/sle-as sl - Jiiay o3 sl 53l dnec |

2% Amira Al Hussaini, “Saudi Blogger Fouad Al Farhan Arrested in Jedda,” Global Voices, December 23 2007.
https://globalvoices.org/2007/12/23/saudi-blogger-fouad-al-farhan-arrested-in-jeddah/; and Sami Ben Gharbia,
“Saudi Arabia: Blogger Fouad Alfarhan Released.” Global Voices, April 26, 2008:
https://advox.globalvoices.org/2008/04/26/saudi-arabia-blogger-fouad-alfarhan-released/.

2% See Essam Alzamel’s blog, www.essamalzamel.com/?p=16.

2% The first blog was available at www.alfarhan.org. After his release, he ceased blogging for two years, then in
2010 he started another blog at www.alfarhan.ws, where, at the time of writing, he continues to publish new entries.
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Although it was a shocking event in the country’s blogging movement, AlFarhan’s arrest
did not stop writers in Saudi Arabia, as throughout the region more generally, from continuing to
write and express their words in this new space. Blogging has since grown enormously in terms
of both the topics it covers and the geographical extent of the movement. In the Arabic-language
blogosphere, Saudi Arabia produces the second-largest amount of digital blogging material after
Egypt. The content of Saudi blogs focuses most heavily on personal blogging and technology,
and less on political topics; and Saudi women have occupied almost half of the blogosphere

(46%) according to a 2009 study.*"’

Saudi Women’s Blogs

During the blogging boom in Saudi Arabia, Saudi women bloggers also started to publish
under their real names and write their life stories, despite the arrest of Fouad AlFarhan. Two such
bloggers are Nouf Abdulaziz and Eman Al Nafjan; I will focus on an analysis of their blogs in
the section that follows. Surveying Abdulaziz’s blog (which ran from 2008 to 2010), it is clear
that the focus is not only on matters concerning the nation, but also on raising awareness of
feminist issues, including arranged marriage, male guardianship, and child marriage.

Nouf Abdulaziz stopped blogging in 2010 after receiving a threat from the Saudi
government which also extended to her family (though she resumed writing on social media in
2016). On June 6, 2018, during her imprisonment, her friend Mayya Al-Zahrani published a
letter from the blogger which she had left to Al-Zahrani in the case of her arrest. In the letter, she

states that she is: “just a good citizen, I love my country and I only want what’s best for it.”*** Al

7 Bruce Etling, John Kelly, Robert Faris, and John Palfrey. “Mapping the Arabic Blogosphere: Politics, Culture,

and Dissent.” Berkman Center Research Publication, no. 2009-06: 24.
298 «Can’t Stop My Tears: Saudi Arabia Arrests Woman for Sympathising with Feminist Activists.” The New Arab.
June 10 2018: https://english.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2018/6/10/saudi-arabia-arrests-woman-for-sympathising-
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Nafjan stopped blogging in 2017, when she was detained along with other Saudi women’s rights
activists a month before the lifting of the women’s driving ban.

These blogs are written by entirely different people with distinct styles of writing, in
different languages, and with different target audiences. Abdulaziz’s blog s8I Y (s (“Just
Breath”)*” was written in Arabic while Al Nafjan’s blog, “Saudiwoman’s Weblog,” was written
in English®'’. T will explore a range of issues that the two bloggers focus on, specifically Al
Nafjan’s focus on Saudi women’s rights especially protesting the driving ban, and Abdulaziz’s

protest for Saudi citizens’ rights more generally.

Nouf Abdulaziz and Eman Al Nafjan

Nouf Abdualziz was known only by her first name and the nickname “Noufah”*'! until she was
detained by the Saudi authorities in June 2018, when—in order to seek justice for her—her
family released her full name: s a0 3 32llxe <o g Nouf Abdulaziz Aljerawi.>'? Publishing
under only a first name online is similar to publishing anonymously in Saudi Arabia, as it reveals
very little about the writer’s identity. She wrote in Arabic, specifically in the Saudi dialect, as her
blog was aimed at a specific audience: local Saudis and Arabs in the greater Gulf region. Nouf
had a unique style of writing where she utilized her wit and sense of humor to criticize the state
by mocking it. The blog “_iS| ¥ (i was divided into various sections, ranging from the

personal to the political, as follows:

with-feminist-activists; see also the Algst Organization’s twitter account:

https://twitter.com/alqst org/status/10053115248592035847s=21.

2% In this study, I am using the archived version of the blog, since the original was hacked and taken down after
Nouf Abdulaziz’s detention: https://web.archive.org/web/20110102074612/http://nofah.com/wordpress/.

*1% Saudiwoman’s Weblog, https:/saudiwoman.me.

21 “About,” Just Breath, https://web.archive.org/web/20110102083232/http://nofah.com/wordpress/about.

*12 For the rest of this chapter, I will refer to Nouf Abdulaziz by her first name, as this was the name under which she
maintained her blog.
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[“Quote Breaths,” “Humanitarian Breaths,” “Development Breaths,” “Interview Breaths,”
“Technology Breaths,” “General Breaths,” “Political Breaths,” “Human Rights Breaths,”
“Rattle of the Oppressed Citizen” and “Multimedia.”]

Aside from the sections on issues around humanitarianism, human rights, politics, and the
oppression of citizens, the other sections were mostly personal and autobiographical writing. I
have not included them in the analysis here, since my scope is limited to issues that relate to
protest.

In contrast, Eman Al Nafjan’s blog was written in English and was aimed at a starkly
different audience: a mainly non-Saudi, non-Arab, English-speaking one. Al Nafjan started her
blog while campaigning with the group Women2Drive which sought to lift the driving ban for
Saudi women. Her early writings focused almost exclusively on this campaign; however, her
blog later expanded to touch on many other issues related to Saudi women and Saudi society at
large as well as broader human rights violations such as prisons and the Palestinian struggle for
liberation. She also included various of her journalistic works and interviews in English-speaking
media on the blog. Al Nafjan began the Saudiwoman’s Weblog on February 1, 2008 and
maintained it until September 27, 2017, when she moved to Twitter.

Al Nafjan and Abdulaziz’s blogs differ in many ways. Though they both share similar
analyses and viewpoints on a wide range of local and international issues, their styles of writing
are very different. Since Al Nafjan targets non-Arab speakers, her writing about Palestine, for
example, takes on a more aggressive and accusatory tone. She directs her message to Westerners
who have been indoctrinated to normalize Zionism and directly attacks Zionism and its

supporters. On the other hand, Nouf writes about Palestine to an Arab audience and her language
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reflects that. She draws on a language of moral responsibility, sympathy, and the Arab duty to
support and fight for Palestinian liberation. She engages in a “calling in” behavior as opposed to
Al-Nafjan’s tone which could be classified as “calling out.”

Indeed, Al-Nafjan’s audience being mostly international and/or English-speaking means
that her writing is aimed at raising awareness about the condition of Saudi women’s rights,
particularly as it relates to the campaign against the driving ban. However, her blog is not limited
to this campaign and also includes other Saudi women’s issues like the male guardianship law,
child marriage, child abuse and she also advocates for both male and female prisoners. On the
other hand, Nouf writes mostly on topics local to Saudi Arabia or to the Arab region at large
since her audience is very local. In fact, she targets Saudis first and Arabs second. This is clear in
her use of language where she sometimes writes in a Saudi dialect when addressing a topic that
shouldn’t necessarily be discussed with a broader audience.

In what follows, I will examine Nouf Abdulaziz and Eman al-Nafjan’s blogs by analysing
how they write about the same themes. I have identified the following categories to examine:
critique and mocking of the Saudi government and government officials, fighting poverty and
unemployment, education on human rights, advocating for Palestine and the people of Gaza, and

. . . . . 213
advocating for both Saudi and non-Saudi prisoners of conscience.

Criticism of the Corruption of Government Officials
One of Nouf Abdulaziz’s focuses in her blog is protesting various forms of state corruption. She
criticizes statements and actions of government officials, poverty, government-awarded

construction contracts, and the behavior of members of the Shura (the Saudi parliament). The

*13 Please note that only Nouf Abdulaziz’s blog utilizes distinctive categories; therefore, I will be placing Al

Nafjan’s blog posts within those categories.
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different perception of her style of protest will be examined via a selection of her articles that are
clearly focused on protest.

In an article titled “oal s swels W sic | sen 51" [Officials, Have Mercy on Our Brains],*'* Nouf
mocks Dr Hisham Nazrah, a health official in the region of Riyadh, with the opening phrase: “I
have read the news in [the newspaper Alyawm] and I do not want you to miss the joy of
laughter.” She then goes on to quote the newspaper story about how Nazrah had visited the
Shaqra Hospital, located in that region, surprising the health workers there by pretending that he
was an unknown patient suffering from a heart attack in order to assess their performance. The
story in Alyawm included photos of the event, which Nouf used alongside language mocking the

official:

Ane dgidia 2oy | palSl d30ie ga iy (s ) Adinaa Ada agdl o Ul
oSl a5 coaill (e b san
ity JB 5zl JSG i e gl S sl siSall o ST ga€ dan U
osla 8 puall ol (e i le Jlas e |l (D
Bl 55l e RIS, a5 e OIS Ll S0 150 3 seuiall ol gl Sl o
o omadl o (e L s 1 (5 iy 455 e Leala ¢ ey Lol e oo
VPRI REGEQJFECE:
©) el Qs sl ) oLl i ) a8 8 el (B il () sl 33 (0 1

 Jially Giliind |l Saloa

[I want to understand a very tiny point; the manager (Dr. Nazrah) was
hiding his identity, we got it. Was the camera also hidden with him?!
What disguised him even more was that the physician was standing
against the camera, first between it and the manager, and then he moved
away so the manager could be seen in the photo. You notice the
physician when he pretends that he is checking the manager. He places
the stethoscope on his neck instead of his heart! Oh my God! Our
officials are a disaster! The best thing about this story is how it made me
laugh, and the doctors say laughing makes you live longer.]*"?

21 Nouf, oflssse b Wsic | ges )): hitps://web.archive.org/web/20110102195450/http:/nofah.com/wordpress/- s> i
Ol s eyl e
215 Nouf, ol ssue L W s | sas ): https://web.archive.org/web/20110102195450/http://nofah.com/wordpress/-) sea i
Ol s eyl e
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In this article, Nouf attempts to expose the foibles of one of the most important
government officials in Saudi Arabia. The events described in A/yawm happened as a result of
the repeated criticism of the health service in Saudi Arabia, especially in hospitals outside of the
major cities—Shagqra is 185 km from the Saudi capital. Health officials and the manager Nazrah
had intended to achieve two things with this visit and the propaganda around it— first, to improve
Nazrah’s image among the people of the region and second, to promote the government as
consisting of conscientious officials who care about the citizens. In addition to the sarcastic
language of her article, Nouf uses emojis to express emotion, in this case laughter. This kind of
protest against government officials—which is prohibited by state regulations—would not be
possible in published works, even in the self-expressive space of the memoir. In a blog format,
Saudi women like Nouf can enjoy an additional space of freedom to express their opinion about

state officials with anger, sarcasm, and/or wit.

Criticism of the Women'’s Driving Ban

The issue of the Saudi ban on female drivers is prominent in Al Nafjan’s blog*'® and is thus
crucial to this study. In fact, it was the main subject of the Saudiwoman’s Weblog. The blogger’s
writing on this took on various forms, from covering stories of women protesting the ban by
driving to exposing the daily restraints on Saudi women’s movements, finances, social lives, and

more.”"’” For example, Al Nafjan shows how the driving ban affects the unemployment rate of

*1° A number of studies covering the campaign for driving rights for Saudi women refer to Al Nafjan as a reliable
source on the matter. See, for example, Susana Galan, “Cautious Enactments: Interstitial Space of Gender Politics in
Saudi Arabia.” Freedom without Permission: Bodies and Space in the Arab Revolutions, edited by Frances S. Hasso
and Zakia Salime. (Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 2016).

7 Eman Al Nafjan, “Saudi Shewolf.” Saudiwoman’s Weblog, October 31 2009.
https://saudiwoman.me/2009/10/31/saudi-shewolf/.
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women; many Saudi women can neither afford a private driver—the cost of which would
typically consume more than half of a woman’s salary—nor do they necessarily have a relative
who could reliably drive them to work. This has severely affected the average Saudi woman’s
ability to obtain financial independence and has pushed women to give up their jobs entirely.

Al Nafjan often provides coverage of recent news, especially related to the driving ban
for women. For example, she offered regular updates on the case of Manal Al-Sharif, who was
jailed for driving her car. In 2013, she also covered the case of Loujain AlHalthloul, a Saudi
woman who attended school in Canada and returned to Saudi Arabia after graduating that year.
At the time, the Women2Drive campaign was in search of a Saudi woman with a large social
media following willing to use her platform to mobilize others against the driving ban. Most
women were not willing to show overt solidarity with the campaign out of a fear of backlash or
of losing online followers and fans. Al Nafjan describes in her blog how Loujain AlHathloul was
an exception, “Instead of backing down and staying in Canada where she was studying, Loujain
booked a flight home to Riyadh and then drove herself from the airport while her father filmed
her. Then she posted the video. It drove the opposers crazy! So crazy that the Ministry of the
Interior called her father in and made him sign a pledge to not allow her to drive again.”*'® I will
examine AlHathloul’s videos more closely in Chapter Three.

Al Nafjan’s blog is significant in how it raised awareness about the Saudi driving ban on
an international level. Previously, people around the world could access information or news
about Saudi Arabia only through official state channels that were heavily monitored and

censored. In fact, during the campaign, state media claimed that Saudi society was not ready for

*'¥ Eman Al Nafjan, “Loujain Al Hathloul.” Saudiwoman’s Weblog, November 9 2013.
https://saudiwoman.me/2013/11/09/loujain-al-hathloul/.
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women driving and that, “Saudi society will determine whether women will be allowed to drive
cars.””"” Al Najfan’s blog successfully provided an alternative narrative to the official one.

A comprehensive example of her writing can be found in a post titled, “The Iniquity of
Imposing a Ban and Fees.”**’ In this post, Al Nafjan states that the root of the ban is not, as the
official propaganda always claims, societal in nature. She explains the dilemma of ordinary
Saudi people, showing the consequences that Saudis of both genders have faced for opposing the
ban. In addition, she translates an article by a financial analyst listing the advantages and benefits
accrued by the Saudi government through the ban, which amount to billions of US dollars. This
came from diverse sources ranging from drivers’ visas and insurance, to taxes paid by taxi
companies, recruitment agencies, and airlines. As she so incisively points out: “It’s no wonder
that the Interior Ministry is not overly enthusiastic about the idea of lifting the ban and is firm

and strong against women who attempt to exercise their right to drive.”**'

Challenging Poverty and Unemployment

Although Nouf Abdulaziz and Eman Al Nafjans use different approaches, targets and audiences,
they both tackle the issues of poverty and unemployment—two of the biggest problems in Saudi
society. In what follows, I will explore how Nouf’s expressions of protest are mostly aimed at

exposing Saudi government officials’ refusal to acknowledge these issues whereas English-

219 Jess Staufenberg, “Saudi Arabia is ‘Not Ready’ for Women Drivers, Says Deputy Crown Prince.” The

Independent, April 28 2016: www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/saudi-arabia-not-ready-women-
drivers-says-deputy-crown-prince-mohammed-bin-salman-a700461 1.html; TRT World, “Prince Says Saudi Society
Will Decide Women’s Driving Rights.” April 25 2016: www.trtworld.com/life/prince-says-saudi-society-will-
decide-womens-driving-issue-93848 .

2% Eman Al Nafjan, “The Iniquity of Imposing a Ban and Fees.” Saudiwoman’s Weblog, September 26 2016.
https://saudiwoman.me/2015/09/26/the-iniquity-of-imposing-a-ban-and-fees/.

! Eman Al Nafjan, “The Iniquity of Imposing a Ban and Fees.” Saudiwoman’s Weblog, September 26 2016.
https://saudiwoman.me/2015/09/26/the-iniquity-of-imposing-a-ban-and-fees/.

137



language blogger Al Nafjan attempts to dismantle the stereotype that depicts all Saudis as rich by
exposing the issues of poverty and unemployment for a non-Saudi, English speaking audience.

Ranging between sarcastic and angry language, Nouf’s article "UaSb 8 ¢ js8 aa 5¥” [There
Are No Poor Citizens in Our Country], criticizes government officials directly. It is filed in her
blog under the category, “Rattle of the Oppressed Citizen.” Her anger is evident in her language.
She dissects the statements of one specific government official, whose aim is to improve the
image of the Saudi government internationally. She cleverly uses this clearly false statement as a
title to catch her audience’s attention. In the article, she explains that her title is a direct quote
from a conversation she had with a non-Saudi Arab. She refers to a conversation between herself
and an Iraqi friend:

199138 J8 e s ailli basie | ol jall 35,aY1 anl 4y 3l Lo 12a

J Osale oo J Ve 403l (53 5 (bl g0 IS Gl S pS g hanae 22y AL 8 dlinans gy sl (g0 1 s
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[No poor people in our country!!! This is what one of my Iraqi friends
said. When I asked him, ‘Who said this?!” He answered: this is a
statement by one of your government officials on the television. [The
official had claimed] that every Saudi citizen has at least 1 million riyals
in his bank account and owns a house and a car.]***

Included with the article on the blog is a picture of a shanty house with the sarcastic
caption: “Villa of a poor citizen in Arar.”***

Nouf”’s blog entries raise her readers’ level of awareness about various national problems

in Saudi Arabia, including poverty. While her language is full of emotion which she accentuates

22Nouf, "badl 3 ¢l 8 22 o¥" ¢ https:/web.archive.org/web/20110102195450/http://nofah.com/wordpress/-2a si-Y
EES P W Y
¥ Arar is a city in the northern region of Saudi Arabia in which many families live below the poverty line.
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with her clever use of emojis, her writing is supported by facts and statistics. In ““ 4 ¢ 88 22 2 ¥
L3 [There Are No Poor Citizens in Our Country,] Nouf includes the latest figures from the
United Nations regarding poverty in Saudi Arabia:
Gl U L) iy il (3l < S Lanie 555018 Aol (S5 44 Ll A5 02 e dlaall e
1) asiall aad Alan) AT 3 cpt Sum IS Lgh yay Y
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[I wanted to laugh at this joke, but my smile left my face when I remembered hard facts
that would turn your hair grey. Many do not know the latest statistics from the United
Nations: the proportion of citizens living under the poverty line in our country is 4%, and
that means their daily income is 1 dollar, 3.50 riyals.]***

In these articles, Nouf writes for local readers and criticizes the false image that Saudi officials
have intentionally broadcasted to the international community. Al Nafjan discusses the issue of
poverty to her international audience by challenging stereotypes:

For people who have never been to Saudi Arabia, the fact that we are one of the biggest
producers of oil often gives the impression of affluence. And in major tourist attractions
around the world, every Saudi tourist is thought to be a member of royalty. That’s why I
believe it’s important to show that that privilege and extravagance is only true for a very
small and shrinking faction of Saudi society. Some of the rest are well-off as a middle-
class. And then we have the majority; people living from paycheck to paycheck or some
who can’t find jobs.**”’

While she aims at countering the false international image of Saudis, Nouf cites a Saudi official
that enforces this stereotype. Al Nafjan insists on correcting that image with another post, which

includes a cartoon showing the effects of rising oil prices on the poverty level in Saudi Arabia:

224 Nouf, "Lady & ¢l i s 53¥" : https://web.archive.org/web/20110102195450/http:/nofah.com/wordpress/- s-¥
G- doe | i,

** Eman Al Nafjan, “Poverty in KSA.” Saudiwoman’s Weblog, November 12 2009:
https://saudiwoman.me/2009/11/12/poverty-in-ksa/.
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I thought I might share it here to help wipe out the misconception that Saudis are gaining
anything from the rise in oil prices. It pretty much speaks for itself but for those of you
who are gullible enough to think that oil money goes directly to Saudi pockets I’1l
explain. The rise in oil means a rise in transportation, food prices and the majority of all

industries. And we like all the rest of the human race use these on a daily basis. So we are

having our own little inflation party just like everywhere else.**®

In connection with the issue of poverty in Saudi, Al Nafjan also writes about the high rate of
unemployment in the country in general, and specifically for women.

These posts by Nouf Abdulaziz and Eman Al Nafjan are linked indirectly to one another,
although they are not engaging with the same sources. It is important to mention that criticism of
government officials is illegal in Saudi Arabia, as is criticism of the government itself, having
been enshrined in a recent law with the penalty of both a fine and imprisonment.”*’ Criticizing
poverty or government services, for example, is not permitted at all in the public sphere. It is for
these very reasons—coupled with ones that I outlined in the introduction—that I categorize the

use of blogs by Saudi women to criticize the state as an act of protest.

Writing about Censorship

Censorship and freedom of speech are popular and controversial topics in Saudi writing, both on
and offline. While most traditional publishing channels cannot openly discuss the censorship
they regularly face, online writers can not only demonstrate their awareness of censorship but
also protest it. This was seen in the case of Fouad AlFarhan, the first Saudi blogger who was

arrested. The AlFarhan case—along with other cases of Saudi publishers, writers, or performers

® Eman Al Nafjan, “Al Watan Newspaper Oil Prices Cartoon.” Saudiwoman’s Weblog, May 25 2008:
https://saudiwoman.me/2008/05/25/al-watan-newspaper-oil-prices-cartoon/.

T «Decade in Jail® for Criticizing Saudi King or Crown Prince, Death Penalty for ‘Terrorists’.” The New Arab.
November 5 2017. https://english.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2017/11/5/decade-in-jail-for-criticising-saudi-crown-

prince.
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who were censored or banned from expressing themselves publicly—were frequently discussed
by various bloggers, including Al Najfan.**®

One of Al Najfan’s posts concerns a spokesperson from the Ministry of Administration
and Culture who announced that a bill would be introduced to monitor the online sphere.”*’ The
Ministry later confirmed that the statement she was reporting on was wrong and Al Nafjan
updated her post with this information.”° Al Nafjan, moreover, covers various other stories
regarding online censorship, discussing the topic by providing the source, showing its causes,
and following through by considering the ways in which Saudis—who she describes as a tech-
savvy mass of people—find their way around the blocking of websites and applications.”' Nouf
Abdulaziz’s blog writing takes a similar approach, as will be explored below in the context of

her attempt to publish a newspaper article advocating for a prisoner of conscience.

Advocating for Prisoners of Conscience

Both blogs regularly advocate on behalf of prisoners of conscience, and both bloggers discuss
the cases of prisoners of various backgrounds and nationalities. While Al Nafjan focuses on the
cases of individuals who have been incarcerated in relation to the women’s driving ban, such as

Manal Alsharif, she also writes about other female prisoners who are neither in her circle nor do

¥ Eman Al Nafjan, “Suspensions and Censorship.” Saudiwoman’s Weblog, November 2 2010:
https://saudiwoman.me/2010/11/02/suspensions-and-censorship/; “Censored in KSA.” Saudiwoman’s Weblog,
March 24 2010: https://saudiwoman.me/2010/03/24/censored-in-ksa/.

¥ Eman Al Nafjan, “Ministry of Culture and Information Puts a Damper on National Day.” Saudiwoman’s Weblog,
September 23 2010: https://saudiwoman.me/2010/09/23/ministry-of-culture-and-information-puts-a-damper-on-
national-day/ .

2% «Update 25 September: In case you missed it in the news, AFP contacted the ministry the very next day and the
ministry denied that it will there will be any form of registration required from bloggers and forum owners. They
claim that the spokesperson Al Haza’a was misunderstood”: https://saudiwoman.me/2010/09/23/ministry-of-culture-
and-information-puts-a-damper-on-national-day .

> Eman Al Nafjan, “CITC Blocking Games.” Saudiwoman’s Weblog, June 11 2013:
https://saudiwoman.me/2013/06/11/citc-blocking-wars/.
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they hold the same ideas as Alsharif, namely Hailah al-Qusayer and Wafa al-Yahya. In the case
of these two women, very few facts are known except for the claim by Saudi authorities that they
are linked to Al-Qaida. Al Nafjan follows their stories closely, putting together information from
various sources including official government channels and social media, as well as covering the
protests of their families and supporters.

Al Nafjan does not, however, write exclusively about female prisoners. Like Nouf
Abdulaziz, she also reports on male political prisoners—or as they are called in Saudi Arabia,
prisoners of conscience () skiss). She composed posts, for example, dedicated to both Waleed
Abu Al-Khair and Matrouk al-Falih. Al Nafjan’s feminist perspective is reflected in her post

32 In this entry, she

titled, “Saudi men who have gone to prison for helping Saudi women.
describes how three Saudi men of different generations helped Saudi women assert their rights.
She also mentions Abdulkareem al-Juhaiman, who wrote about the need for girls’ education
before it was authorized by a royal decree in 1960. Al-Juaiman was detained and forbidden to
publish his writing by the Saudi authorities. She also tells the stories of Salih al-‘Azzaz, who was
jailed for documenting the historical protest of Saudi women for the right to drive in 1991, and
Tariq al-Mubarak, who was jailed for helping Saudi women in a virtual driving campaign in
2013. While none of these men were activists, Al Nafjan celebrates their roles in the history of
Saudi women'’s fight for their rights—specifically in the driving campaign and in the fight for
equal education.

On the other hand, when it comes to the same topic of political prisoners, Nouf Abdulaziz

takes a different approach, as might be expected. Nouf is known for her support of political

2 Eman Al Nafjan, “Saudi Men Who Have Gone to Prison for Helping Saudi Women”. Saudiwoman’s Weblog,
November 2 2013: https://saudiwoman.me/2013/11/02/saudi-men-who-have-gone-to-prison-for-helping-saudi-
women/.
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prisoners; in fact, one charge that she is currently facing in her present detainment is related to
her advocacy for prisoners of conscience.”” In addition to advocating for them on her blog, she
has also campaigned on their behalf on both Facebook and Twitter. She advocated boldly for
both Saudi and non-Saudi political prisoners, by publishing long and comprehensive articles
covering their cases. She campaigned on behalf of Saud Mukhtar,”* a doctor who had already
been jailed before being put on trial and eventually receiving a 30-year sentence. Nouf
Abdulaziz, like many Saudis, believes Mukhtar to be an innocent man, who faced unjust charges
and a trial that was an affront to justice. Nouf’s blog has two articles concerning his case, one
published alongside a video of Mukhtar’s 90-year-old mother demanding justice for her son.
The second article about Mukhtar, titled, “Our Free Press and the Political Prisoners,”*”
begins with a quotation from Dr Mukhtar himself: “0eill OIS Lga Ll &l 4,20 [T want freedom,
whatever it costs.] Nouf goes on to recount a personal story about her own attempt to publish an
article in the press, narrating how she had heard about Dr Mukhtar and his hunger strike in
response to the physical and psychological torture he received at the hands of the authorities. She
wrote an article aiming to raise awareness about his case in an attempt to influence public
opinion. Nouf submitted her article to a renowned newspaper for publication,”*® but it was

rejected. This was not because it was of low quality, but because it allegedly broke state protocol

and rules of publishing. When Nouf asked for more information about those rules, she was told:

IV ine jlal lapad 5la jslad agi€ay ¥ s ddlaall o dias jio il 8 ollia 5 ulas 5l Y
Crianlal)

2335030 Gshal e (5ol 55l ve i A saall Jlie) A el June 2018:
https://web.archive.org/web/20190331192809/https://rsf.org/ar/news/-62.

2% Dr Mukhtar was one of ten academics detained simultaneously over their movements towards reform in Saudi
Arabia. They have been dubbed “The Ten Reformers.”

235 Nouf Abdulaziz, “Crsbad) i) i 5 5 yall Wilaia” June 2009:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102081427/http://nofah.com/wordpress/ ssbuwsdl- (sl - Niina- 55 yall-Liilaia |

%1t is unclear whether Nouf believed that the article might be published, or if she submitted it knowing it would be
refused simply to illustrate the situation regarding freedom of the press in Saudi Arabia, where the official news
media are controlled by the government.
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[This story is political, and there are rules applied to the press that cannot be crossed,

. . . . 23
especially regarding prisoners of conscience.]*’

Surprised by this answer, Nouf makes a comparison between the treatment of prisoners of
conscience, on one hand, and terrorists, on the other, to illustrate the double standard applied in
the official treatment of the two. She confronts the government:

I T TP E D AN L AR I JORUA B PO 19T PR RCUIVE I
119, Cta DU Tas 4l Alebas 5 ) gy 5 15l ol agil ae )y ol )l elinad Al Alalaall (5 53 13Lld
[Honestly, I was surprised. Who is the most dangerous in your opinion? The terrorist or
the prisoner of conscience? Of course, the terrorist who kills and bombs, while the
prisoner of conscience is peaceful. Why, then, do we see such horrible treatment towards
those prisoners, and wonderful treatment of terrorists?]>*
Nouf makes this comparison again in her second article on Dr Mukhtar, where she highlights
how the basis of the double standard is the government’s fear of political prisoners. Further, in
recognition of the many other political detainees in Saudi Arabia, Nouf discusses the cases of
both Dr Mohammed Abdulkareem and Dr Mubarak al-Zuair, for whom she leads solidarity
campaigns on social media. She also mentions the Syrian female activist Tal al-Malouhy.”*’

Nouf’s style of writing about prisoners of conscience focuses on presenting them as
individuals. She provides a narrative about their life, sharing their work, thoughts, and ideas in
order to confront the government’s persecution of these citizens and intellectuals and build

solidarity in public opinion. For such important thinkers and upstanding citizens to be put behind

bars does not make sense to Nouf; it is an act of injustice. Al Nafjan writes her stories as a

27 Nouf Abdulaziz, “Crsbed) i ) iia 55 jall Wilais”, June 2009:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102081427/http://nofah.com/wordpress/ sstusdl- (sl - iina- 55 jall-Litilaa,
28 Nouf Abdulaziz, “Crsbad) I )  iia 5 5 jall Wilais”, June 2009:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102081427/http://nofah.com/wordpress/ sstusdl- sl - iina- 55 jall-Liilaa,
29 Nouf Abdulaziz, “4ul 5 s skl U, September 2010:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102131418/http:/nofah.com/wordpress/=> stall-dh,
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journalist. She doesn’t argue against authority or the state and she also doesn’t use an emotional
tone; instead, she provides a life narrative and facts of the case.
An example of how Nouf Abdulaziz approaches her subject can be seen in her article:

240 and “Freedom for Dr Muhammed

“Mubarak al-Zuair, Biography of a Good Citizen.
Abdulkareem.”**! The language of the titles is clear and direct. She takes the opportunity in her
article on Dr al-Zuair to track the violence of the Saudi government against the activist, creating
a sort of archive of the events surrounding his arrest. For example, she describes Dr al-Zuair’s
father’s arrest and detention for nine years with neither trial nor charge, his own previous arrest
and detention for 10 months without a trial, his work against government corruption, his
advocacy, alongside other professors and activists, for a civil society organization association
system, and his participation in a march for Saudi solidarity with Gaza and Lebanon after the

Israeli invasion in 2006. Both demands were refused by the government and all group members

ended up in jail.

The Question of Palestine

The Saudi women bloggers discussed in this study not only attempt to defend and support both
Saudi and non-Saudi individuals in Saudi Arabia, they also engage with the issue of Palestine
and the right of Palestinians to their land. The Palestinian struggle is an important one for Saudis,
especially given the state’s official relationship with the Zionist occupiers and the conspicuous
absence of criticism against the occupation in official Saudi news channels and social media.

Both blogs have various articles on this matter, including about the Gaza Freedom Flotilla, a

% The post is deleted in Nouf’s blog, but it can be found here with the source of the original blog of Nouf: « & 52

sxiall Gaad”: http:/faihan].blogspot.com/2013/05/blog-post 20.html.
1 Nouf Abdulaziz, “aSlasll saas ) 5Sall 4y al” December 2010:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102093608/http:/nofah.com/wordpress/a:_Sasll-4, ;a1
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fleet of six civilian ships led by human rights activists that carried humanitarian aid and

242

construction materials to Gaza.”"” In an article published before the intervention by the Israeli

Army, Nouf Abdulaziz records her disappointment in not being able to participate. Shaming
herself and other Saudis for sharing Arab blood with the people of Gaza yet not assisting them
enough. She says she and her fellow citizens, have “hearts of stone™: " ¥ VT ) W a3 13 alef Y
palilad 5 Ll sy jelia ¥ 5 Wilua) ¢l [T do not know why we became machines without any

243

feelings towards our brothers and their issues.]”” Another of Nouf’s articles focuses on Rachel

Corrie, an American activist killed in Gaza by the Israeli military.**!
Furthermore, her blog also attempts to provide financial help to Palestinians, for example,
in the article titled, “3 o Jgb Ly 23ativy udauddll U a1 [Our Palestinian Brother is Seeking Us Out,

245

Is Anyone Ready to Help?]™™ Nouf describes here how she received an email from a young

Palestinian man explaining his family’s difficult financial situation and asking for help in finding
a remote job for him. Before quoting from the email in her article, she asks her readers to help
this young man:
Gl s lide of J 58 WIS LiadIS 35 <y Ola 3y ol Caadl JaasY) e il g AL
PONA N

LiaDIS sy f cam g 4o Jyal) il 08 Lgd

ey )y Lo gl g 4l (e oSl S8 5 dana AT ae Ciians

[T have received an email that made my heart bleed. It is time to do what
we always say: “we have to help them”. Here is the chance; we must

2 Nouf Abdulaziz, “Ge Ly Wl e ekl 4,al 6”, May 2010:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102090344/http://nofah.com/wordpress/ e -t 3 s-Liil  se -5 yedal-dy al)- 2080 |
** Nouf Abdulaziz, “Ge s Wl se gkl 4,al E” May 2010:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102090344/http://nofah.com/wordpress/ e -t 3 s-Liil  se -5 yedal-4y al)- 2080 |
* Nouf Abulaziz, “c_ia) 38 Q8 (e =8 3357, February 2010:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102081715/http://nofah.com/wordpress/_yid)-8-ali- pa-ca y=ll- i 5,

* Nouf AbdulAziz, “S3iie (s Jgb 2aiivy il U1 February 2010:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102093035/http://nofah.com/wordpress/ie-pe-Jed-Ua-daiiu andall Uil |
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make good on our words. I spoke with my brother Muhammad to
confirm his family’s situation.]**

Nouf Abdulaziz not only does her part as a blogger by simply writing about his situation, but she
also started a fundraising campaign for the family.

The solidarity in Nouf’s writing is clear in her coverage of many cases locally and
abroad. As explored above, her writing is not limited to Saudi matters; her solidarity and protest
extends to many other issues that concern Arabs and Muslims, including the question of
Palestine. Through her evocative writing she targets her audience’s emotions, while also
including facts and statistics in her reports. In contrast to Nouf Abdulaziz’s evocative language,
Eman Al Nafjan’s journalistic style shows less emotion, even when writing about difficult
subjects such as the struggle for Palestinian liberation and/or political prisoners. Her writing is
full of facts and information, especially in the articles about Palestine. The Saudiwoman’s
Weblog often covers what is occurring on the ground in Palestine by providing information and
facts about the fight against Zionists and spreading awareness about the political and
humanitarian situation in occupied Palestine. Because Al Nafjan’s target audience is English
speakers, presumably outside Saudi Arabia, this means her articles about Palestine are often
written as introductions to issues and topics. In contrast to her avoiding the usage of harsh or
explicitly accusatory tone when writing about the campaign to lift the driving ban, Al Nafjan
strongly condemns Israeli officials and their Western supporters:

The west calls Arabs terrorists and all the real terror started when western
countries supported a bunch of radical Zionist in creating a Jewish state
out of thin air ... They stole, tricked and terrorized people off the land.*’

4% Nouf Abdulaziz, “S3ie (e Jeb 2aiivy Sulanlill Ul February 2010:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102093035/http://nofah.com/wordpress/ie-¢e-Jgi-li- aaiing- ulaulall U 42,
**7 Eman Al Nafjan, “The Biggest Irony.” Saudiwoman’s Weblog, January 2009.
https://saudiwoman.me/2009/01/09/the-biggest-irony/.
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In these examples, it is evident that the scope of Saudi women’s protest expands to various
issues. This is not only true in blog format; Saudi women have often advocated for Palestinian
liberation in various ways. In the upcoming chapter, I will be exploring specifically Saudi

women’s opposition to state normalization with Israel.

Saudi National Day
Nouf Abdulaziz’s blog is a creative expression of protest in relation to many issues: the
crackdown on activists and writers, poverty, the mistreatment of prisoners of conscience,
government corruption, and the Palestinian struggle for liberation. The National Day of Saudi
Arabia provides her with a further occasion to raise her voice in protest, complaining that such a
celebration is not appropriate while serious social, political, and economic problems persist. Two
important articles about Saudi National Day appear on her blog in the years 2010 and 2011. I
discuss them below in order to show her protest and disagreement with the government.***

In her article titled, ‘Oh My Nation, Continue on the Path of Betrayal,”249 she borrows the
word “nation” to frame her protest. In the article," s s b b sl a5l 4" [Oh My Nation, On Your
Day],”*" she takes this further and begins with a statement that only few have the courage to say

in public:

) s s sl o 81 b S Lo (55 6 o ST 51 L
[ s Caaian s ot e 21 o s peibed e Gl b Gl Lasg oS
1., D385 Gall 5 20335 Al 5 (ol el Lasie Loy . ol a5 8 (o 4 by Y e
.o s 518 0 sala 0 el 5 i s0la slieY

248

98.

9 Nouf Abdulaziz, “shal s Y32 @ & a5 5234 . September 2009:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102081715/http:/mofah.com/wordpress/ sl - Y33 ja- A Lal 5-a20-L |
2 Nouf Abdulaziz, “sibs b b sl a5l 47, September 2009:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102195450/http://nofah.com/wordpress/sib s-L- ks sll-a sill- & |

To read more about this mix up between the government and the nation in Saudi society, see: Faid al-Alaywi, 97-
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[I am braver than many when I announce that I hate National Day, Oh
National Day @ I hate a day on which people celebrate at the cost of other
peoples’ disappointments and pain, those people whose rights are abused!!
It’s day that’s never made any governmental decisions in favour of the
people. It’s a day on which, when I observe the nation, I see injustice growing

and justice disappearing, the rich are getting richer and the poor are getting

poorer and hungrier!!]>"

Explaining her reasons further, she states: “I hate, I hate, I hate to think only of myself and forget
others ... I belong to the nation of the oppressed people.” Maintaining her signature style, Nouf
utilizes emojis to emphasize the feelings expressed in the article, also underlining her sarcastic
tone.

Furthermore, the header of Nouf’s blog contains a subtitle with a strong statement,
highlighting the word “nation” (s 4elS jaas):

Al oy e Conly Gl (e (b et Aikal A1) 255 Ak

[A citizen who misses having citizenship, lives in exile in the nation, and
searches for a nation of exile.]

In contrast to Nouf Abdulaziz’s animosity towards Saudi National Day, Eman Al Nafjan
rejoices in it, using her journalistic skills to cover the celebrations of regular Saudis on the
streets. This different viewpoint of the two bloggers towards National Day celebrations makes an
interesting point of comparison. While Nouf refuses to celebrate the holiday because of the
government’s flaws, Al Nafjan separates the government and its actions from the nation. She

celebrates the national day in her blog under a post titles: “It’s Saudi Arabia’s Birthday”>>* where

> Nouf Abdulaziz, “sib sk sl a5l (37, September 2009:
https://web.archive.org/web/20110102195450/http://nofah.com/wordpress/ib s-b- ik oll-a sill- &
2 Eman Al Nafjan, “It is Saudi Arabia’s Birthday”, Saudiwoman’s Weblog , September 2010:
https://saudiwoman.me/2010/09/22/its-saudi-arabias-birthday/.
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she celebrated by including some national songs.

Conclusions

Through the examples discussed above, it is evident that these two Saudi women
bloggers have their own individual writing styles, language, and focus; however, we can also
read their work together in how they creatively use these to perform acts of protest. While they
do take different approaches, they both share the same goals of advocating for women’s rights
and criticizing the voices of authority who harm the general public by ignoring or exacerbating
issues of poverty or weak public infrastructure. They both also expand their critiques to express
sympathy and solidarity with struggles of people in other Arab and Muslim countries.

Through these blogs, together with the memoir by Huda Aldaghfag discussed earlier in
this chapter, I analyze how Saudi women are aware not only of their own rights and local issues
that affect them, but are also just as informed about international issues. This awareness has
surely expanded thanks to the internet and its important role in Saudi society. It is not only their
awareness that crosses borders; the target of their opposition and protest will also often expand to
international locations. I will explore this concept more closely when examining other genres
through which Saudi women express their creative protest, moving on to interviews in Chapter

Three and finally Twitter, in Chapter Four.
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Chapter Three:

Expression Beyond Letters

Saudi women express themselves in spaces that do not belong to them, both through the
production of literary works like novels and poetry, as I discuss in Chapter One, as well as
memoirs, and in digital spaces with blogs, as I discuss in Chapter Two. Occupying the public
sphere, through the use of media, is another way Saudi women perform acts of protest. Some
examples of the varied platforms they use include broadcast media, television, and radio, as well
as in print media such as newspapers and magazines. As emphasized in previous chapters, each
platform has its own freedoms and limitations and therefore allows for a specific kind of creative
production. This section is divided into two sections. The first singles out a form that may not
always be thought of as creative —the interview. In it, [ examine interviews as a format that
enables acts of protest, in a context where protest actions are very limited. I will show the
importance of interviews and how they are a unique platform that allows for a more in-depth
exploration of social issues. In the second section, I focus on the creation of short videos which
circulate on digital interview platforms especially YouTube and the now defunct Keek, as well
as briefly touching on Twitter videos. My analysis of interviews and videos is done through a
close examination of the interviewer or creator, her vocabulary, tone of voice, appearance, and
body language.

In order to show the ways in which interviews function as art and protest, I have singled
out one person who has given numerous interviews to analyze here. In what follows, I will
analyze interviews with Aziza al-Yousef, a retired professor at King Saud University in Riyadh
who has a long history with protesting for Saudi women’s rights. She was one of the first

activists in Saudi Arabia to master the form of the interview. Al-Yousef is an important figure in
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the Saudi women’s protest movement and her interviews have given a great deal of explanation
to political campaigns about feminist issues as I will return to in Chapter Four in relation to
Twitter. She was actively involved in protesting against male guardianship laws and the driving
ban, as a member of both campaigns. Her hard work in building the foundations of Saudi
women’s rights has without a doubt benefitted the current generation. While many Saudi women
have witnessed a limiting of their rights, al-Yousef has not stayed silent, she worked in different
groups with religious scholars to define the way in which male guardianship is viewed within
Islam as a religion. After the discussion of Al-Yousef’s interviews, the second part of this
chapter will cover short videos, with a focus on the productions of the well-known social media

activist Loujain AlHathloul as well as the less-known figure, Nuha al-Balawi.

Interviews: Raising Awareness

In this first section of the chapter, I will focus on the interviews given by Aziza al-Yousef that
are available online. While one of al-Yousef’s goals when engaging in these acts of protest is to
raise awareness about the illegitimacy of such laws, she has been prevented from speaking and
censored by the state at multiple points. As she has said: “I am not allowed to give any talk or
workshop about male guardianship in any school.”>* She blames the government not only for
preventing her from speaking, but also for failing to fulfill its function to society. She claims that
it is the responsibility of the state to raise awareness about issues in society. The following pages
take Aziza al-Yousef as a case study of a Saudi woman activist who protests against unfair

practices in Saudi society through the creative medium of recorded video interviews. Similarly to

33 Bali) Aagus 5 G ) 533 303 e Y 5l Tl (palllay il s BLLEL-2016 L 5S) 30 alas)” YouTube, user 4ala, October
31,2016 at 15:14. www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHWEGWsll1w .
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the analysis that have preceded this chapter, this section will discuss al-Yousef’s artistic
creativity in the interviews and how they relate to her protest for women’s rights: her use of
language, expressions and tone of voice, as well as her appearance.

Public education and raising social awareness are some of the major motivations of al-
Yousef’s work. Before starting the campaign against male guardianship, she used to lead
workshops about the male guardianship system to help people understand the law behind it and

% These workshops were by definition informal, since, as al-Yousef

its relationship to Islam.
expresses in the citation above, the government had failed in its own job of raising awareness
about this law and did not officially allow citizens to arrange such educational events
themselves.”>> This approach by al-Yousef is evident in each of the interviews analyzed in this
section, wherein she emphasizes the importance of taking consistent action, including the
demand for knowledge and information as well as the importance in sharing this knowledge with
society.

Al-Yousef has a methodical approach to her campaigns which translates to the way she
conducts herself and the way she presents her analyses in interviews. Indeed, she will often offer
clear steps and a comprehensive timeline of socio-political campaigns. As a thorough intellectual
who believes, as indicated from the above citation, that education is at the core of any action, she
will often seek out other experts in the field to make informed public statements. In the case of

the male guardianship law, she approached a well-known law firm to commission a study about

the role of male guardianship in Islam. She explains that to effectively formulate demands that

% 1 eila Ettachfini, “The Saudi Women Fighting Their Country’s Sexist ‘Guardian’ System,” Vice, September 30,

2016. www.vice.com/en/article/bjgxad/the-saudi-women-fighting-their-countrys-sexist-guardian-system .
233 <) Aaguss 5 Cau ) 5393013 e Y 5l iy cpalllay il s BLLE-2016 e 5S) 30 <alas)” at 6:26 ¢
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHWEGWsll1w .
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oppose the law, it is important to understand its context.”>® After commissioning this study, al-
Yousef launched her protest. It was not done on the streets, on the internet, or in any other public
space. Instead, she targeted official channels by presenting a petition signed by fifteen Saudi
women, to the Council of ‘Ulama, King Abdullah, the Shura Council, and the Saudi Royal Court,
among others. This kind of protest is different from the others covered in this dissertation. Some
writers pursue their protest in publications across various literary forms, and others create and
use their own digital spaces of self-expression by blogging or using social media. Al-Yousef
develops her own unique approach, however, that draws on techniques of explaining, debating,
and educating.

Her preparation of a legal basis for her protest ensured that she would be offering
something more than simply her opinion and she made appearances on the Saudi sponsored
Rotana Khalijjia television channel to present her work. She remains proud of what she has done
which is important to inspire the young generation who are currently protesting on Twitter as
will be analysed in Chapter Four.>’ In discussing her campaign to abolish the male guardianship
law, she documents the steps she took in working towards demanding this, which first and
foremost required a re-framing the question as a human right issue. She explains how she
ensured that her protest would be based on historical and legal facts. Likewise, in campaigning
against the driving ban, she took the unique approach of driving in Riyadh between 2011 and
2013, recording herself and publishing the footage on YouTube as proof of her protest. Her
carefully systematic methods of building her protest have made al-Yousef’s creative expression

all the more impactful. This impact can be traced, first to other Saudi women who are inspired by

230 el Aaguas 5 ) 533013 ae A M1 il allday <l g LEEL-2016 5381 30 lalas),” at 6:30:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHWEGWsll1w .

»7'Not only herself, but also the men in her family are proud of her and her protest. See Leila Ettachfini:
https://www.vice.com/en/article/bjgxad/the-saudi-women-fighting-their-countrys-sexist-guardian-system .
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her work and replicate her protest and, second, to the general image of Saudi women’s protest as
a mature and educated one. The second point is extremely important and marks a shift in public
discourse as opposition to the campaign would often label Saudi women’s protest as centered on
immature demands from either teenagers or women with western agendas.

A feature of the way in which al-Yousef expresses her protest through her use of
language and expression is to present her demands directly and clearly. She presents these rights
for women as something that should be demanded without wavering. Some Saudis would prefer
that women not have the rights that al-Yousef is demanding, and do not approve of her public
appearances in mainstream media to make her case. This means that, at times, there have been
calls for example to survey the Saudi public to determine general sentiment towards granting or
denying these rights. Al-Yousef’s answer is always the same: these are human rights, and these
rights ought not be surveyed or questioned.

8350 il gaal sy a4 Sall 2 g i A sSall Allae oy i U

[I want to make demands on the government, my target is the government and does not

: 258
depend on more voices.]

Her insistence and unwavering stance are characteristic of her expression and how she chooses to
make her arguments and points in public. My analysis will focus on how al-Yousef is willing to
make it plain that her protest is explicitly targeting the state.

Consistent with my claim above that the interview itself can be a form of creative
expression, I will read three interviews that al-Yousef gave using techniques of literary analusis

in what follows. I have chosen three specific interviews—two of them from television shows and

258 g sl dant 5 e gall 3 3 522 e Y 5l Baliuls cpalllay b ga (3LEWL-2016 L siS) 30 Slalas)” at 10:30:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHWEGWsll1w .
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one published in a newspaper—to analyze. I chose these specific three works because, in
addition to displaying clear acts of protest advocating for Saudi women’s rights, she also
presents a thorough background behind why she is protesting. In the interview on the Yahala
show for example, she was a guest along with a conservative professor who stood against the
Saudi women’s protest movement. In this interview, al-Yousef protests not only regulations, but
she speaks with the opposition directly by debating them in good faith for the world to see. In her
written interview that she gave to The Arab Weekly, she explains the state of women’s rights in
Saudi society to an English-speaking audience. These three interviews provide rich and useful
information about these campaigns while also including a narrative and history of their
movements. Moreover, they display a unique approach to performing acts of protests; hence why
I am choosing to analyse them as creative expressions.

The first television interview that I will be analysing occurred on October 30, 2016 on
“Etijahat” (“Wla3))—a talk show broadcasted by the channel Rotana Khalijiah (dasads Bl ) --

259 The interview is titled " <l sau GBliS

and was published on YouTube the very same day.
4Y ) bluls cpllay" [Hashtag: Saudi Women Are Demanding to End Male Guardianship]. It took
the form of a one-on-one conversation with the presenter Nadine al-Bedir and discussed the male

guardianship campaign on Twitter.*®’

However, al-Yousef also took the opportunity to present
the background of this campaign before it started on social media, especially Twitter, and
described her role in the campaign.

The second interview, "sl_yall e dallaall 4,¥ 5l cllly (alday <8 séa cilasils 5 CiluagalSI”

[Academics and Human Rights Activists are Demanding to End Male Guardianship over

99 el A 5 Conn sall 30503 e A3V 1) Lalils (gl s g 3LEE-2016 1 55S) 30 lalas)” YouTube, user dsals,
October 31, 2016. www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHWEGWsll1w .
2% See Chapter Four of this dissertation for a more in-depth discussion of this Twitter campaign.
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261

Women]™" was broadcasted on the TV show “Yahala” (> L) on the Rotana Khalijia channel. It

aired on March 2, 2014. This interview took the form of a panel with another guest, Dr Salih al-

f. 22 In addition to the two television

Osaimi, who was presented in opposition to al-Youse
interviews, “A Conversation with Saudi Women’s Rights Advocate Aziza al-Yousef” was
published in The Arab Weekly newspaper on November 6, 2016.%% This interview is different to

the television interviews in that it was published in English for an international audience, as

opposed to in Arabic for a regional audience.

Physical Appearance

In all three interviews al-Yousef appeared wearing a black veil covering her hair, a black abaya,
and without makeup. Her quiet, subdued look complemented the tone of her speech and
approach to discussion on the television broadcasts, including in her debate with Dr Salih al-
Osaimi on “Yahala.” Al-Yousef’s physical appearance in the interviews is important in this
particular context, since most criticism of Saudi women’s rights activists claims that they are
overly affected by Western life and media, that they have adopted Western feminism, and that
they have suspicious connections with foreign agendas.*** However, al-Yousef’s cultivated and
subdued modesty as well as her Saudi style of dress helped her challenge this type of criticism

and ultimately aided in her campaigns for Saudi women’s rights. Her demeanor, body language,

201 51all e Astlaal) 43 1" elalls Galllay il s il y ilianlSI' #3L xali 5 ” YouTube, user Sl gl 5

Saly =l March 2, 2014, www.youtube.com/watch?v=LNOwzjSDMCw .

262 A professor of Islamic Ideology at Imam Islamic University, Saudi Arabia, he is famous for issuing a fatwa
condemning the demonstration against male guardianship (</_aUasll),

23 Rob L. Wagner, “A Conversation with Saudi Women’s Rights Advocate Aziza al-Yousef,” The Arab Weekly,
November 6, 2016. https://thearabweekly.com/conversation-saudi-womens-rights-advocate-aziza-al-yousef.

*%% One such accusation has been that Saudi women’s driving activists have had “suspicious contact with foreign
parties”; see “Saudis Detain Women’s Advocates Ahead of Driving Ban Lift,” Arabian Business, May 20, 2018:
www.arabianbusiness.com/politics-economics/396889-saudis-detain-womens-advocates-ahead-of-driving-ban-lift .
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and arguments are all calculated, careful, and calm. This gives her an upper hand as she
constantly reminds the audience that her demands are not based on opinions, but on research,
proof and examples. The sections that follow outline the major arguments and issues that al-
Yousef presents through her interviews, in her protest for women’s rights. The questions she
interrogates include whether society is ready for women drivers; whether male guardianship is
rooted in Islam; whether society in general should be consulted about any and all rights for

women; and the various causes of domestic violence.

“Our Society is Not Ready for Women Drivers”

In her interviews, al-Yousef argues against the famous cliché that Saudi society is not ready for
women drivers. This argument circulated widely in Saudi society from the 1990s—when Saudi
women openly protested the driving ban in the streets—to the day the ban was lifted in June
2018. The argument suggests that most ordinary people in Saudi Arabia would not accept seeing
women behind the wheel of a car, and that women might be harmed or attacked by unaccepting

Saudi men were they to start driving.

In her interview on “Etijahat,” al-Yousef refutes this clichéd argument that is regularly
raised not only in the context of the driving ban.*®® The claim that Saudi society is not ready for
these changes is not limited to local circulation in Saudi Arabia or just in Arabic-language media

but is often also presented in Western media and to international audiences as well. Saudi

2% In her protest, al-Yousef also documented herself driving a car and showing Saudi men and women either

supporting her with their hand waving at her and smiling--or not showing any reaction--yet not attacking her, even
with a look. See one of her YouTube videos: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IHTJtBpEx0E
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officials, including Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman himself, often use this claim as an
answer to the question of when Saudi women will be allowed to drive cars.**®

Al-Yousef shifts the focus in her critique from the issue of Saudi society’s “readiness” to
an analysis of Saudi society more generally. She proposes that “society” is not one monolith, but
instead includes various groups and different ideologies. It is not appropriate to treat society as a
homogenous mass and to decide on behalf of such a diverse society what they are or aren’t
“ready for.” She proposes that it is therefore illogical to reject women’s rights by claiming that
society at large is not ready. Furthermore, she provides the example of Saudi society in the 1960s
and 1970s, when there was no male guardianship system, and recalls the time when girls and
women were allowed to pursue formal education in 1960. In this period parents could choose for
their daughters to be educated and enroll in school, but no one was forced to do so.*®’

“Etijahat” presenter Nadine al-Bedir states the following in her introduction to the show,

reminding people about the history of male guardianship regulations.

ol 5 0325 alal) S 5 8 A gl 51 pel) 1S e 5 iy iliganndl 3

[In the 1960s and 1970s, Saudi women travelled without a male guardian. ]

This recalling of the historical events surrounding Saudi women’s rights is repeated in various
interviews given by Aziza al-Yousef. It is used to provide evidence of how recently the Saudi
government’s regulations were put in place—reminding people that not so long ago, women held
the very rights for which the campaigns are now advocating. The same points are repeated in an

English language article published by Vice, “The Saudi Women Fighting Their Country’s Sexist

206 ceq b 0 ana ya¥1 Al La (5 S35 o 33LIL B jall ansi 433 s2dl” CNIN Arabic September 2017:
https://arabic.cnn.com/middle-east/2017/09/27/women-driving-saudi-mohammed-bin-salman-previous-statement .
207 e sl A 5 s sall 5 30303 e A3V 1) Lalily (g s g (31232016 _»55S) 30 lalas)”, YouTube, user duaala
October 31, 2016, at 14:21. www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHWEGWsll1w.
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‘Guardian’ System.” This article tracks the infamous hashtag developed by the campaign
fighting the male guardianship system on Twitter*®® and recognizes al-Yousef’s contribution. It
also focuses on the historical context, as she frames it:

Unlike the younger generation of Saudi feminists who started the
hashtag, al-Yousef can remember a time in her country when the
guardianship system did not exist. “These laws were not in Saudi Arabia
before the ’80s ... I am old enough to know that.” Al-Yousef wants
women today to have agency over their decisions as she recalls having in
her youth. “I went to college in 1977. I attended King Saud University,
and I didn’t need to get permission from anybody.”**

Al-Yousef reminds us of protests against girls’ education which forced King Faisal bin
Abdulaziz to concede that it was optional, not mandatory, to send girls to school and that the
father had the right to decide whether or not he wanted his daughter to attend. Al-Yousef uses
these examples to prove her point: when the state issues legislation even those who oppose or
disagree with it will eventually abide by it. When, in relation to lifting the driving ban, the
presenter asked her, “%asdl Jsmall ki 1 «wla” [So, what are officials waiting for today?], al-
Yousef replied: “La ial e e gxie 58 Al 9 [If T had the answer to that, I wouldn’t be here].
Both she and the presenter laugh at that moment.

Al-Yousef’s act of laughter speaks louder than words—in the moment when she and the
interviewer realize that they cannot speak directly and concretely against the government
officials, they simply laugh. In this sense, their laughter is a stand-in for critique and opposition.

Although there is more space for freedom of expression on Rotana than on official Saudi TV

2%% The article refers to the infamous hashtag: #1AmMyOwnGuardian and 4¥ &) blaul Qllas il san, T analyze and

discuss the Twitter campaign of male guardianship with its hashtags in Chapter Four of this study.
*%9 Leila Ettachfini, “The Saudi Women Fighting Their Country’s Sexist ‘Guardian’ System,” Vice, September 30,
2016. www.vice.com/en/article/bjgxad/the-saudi-women-fighting-their-countrys-sexist-guardian-system .
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channels, it is still state-funded media, and it is understood by both the presenter and the guest
that they cannot take this discussion further, for example by criticizing the King.

Another example of Al-Yousef’s strategy is how she not only argues against this false
cliché about society not being ready for women’s rights, but also proves it wrong with her own
stories of driving a car. As a graduate of Virginia Commonwealth University, al-Yousef obtained
her own driver’s licence, issued in the United States of America, when she was studying there in
1981. She states on “Etijahat” that since she started driving around the city of Riyadh back in
2011, she has never been bothered by any Saudi man or woman; on the contrary, she talks about
how she has felt welcome on Riyadh’s streets as a driver. She documented this and published
videos on YouTube, showing her driving around different parts of Riyadh, including in some
conservative areas, without being stopped or harassed. However, al-Yousef only continued to
drive and record herself until 2013 when she was eventually pulled over by police officers and
taken to the police department, where she was forced to sign a pledge to not drive her car

270 With this story, al-Yousef demonstrates the inaccuracy of the claim that society is the

again.
reason why Saudi women should not be allowed to drive.

Al-Yousef’s expression of her protest is straightforward:

Adadla 5 Bandiie Lguary ¢y ) 8 Badeia sliad &l pall @l pdie (S5l 0B Y)Y s Y)Y (g
i e daly gl ) oa dda il € g e (859 138 5 canl ilale

[From 2011 to 2013, I have driven my car dozens of times in many
different neighborhoods in Riyadh, some of them conservative, and no
one bothered me. Who stopped me? The police.]*”!

270 gLl Bapesd 5 il 830303 e 0¥ gl il (s il s 382016 L 5381 30 lala)” at 15:44 to 17:40:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHWEGWsll1w.

27T e 3Ll Aagasi 5 i sall 532 3. e A g1l Tl (g s gmas (33582016 0 5581 30 lalad),”. at 15:44 and 16:50:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHWEGWsll1w.
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In parallel with her use of different channels of expression — one of which is interviews — she
also takes action. Her approach demonstrates that the systematic, state oppression of Saudi
women is not rooted in society. Recalling her journeys on the Riyadh streets, her eyes brighten
with pride in her actions—not only as a protest, but also as a proof against the cliché that has
been circulated widely about Saudi society “not being ready.” In talking about these experiences,
al-Yousef raises her voice and sharpens her tone slightly when speaking about the police. She
maintains a gently mocking smile on her face. This emphasizes her point that society is not the

culprit of gender injustice or regulation: the state and its officials are.

The Issue is Political, Not Social

Al-Yousef’s refusal to let the state use “society” as a scapegoat for ongoing gender injustices is
shared by other women who engage in similar campaigns or protests. As described in Chapter
Two, for example, I discuss how Huda Aldaghfag’s memoir, I Tear the Burqu ‘a, I See, avoids
putting blame on the state by instead pointing to social causes for women’s lack of rights. In
contrast, however, al-Yousef explicitly claims that the violation of Saudi women’s rights is a

direct result of laws conceived and approved by the Saudi state.

Jspmeall Lgale (381 5 daa S il 58 2l 58 V) 430 gadl) 31 yall sy L

[What is happening to Saudi women now is a result of governmental laws
approved by their officials.]*’

328 5f ol Jay Gl czlaall ey Lle ()85 Sl & o5l 5 8 of (V) LiilSia

272 el Aagusi 5 G ) 535013 e Y M1 il allday <l g BLLEL-2016 e 55S) 30 alas) . at 21:28:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHWEGWsll1w.
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[Our problem currently is that the power of the law imposes some things
on us and prohibits us from others ... it’s not down to not religious men
or the conservatives.]*”

What al-Yousef expresses in these short, pithy commentaries is that these are not in fact social
norms. Abusive laws are not rooted in Saudi society’s customs — a claim discussed in Chapters
One and Two in relation to Badriah Albeshr’s novels and Huda Aldaghfag’s memoir. In the same
interview, al-Yousef recalls how as a registering student at King Saud University in Riyadh in
the 1980s, she didn’t need her father’s permission. When enrolling at the same university in
2001, however, her daughter was required to obtain her father’s signature on the permission slip
to complete her registration.”’* She clearly states that these are government verdicts: “We are just
asking to remove the government rule that affects our daily lives.”"”

One of the techniques that al-Yousef uses throughout her interviews is to rely upon her
own personal story. The use of personal stories to highlight a point closely resembles the
strategic value of the memoir as seen with Aldaghfag’s life writing in Chapter Two, though her
protest is aimed at a different target. There is also a resemblance to Loujain AlHathloul’s

strategy which was to film herself driving. In doing so, these women make themselves an

element of protest.

It's not the Regulation of Islam

Another common argument that al-Yousef counters is the claim that Islam is the fundamental

cause of Saudi women’s oppression and unfair laws that violate their rights. In fact, she argues

273 el Aaguss 5 Caa ) 535013 e Y 5l il allday <l g BLLEL-2016 e 5S) 30 alas)” . at 23:17:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHWEGWsll1w.

" Rob L. Wagner, “A Conversation with Saudi Women’s Rights Advocate Aziza al-Yousef,” The Arab Weekly,
November 6, 2016: https://thearabweekly.com/conversation-saudi-womens-rights-advocate-aziza-al-yousef.

> Rob L. Wagner, “A Conversation with Saudi Women’s Rights Advocate Aziza al-Yousef”.

163



that these laws have no religious credibility. In a discussion about male guardianship, she
highlights the historical roots of the laws governing this practice, raising the point that they were
only issued and implemented after 1980. It is surprising to many people, as al-Yousef shows, that
after the regulations were introduced in that year they were gradually expanded. Eventually, laws
that require women to rely on their male guardians spread to different sectors and constituencies
across the country, including education, health care, the labour market and so on. If these laws
are religious in nature, al-Yousef poses a rhetorical question: does that mean that Saudi Arabia
only became a Muslim country when the laws were passed in 1980? What does that make of

Saudi Arabia from its inception up to 1980? 27

These rhetorical questions push the public to
think about the absurdity of the claims that these laws are Islamic or that the sexist laws and

regulations are what make the nation “Islamic.”

A pertinent example of how al-Yousef phrases and frames this issue is in her appearance
as a guest alongside Dr Salih al-Osaimi on “Yahala.” The host asks: * Jailas acine Jaus 5 Gians il
Al 5 ol 8l (e 43l @ Adiwy” [Are you not in a society that has taken its laws from the Qur’an and
the Hadith?] to which al-Yousef responds:  Jie Ulis (paabiae i Aindl g o1 8l (e Ll glad i (i g
W ghad S A4 el iy <l e” [We are, too; we have also taken our steps from the Qur’an and the
Hadith. We are Muslims, just as much as other people are, and we respect Allah in everything we
do.]*”” Al-Yousef responds in this way to balance her position in relation to the other guest on
the show who presents himself as a defender of Islam and its rules. This is what compels al-

Yousef to confirm not only that she follows the Qur’an and Hadith but also prompts her to

276 gl a5 a5l 333 50,3 e A¥ M1 Tl allay b s (BLLEL 2016 e s3S) 30 lalad),” YouTube, user duaals,
October 31, 2016. www.youtube.com/watch?v=zHWEGWsll1w , at 20:00.

75l e dallaall 43 M eladly cpllday <Ll s ladl g laapalSIM #3 0 #ab 5” YouTube, user b zU 5

Saly mal, March 2, 2014, at 2:00: www.youtube.com/watch?v=LNOwzjSDMCw.
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continue by saying “we are Muslims just as much as other people are.” She is using this
opportunity to remind the other guest on the show that she is an equal, and that he does not have
more of a prerogative than she does to speak on behalf of Islam.

Al-Yousef does not end her response there, she follows up by highlighting the
contradictions of this law. She specifically refutes the claim that women needing a male
guardianship has Islamic legitimacy. She cites the example of Khadija Bint Khuwaylid, the first
wife of the prophet Muhammad, al-Yousef asks:

gy'u%uy\Yod;.l.\gg\}\d\)ﬂ@\\.@Jéﬁﬁ}&Y)ﬁ,}.\;\Q}&\dﬁa);u\cﬂ,g};g”_maargh
& (el aniase Apan )l GBI 5Y)

[Khadija Bint Khuwaylid, the businesswoman. Did she need a man to be
her guardian and sign papers for her? No. Nowadays, a woman needs a

male guardian. The signing of official papers is something invented, not

something from Islam.]*”®

During the same televised interview, al-Yousef’s comments upset her fellow guest, Salih al-
Osaimi. To give his position legitimacy, he claimed that that the studies leading to these
regulations were conducted by officials chosen by the government, under the authority of the
Council of ‘Ulama. He expresses that he feels thankful this is the case and that they were not
taken from a law firm. However, al-Yousef disagrees with him: “Are we becoming like a

99279

church? Having only one reference point?””"” While al-Osaimi claims that opinions based on

figh and fatwas are necessarily correct and consistent because they are written by great Muslim

T8 5l e dallaall A3 51" eladly cllday L8 gia Ul g laapalSIM #3L zals . at 3:44:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=LNOwz]SDMCw.

295 5l e dallaall A3V M eladly cpllday Ll s ladl g laapalSIM #3004l 5, at 10:30:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=LNOwz]SDMCw.
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clerics, al-Yousef argues against him. She states that following such guidance and rulings is not
an inherent part of Islam; Islamic decisions are not based on one single opinion or interpretation.

Here, Al-Yousef once again illustrates that the issue of male guardianship is one that
cannot be assigned to society’s inability to embrace change or on religious legitimacy. Rather,
she proposes, the issue is with the state and its controlling laws that oppress women. The debate
on the show gets heated, and al-Osaimi starts to raise his voice, accusing al-Yousef of lying. She
then shifts her tone from the calm one she begins with to cut him off and raise her voice in turn,
to be able to explain her point. This somewhat turbulent interview sees her tone change rapidly
compared to the first one discussed above where she appeared on al-Bedir’s show, and the two of
them share a laugh. This is true not only of the tone but also in the mocking look in her eyes and
the smile on her face, especially when the guest starts to shout to prove her wrong. This
combination of her clear and direct way of expressing herself in words and her facial
expressions, using her mouth and eyes, add more depth to her expression of protest and Saudi
women’s protest movements.

She touches on the major, important points in the long battle between Saudi women’s
rights activists and the conservative clerics—the latter have controlled the way Islam is legislated
through legal decisions like fatwas, limiting the right of interpretation to specific clerics and
excluding others whose disagree with them. Therefore, Saudi women are not only protesting for
their rights and demanding reform, they also explain, educate, and debate through specific forms
of expression that allow for this, such as the interviews discussed above. The subsequent section

and chapter show how other forms of expression also do this, through Twitter and videos.

Domestic Violence

In order to further confront the problem with male guardianship laws and regulations and argue
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for why they should be abolished, Aziza al-Yousef gives the crucial example of domestic
violence. These laws and regulations, as discussed above, give a male guardian extensive power
over the women in his family, be they his daughter/s, wife, or mother. There is no way for
women to report him if he abuses his power as a guardian. A woman experiencing domestic
violence cannot report her abuser to the authorities unless she is accompanied by her male
guardian, which can possibly be the abuser himself. The result is that domestic violence often
leads to either silence on the part of the victim, or a cycle of further violence when the victim

attempts to take action.

In most of the interviews analysed here, al-Y ousef remains calm and composed — yet not
when she is required to discuss domestic violence Saudi Arabia. On “Yahala,” she states the
following.

(oY) Caindl Aals (e (5 30 A3 saenall Ay jall ASLaall i3 pall aaza g 18 3050
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[Al-Yousef: The woman’s situation in Saudi Arabia is shameful

regarding domestic violence.
Presenter: Is it not exaggeration to say “shameful”?
Al-Yousef: No! It is shameful.
Presenter: You did not hear him [her fellow guest al-Osaimi] say

there are only isolated cases?
Al-Yousef: Even if they were isolated, it still would be! Even if

there was only one isolated case... lives are wasted as a
result. Must hundreds or thousands of lives be lost in
order for it to matter in the public opinion?

She continues on, giving examples,
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Al-Yousef: The case of the father who hung his daughters by
chains: one of them died and the other two were in
critical condition. Lama’s case,”*® and more. Do you
need statistics? We will provide you with them.]

Although domestic violence has only recently begun to be taken seriously, al-Yousef is one of
the few Saudi women who have consistently openly spoken about it and protested against it. In
this interview, her choice of language is sharp when she describes the situation (<) and she
repeats it to confirm when the presenter asked her if this is not exaggeration. It is not only her
language, but also her tone and facial expressions that are sharp and she seems annoyed. Using
the techniques of logical debating style, al-Yousef challenges the presenter and the guest with

clear and direct language about specific cases of domestic violence.

Language, Speech Dynamics, and Circumstances

It is clear that Aziza al-Yousef carefully chooses her words and statements with the intention of
clarifying misunderstandings and misconceptions held by Saudis about two campaigns—the one
against male guardianship and the other against the driving ban. In her November 6, 2016 Arab
Weekly interview, she aims to elucidate and clarify the complex issues surrounding Saudi
women’s rights and the campaigns that she is part of, in her explanation of women’s status in
Islam and, she says: “In Islam the man should be the breadwinner and the woman who gets
pregnant and takes care of the household is not responsible for money,” al-Yousef said. “Islam

does not say that women should not work or study but that she is responsible for her own actions

%0 This refers to a young girl Lama al-Ghamdi, who was five years old when she was raped and killed by her father.

Al-Yousef led a nationwide campaign for justice for Lama, bringing the story and the voice of Lama’s mother to an
international audience, seeking a harsher penalty for the father, and demanding a law to protect children and females
from domestic violence. For more information, see: Hamida Ghafour, “Saudi Women Fight for Justice for 5-Year-
Old Girl Allegedly Beaten, Raped by Father,” Toronto Star, February 14, 2013:
www.thestar.com/news/world/2013/02/14/saudi women fight for justice for Syearold girl allegedly beaten rap
ed by father.html .
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and if she has a debt, she is responsible for that debt.”*®' She tries to clarify how the
circumstances of women in Saudi Arabia are not inherently derived from Islam. Likewise, in all
interviews analyzed in this chapter, her words are carefully chosen to express both the journey of
seeking rights for women in Saudi Arabia, and also the justifications for working on those

campaigns.

Unlike the literary works of Badriah Albeshr and Huda Aldaghfag discussed above,
Aziza al-Yousef’s interviews maintain a deep respect for Saudi society, religion, and religious
officials. In contrast to the novelist and memoirist—who might be considered modernists willing
to change Saudi customs and society—al-Y ousef prefers to fight for change while preserving
religion and tradition. When pointing towards the state as the source of many problems, her
choice of words is measured and polite. This is true not only on an institutional level, but also
while debating with people with different views, as, for example, her fellow guest on “Yahala,”
with whom she seriously disagreed. One example of this, which contrasts with the way other
protesters speak to their opponents is that she constantly refers to Dr Salih al-Osaimi on Yahala
as (4223) [our shaykh], which is a respectful word and shows a deference one might not expect
from a “protester.”

It is not only her choice of words that makes al-Yousef’s interviews stand out as an
artistic expression of protest but also how she expresses those words in her speech. In the
televised interviews, analyzed in this section, al-Yousef utilizes different tones by raising and
lowering her voice, allowing her to shift between different speech dynamics. She slowly and

calmly takes her battle to her opponents, including the government, drawing them in, by using

1 Rob L. Wagner, “A Conversation with Saudi Women’s Rights Advocate Aziza al-Yousef,” The Arab Weekly,

November 6, 2016: https://thearabweekly.com/conversation-saudi-womens-rights-advocate-aziza-al-yousef.
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the expression “Usad” [our shaykh]. She also utilizes a direct comparison between the situation
today —contemporary Saudi Arabia and its modernism existing alongside a decline in women’s
freedoms— and the society of the past which saw more rights and freedom for women. She uses
the same approach in her argument concerning the basis of both male guardianship and the
driving ban in Islam, in both her discussion with Dr. Salih al-Osaimi on “Yahala” and in her
interview with The Arab Weekly.

Another factor that influences how al-Yousef creates her interview style has to do with
the circumstances and context of the interview itself. The way in which she chooses her words
and expressions, as well as her manner of speech are impacted by these contexts. For example,
the gender of al-Yousef’s interlocutor in media appearances is extremely important to how she
presents herself. This is as true of television presentet/s, other guests, as it is of print journalists.

The presenter of “Yahala” is male. Although he often seemed to agree with al-Yousef on
the show, perhaps even supporting her campaign, he repeatedly interrupts her and challenges her
while she is speaking. This approach to discussion is not only limited to the presenter; her fellow
guest Dr. Salih al-Osaimi, chosen for his opposing views, exhibits similar behaviour. As a result,
al-Yousef is forced into a defensive position, which is then expressed in her language, her tone,
her body language, and the formulation of her arguments.

In contrast, when al-Yousef is interviewed alone by a female presenter during the first
part of the “Etijahat” show, her tone is more subdued and her arguments are less defensive and
more explanatory. This is partly because the presenter also appears to hold the same point of
view as al-Yousef, creating an atmosphere that allows more explanation and discussion of al-
Yousef’s approach to activism. This is interesting when comparing this interview to the previous

one with the male presenter, when she is backed into a corner and she must explain and defend
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her points. Despite the fact that the presenter seemed to agree with her, he kept challenging her
with his questions.

Likewise, the audience of a particular form of media is a determining factor in al-
Yousef’s approach to an interview. Unlike the aforementioned TV interviews, conducted in
Arabic and aimed towards local audiences, The Arab Weekly interview is written in English and
aimed at English speakers around the world. This interview focuses on educating and raising
awareness about women’s rights in Saudi Arabia and that is why she focuses on assessing the
status of Saudi women and its relation to Islam. This is a contrast to her TV interviews where the
bulk of the discussion interrogates al-Yousef and her colleagues in their campaigns: what they
did and how they did it—forcing her into a defensive position. It is important to note that she is
able to successfully defend those campaigns and is able to directly address her opponents and
their interrogations. In The Arab Weekly, al-Y ousef explains in detail the relationship between
the male guardianship law and both Islam and society through in-depth information, the
terminology of figh, and the use of examples. She does so to prove that these regulations are
issued by and rooted in the ideology of the state, despite the propaganda that has been circulating

in English-language media to whitewash the image of Saudi women’s rights in the country.

From Writing to Facing the Camera

Thanks to the advent of the internet and the increase of digital spaces, Saudi women have
made ample use of many different forms of expression of protest. These are not limited to
writing, both on paper and online, or interviews as discussed above, but also extends to other
visual realms. Some of the diverse media that Saudi women use to express protest include

photos, paintings, and other visual art. Another one is the spread of short videos via the internet.
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This section focuses on how Saudi women use this creative form—in particular short videos
uploaded to social media platforms--as a space for protest. Many of the videos that I will explore
are posted or have been reposted on Twitter, however, they originated on different platforms,
including the now-defunct platform Keek, as well as YouTube and Snapchat. For this reason, |
will discuss these videos in relation to the campaigns and, in the following chapter, I will focus
on non-video tweets. In what follows, I will analyze short videos made by two Saudi women,
documenting their different areas of protest. I have identified a range of areas for study here,
overlapping and engaging with some of the same areas that they target in other media. I will thus
begin by analysing the videos in relation to the driving ban and the male guardianship system. I
will then move on to campaigns that affect Saudis of all genders—specifically, the issue of

taxation—as well as Arabs at large—specifically, state normalization with Israel.

Challenging the Ban on Women’s Driving: Early Videos of Loujain AlHathloul

The ban on driving for Saudi women has been the subject of long and controversial
debates, both within Saudi society and beyond it as well.*®* The Saudi debate about the ban took
place not only online and on social media platforms, but also offline in many circles—homes,
schools, mosques, especially during Juma‘a prayers on Fridays, as well as in educational and
cultural panels, lectures, and events. It was the subject of many television programs, including
those that would invite guests from different sides of the issue to make their own arguments,

283

presenting pros and cons in a debate format.”” Many Saudis were aware that this was a tactic

designed to keep people busy debating and discussing, thereby distracting them from protesting

52 See: (Apayand) b5 lall 32l 3l yall Zladl 56 ) sk (a) Arabs Auto September 2017 :
https://www.arabsauto.com/is su-s3d-sl ya-mlaws-(y sil8- ) ola/,

M (han A «e b ) Zliay el y A8 505 )l 3585 5 » #Da) Riyadh Newspaper September 2011:
https://www.alriyadh.com/667374 .
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other issues. By opening up this issue for debate within larger Saudi society, and doing surveys
from time to time, the authorities could monitor the pulse of Saudi society to see if and when it
might be socially acceptable for women to begin having the right to drive. It is relevant to
mention here that the order which lifted the ban on Saudi women driving was decreed by King
Salman on June 24, 2018, and this did not come about as the result of a survey of Saudi citizens,
society or anything of the sort.***

To better understand some of the dynamics of the ban on Saudi women driving, and the
eventual lifting of this ban, it is also important to recall that it was kept in place through legal
rulings, or fatwas. The official and unofficial fatwas about women driving changed a great deal
during the ban and after it was lifted. Before the lifting of the ban, most fatwas against women
driving cited reasons such as physical damage, or an “affront to Islamic values.”**> Once the ban
was lifted, fatwas then changed to welcome the change and praise King Salman for observing
and responding to his citizens’ needs. Most shaykhs released statements congratulating the
country for this move and expressing how it would accelerate the Saudi economy.

The most important protests against this ban took place in 1991. This was called the

convoy protest. In this year, Saudi women took to the street, and faced harsh repression by both

the government and society, including the religious wing of the government system.

8 Prince Saud al-Faisal, the Saudi former minister of Global Affairs, said in a Western media interview:

https://www.okaz.com.sa/article/141376 and https://www.alittihad.ae/wejhatarticle/32233/-8-31 all-3a 5-Jucasil)-3 gas
533l | Prince Sultan bin Abdulaziz also said locally: © sl s 3l se o glale ) Sl saudl Galia Cuaa ¢ g e
G llall 3 3a LAY Aiall Casadl elua die g3 dneal) yaiall & Alall a5 ol pulall 5 18201 L5 sl 5l udaa (a5 il
Jisaty 8kl 31 yall 3aLE iy gall 553 7, anid ey o3 Alliie 3 lendld 31 yall 32U8 () 0 gans ST Cuin 22006/51426 alad 23Y) daxad duallall
bl By a7 aed )8 s hittps://wwwe.alriyadh.com/118992 .

%5 The fatwas by Saudi shaykhs banned women from driving cars for various reasons. Some said that the outcomes
of women driving would be that they would go out more often, affecting family unity and cohesion, Others argued
that driving would lead women to take off the hijab. One particularly outlandish one from the shaykh Salih al-
Luhaidan, said that driving a car affected women’s bodies, including their wombs and pelvis, which could lead them
to birth sick babies! This fatwa went viral because it was recognized as so far-fetched:
https://www.alhurra.com/saudi-arabia/2013/09/30/c sall s-atall- (53518 Hluadl 31 yall-ald- (53 saas-cpia-a
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Subsequently, there were few organized attempts to protest the ban in public, despite the fact that
there were many protests against it and demands to overturn it. An example of this of course can
be seen on Eman Al Najfan’s blog, examined in Chapter Two. However, actual protests in the
streets would occur when individual Saudi women would drive in defiance of the law and would
document their courageous action on videos, and post them online. Women concealed their
identities because they knew that their videos might go viral on YouTube where most of them
were posted. As such, they would often cover their faces to avoid being recognized, and thus
coming into conflict with society and being identifiable by the government. An example of this is
Aziza al-Yousef whose videos show her covering her face though she does not normally wear a
face covering.**®

Contrary to this practice of anonymous protest, another Saudi woman activist began
posting videos of herself driving in 2013. Loujain AlHathloul covered neither her face nor her
hair in open defiance of these customs. Today well-known internationally for her many protests,
including against the driving ban, AlHathloul first became known for her driving posts on the
social media platform Keek.”®’ She responded to Saudis who commented on her Keeks asking
her to cover her hair out of respect for Saudi society’s customs and values. It was not, however,
only her appearance that challenged Saudi society in her Keeks, but also AlHathloul’s attitude
and the language she used in her videos.

I have chosen to analyze AlHathloul’s videos to draw out the complexity and diversity in
expressions of protest by Saudi women and how they creatively employ different platforms,

spaces, and expressions to protest society, its customs, and its policies. In this section, I will

250Lga o 2488 s 51 8 33 5 Baall # 2 5i€126 538 # 128 531503 YouTube, Nov 1 2013:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IHTJtBpExO0E .

7 Keek was a social media platform founded in 2011 and dissolved in 2016. See more about the platform in
Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Keek.
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discuss how Loujain AlHathloul prefers to protest differently by broadcasting her protest not as a
pre-recorded video but with a live feature which allowed people to follow her and wait to see the
outcome of her action, as I will discuss in what follows.

Loujain AlHathloul joined her efforts to support the larger campaign for women’s driving
on the 26™ of October 2014. Because she was a resident of the United Arab Emirates, she had a
driver’s license issued in Abu Dhabi. According to an agreement signed by the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) countries, residents of the signatory countries have the right to drive across each
other’s borders with the driver’s license issued in their country of residence. This prompted
AlHathloul to take the decision to drive across the Emirati-Saudi border. Because of this
agreement, and the fact that there were no written regulations against a Saudi woman driving at
the time, she interpreted that she would be acting according to the law.**®

When she was not allowed to cross by Saudi border officials, she stopped her car in the
lane and blocked traffic as a protest so that she would be allowed to enter. Several hours later,
her friend and journalist, Maysa al-Amoudi also drove to her side, bringing her things she needed
to stay there. Al-Amoudi also possessed an Emirati driver’s license. The protest and standoff
ended up with both of them in detention, and their cars impounded for a long time.*® AlHathloul
was held in a so-called “correctional center” (Dar Alriyah) because she was under 30 years old
and al-Amoudi was held in the women’s prison in Alahsa City. They were released from prison

290

after more than two months of detention, a full seventy-two days.”” When the Saudi government

288 . . . . . .. . . . .
In Saudi law, there is no written regulation against women driving or even issuing a woman a driver’s license.

The Saudi former Minister of Foreign Affairs, Khalid al-Jubair has said that there is no law forbidding women to
drive in Saudi Arabia: https://www.alhurra.com/choice-alhurra/2016/11/15/-¥aa- b jluall-cibis gradl-gald- juall-duas
DSl

2% See for more details: https://arabic.cnn.com/entertainment/2014/12/02/saudi-lujain-woman-driving and
https://www.noonpost.com/content/4517.

290 (Lagdlay) (n Ciamiy (2 saed 2a3 (g2 swal) slsa s Jslaell (ual e 1 3Y)) AlAhsa News February 2015:
https://www.hasanews.com/6261000.html , and (20 2 all (e Y (e las 72 20 Gias s (iladls ) | February
2015: https://www.alaraby.co.uk/Jic Y- (a-la 51-72- 323 (s gras- (pidailio $3Ua) |
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announced the lifting of the driving ban in September of 2017, AlHathloul posted a picture on
Twitter of her dusty, impounded car, adding a crown emoji to it.*”!
The first video posted by Loujain AlHathloul in her driving protest was two years before

2 In this video, she shows herself driving in Riyadh from the King

her more famous videos.
Khalid Airport to her family’s house, her father in the passenger seat recording her. This video
was recorded and posted on October 23, 2013. After AlHathloul’s graduation from the
University of British Columbia, her father met her at the airport in Riyadh after her plane arrived
from Canada. He did not drive her home, instead she drove her father home with him filming the
short video and her commenting along with it.

AlHathloul drives wearing a black ‘abaya and hijab. As in most of her videos, she has a
big smile on her face. We can hear not only her narration, but also her father’s voice narrating in
the video, though we cannot see him because he is holding the camera. Even without seeing him,
the viewer can hear in his voice that he is proud of his daughter. It is not only clear from the
words he pronounces but also his tone of voice that he speaks with a mix of pride and scorn for
those who oppose women’s driving. For example, at the end of the video we hear AlHathloul’s
father say,

lele claiai fag 0 <l g e deg 538 5 ) gaall 4 (LS )

[in 10 years, we will watch and laugh at this image]

2! Her Twitter account: https://twitter.com/AlhathloulHathloul/status/913375271256027136 .

2 hitps://www.alarabiya.net/saudi-today/2013/10/25/J sVell-gpaad-all s e Yiwr- (53 sl (Y1 The video was published on
Keek, where AlHathloul used to post her videos, but the platform itself was dissolved in 2016. See more about her
use of Keek: https://arabic.cnn.com/entertainment/2014/12/02/saudi-lujain-woman-driving .
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In response to her father’s words, she looks at him with a wide smile on her face and we
can hear her laugh as well. He offers her his support in several ways: he documents her drive,
lets her publish the video, and speaks with pride in his voice.

This particular video stands out from the others that AlHathloul uploaded and posted on
social media, because of her father’s presence. It is for this reason, as well, that it received such a
huge response after being originally posted on Keek. The presence of Loujain AlHathloul’s
father elicited many reactions from Saudis, some of them very pronounced. The first reaction
was an official one by the Saudi authorities. AlHathloul’s father was called in by the Saudi
government to investigate the video. He was required to sign a pledge stating that Loujain

3 After a very well-publicized social media

AlHathloul would not drive again and he signed it.
flurry and rumours about AlHathloul herself and what the official reaction would be, state
officials spoke about it through ‘al-Arabiya Net’, the Saudi funded news outlet. News outlets
reported at the time that AlHathloul had not detained “as the rumors claim.” *** She continued
protesting through Twitter and Keek until she took the famous trip between Emirati and Saudi
borders.

AlHathloul’s famous journey of protest consists of two brief videos, posted on
YouTube.””” They offer the option of turning on English subtitles and appear on the well-known

296

channel maintained by the Saudi women’s campaign for the right to drive (sl Y1 4a) % In

the first video, she is heading towards the border and in the second one she has just crossed

293 Saaaill laall g cedinl g Mol Jiing ol o0 smasll (1Y), i Ay jall 25 October 2013:
https://www.alarabiya.net/saudi-today/2013/10/25/J shedl-cpad-all 5 e S5 saasll- ey |

%% According to the official who spoke to al-Arabiya Net.

P aft  siSIDEBAEY iy (5 sl Ll 358 A 5 D03 gmaal) 3 ganl Ly sl 8 510l (uad

[Loujain AlHathloul on her way to the Saudi border driving by herself], YouTube, dated: 30 November 2014:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m7r-p7FHxqo .

2% The channel of the campaign on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/c/oct26driving .
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through the Emirati side of the Emirates-Saudi Arabia border on her way to the Saudi
checkpoint.

Both videos are filmed inside AlHathloul’s car, which is registered under her name, as
she lets the viewer know. Though she does not usually cover her head, in both videos AlHathloul
is wearing a hijab and a black ‘abaya. She is also wearing sunglasses that cover more than half of
her face and obscure her eyes and her facial expressions. The camera is located just in front of
her, inside the car, and is recording her as she drives. In both videos, AlHathloul speaks calmly
and casually with a measured tone, using somewhat formal language. She has a smile on her
face. It seems that she has chosen to match her appearance and tone in order to profess respect
for Saudi society and values, most likely to gain as much acceptance and support for her protest

as possible.

Language

In order to better understand the strategy of these protest videos, we must analyze the
way Loujain AlHathloul uses language in conjunction with her appearance to formulate her
protest action. Using clear and direct words, AlHathloul explains what she is doing. She opens
by presenting herself very simply: “J ) (2l 2Slae” [T am Loujain AlHathloul]. She then calmly
and clearly states what she is doing and why: &l 3l all 33U dles ) yain & sl 7 [it’s an
attempt to continue the campaign for women’s driving]. She insists that she is acting according
to the rights accorded to her by the GCC. She gives some details of her protest action in the
video itself and accompanies this with more details and updates that she posts on her Twitter

account.
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AlHathloul confirms the purpose of her action and states that it is within her right to cross
the UAE/Saudi Arabia border. She explains that she holds a legal Emirati driver’s licence and is
driving her own car. She insists on clarifying with simple and understandable language that what
she is doing is legal and that she isn’t in violation of any Saudi law—a reference to the unwritten
law banning women from driving in Saudi Arabia. She concludes the first video saying: “ «a s
ey 7 [we will see what’s going to happen]. Though the tone of the video itself is calm and
collected, there is an element of suspense and drama that makes the audience anticipate the next
post.

The second video of her live documentation of her protest trip is also brief.®” Filming
herself driving, she announces to the audience when she passes through the Emirati border:
“Opean s e Casdi A sll o jleall dga s cpall s il jleY) o leall Lidea 53 sl [Hello, T just
passed the Emirati customs and now I’m heading to the Saudi side. We’ll see what’s going to
happen]. She states this once again with a big smile on her face. Despite the similar cheerful tone
and look, it is clear from AlHathloul’s tone and facial expressions that this second video is
slightly different. Her voice already sounds slightly nervous, and she is clearly less comfortable.
AlHathloul is engaging in a form of street protest that is different from her previous ones as she
isn’t accompanied by her father and the recording is happening live. This leaves her viewers,
who could be located anywhere in the world, eagerly awaiting the state response to her attempts

to cross the border.

7 535S G ks (3 smiltt ) & jlea e 3¢ cpal | YouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/shorts/ZONMgYHm2PS .
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Protesting Male Guardianship Laws

Loujain AlHathloul is known for her protests against the driving ban, however, it is not
the only issue of Saudi women’s rights that she has stood for. Another important campaign that
she has participated in are the protests to abolish the male guardianship system. This campaign is
discussed in detail in different sections in this dissertation, in Chapter Two in relation to Eman
Al Nafjan’s blog, and below in Chapter Four when examining Twitter as a platform for protest.
Just as was the case with the ban on women’s driving, AlHathloul used her Twitter account to
support the campaign against male guardianship laws, though her hashtag was not the one
eventually used in the famous Twitter campaign.””® Her videos, however, were important to this
campaign and by analyzing them we can see that they share a similar strategy to her protest
against the driving ban. Unlike the driving videos that were live and connected to concrete
action, this video was prepared in advance as was its setting. The video she made protesting male
guardianship regulations is important not only to the campaign, but also to expose more of
AlHathloul’s creative ways of protesting.

The video used for this campaign was posted on YouTube by AlHathloul herself, and
there are subtitles in both Arabic and English. She, in fact, used a variety of social media
platforms to broadcast her message about the campaign against male guardianship laws. For
example, AlHathloul announced on her personal Instagram account in July 2017
(loujainhathloul) that she had created a Twitter account called, Arab Feminists (@ArFeminists)
and that she would post everything related to the male guardianship campaign there.””” Although
this video was posted on YouTube, AlHathloul was promoting and sharing it on Twitter using

the new account called “Arab Feminists.” The YouTube channel under which she posted had the

2% AlHathloul’s Twitter account: https://twitter.com/AlhathloulHathloul/status/855817009455652864.
% AlHathloul’s Instagram page: https:/www.instagram.com/p/BWuVWvJABDK/ .
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same name as her twitter account, Arab Feminist.’"

To this day, it only has one video associated
with it.

These accounts were created in July 2017 in coordination with the larger campaign
challenging the male guardianship laws. The video that AlHathloul created is focused and short
underlining the message: (&Y s)) blau)) [Abolishing the guardianship system.] It also outlines the
principal demands of the campaign. It is crucial here that the campaign followed the Saudi
government’s announcement of a Royal Decree by King Salman in April 2017 that there would
be a period of time during which the male guardianship system in Saudi Arabia would be under
review. More specifically, it was decided that the review would study which things a woman
might need a male guardian’s consent for and which things she would not. During this period of
three months, the whole system would be under study and it would determine how and if it was
obstructing Saudi women’s freedom and movement.”' This royal decree received a great deal of
support from Saudis—especially Saudi women—as well as in formal and official news outlets.***
The campaign took off after the three month period came to an end, and this is when AlHathloul
created the Arab Feminists Twitter account and the accompanying YouTube channel.*” It is
clear that in this video AlHathloul is using a different style and tactic, more aligned with the

government’s objectives. She is less directly challenging and appears to be projecting an image

of moderation and cooperation.

300 The Arab Feminist channel on YouTube:

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCabjmjkOMBuLKJIlysBPdKMA /featured .

I 2yl L yal (5 3880 g () 50 lanadl (e 8 el (4S5 2 Sle i, Alarabiya Net, 4 May 2017:
https://www.alarabiya.net/saudi-today/2017/05/04/ Y- 5-38) sa-¢) g2-31_yall-cilaadll-dalilias s lalu-Sllall |

%2 Many articles were published in Saudi newspapers after King Salman announced the new decree celebrating this
move. For example, see two articles by Saudi women writers: Fawziya al-Bakr, “ 8 sl (S 13 yall e 409 ) o

3l sbal) Ahiars 2 18 May 2017: https://www.al-jazirah.com/2017/20170518/ar2.htm and Salma al-Shehri “ <ldl aY)
483332278 August 2020: https://www.alwatan.com.sa/article/1052895 .

393 Arab Feminist Twitter account: https://twitter.com/ArFeminists/status/887572952052625410 .
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Comparing the Campaigns

A comparison of the videos AlHathloul made to protest the driving ban as well as the
guardianship system reveals a change not only in tactics but also in the image of protest that she
is projecting. First of all, in the case of guardianship laws, the video is made only after the time
period in which the Saudi government formally announced that it would be studying the system
and intimated that it would be changing it. She appears to be assisting the government in
modifying the system in favour of Saudi women rather than challenging it.

This is a more conciliatory approach which can be seen in the way it is designed and the
image it projects. The video is planned and set up as opposed to being a simple documentation of
her protest. She is shown sitting in a beige chair, against a simple white background with only a
plant appearing with her. She is dressed in a short-sleeved blouse and does not cover her hair,
which falls to her shoulders. This is the same look AlHathloul has adopted since she began
filming through Keek and living in British Columbia, Canada. Her appearance confirms to
viewers that wearing the ‘abaya in her previous videos was simply done out of respect for the
typical dress code worn by women in Saudi Arabia outside of their homes. Moreover, the way
she speaks and holds herself is much more formal than in the previous videos protesting the
driving ban. She speaks formal Arabic and also uses a professional tone. There is no broad smile
or chatting with her viewers. Her facial expressions are controlled and neutral.

As in the driving videos, she explains the campaign clearly and directly. She stresses that
the Royal Decree was made and the time for decisions has arisen. She then moves on to explain
the campaign’s demands and also explain and challenge the Royal Decree.’** She argues that the

system must be modified in favour of Saudi women as the current laws harm women and hold

% For example, setting an age of consent for women that is the same for men.
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them back. This video gives the impression that she is acting as some kind of consultant hired to
help the government identify the changes they need to make, and which sectors should be
targeted. Unlike the videos of her driving where she was actively challenging the government,
here, AlHathloul speaks in a calm and calculated way. She explains that the King gave several
government sectors three months to evaluate the regulations pertaining to male guardianship.
While both campaigns are important and in some ways are even similar, Saudi women have
utilized different approaches to perform acts of protest for each campaign. In the next section, I
will explore different strategies in producing short views, specifically in protesting taxation and

normalization with Israel.

The Campaign against Taxation without Representation: Nuha al-Balawi

The third campaign that used videos is the one about taxation without representation.
This is a protest campaign which is not exclusive to Saudi women. Nuha al-Balawi is one of the
many activists whose videos on this campaign, as well as the campaign against normalization
with Israel, have been circulated on Twitter as well as Snapchat, and other platforms. Before
being suspended and then taken over by someone else, the account used by al-Balawi was
(@i_noha9).>®

Because of her social media activities including protest videos, Nuha al-Balawi was
summoned and arbitrarily detained by the Saudi government on January 23, 2018. This led to
mass support for her on social media and beyond, with hashtags being developed to share news

about her situation.’® Al-Balawi’s videos do not show where she is located or how she is sitting.

3% This twitter account belonged to Nuha al-Balawi until it was suspended then taken down, then it is up again with

someone else: https://twitter.com/i noha9 .
300 €243 gl (3 a0 e 1 S Mo S gl 4y jall ¢ Lisla Aad L [What is the story of the hashtag: “Freedom for
Nuha al-Balawi”?] BBC, February 10, 2018: https://www.bbc.com/arabic/43017009 .
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Her head takes up most of the screen—her face is covered by a black nigab and ‘abaya, so you
can see only her eyes. It is important to note that unlike Loujain AlHathloul, al-Balawi is not a
prominent figure, but an ordinary Saudi who used Twitter and Snapchat to post her opinion on a
variety of matters, including the two that I have identified as her primary protest targets: taxation
and normalization.

The no taxation without representation campaign (Ji (52 <l sa ¥) had a long run on Saudi
protest Twitter.””” The campaign generated its own hashtags and was popular among men and
women in Saudi Arabia alike. The campaign’s official hashtag (#Jiad (s il a¥) also used the
counting system, described in Chapter Four, and reached 200 days. The campaign was launched
because of a new regulation enforcing sales tax in Saudi Arabia on January 1* 2018. It started

308

with 5% sale tax then increased in June 2020 to a 15% sale tax.” In the context of this larger

campaign, Nuha al-Balawi participated in a video that went viral explaining in depth why
taxation without representation is not acceptable.’”’

In this video, Nuha is protesting these new regulations by presenting her thoughts about why
it is wrong to enforce the taxation system in Saudi Arabia. This short video merges two videos
into one that is 2 minutes and 12 seconds long. She opens with a greeting (sSile 23dl) and then
directly discussed her subject by saying (Jfiad 052 il jua ¥ dlas a2 ad). The tone is relaxed and
informative. This is different from the example coming next where the tension in her voice is

palpable. Though she is protesting, her voice remains calm and undisturbed. In the first part of

the video, she clarifies that she is specifically demanding political representation with taxation.

37 The campaign’s account in Twitter: https://twitter.com/notaxsaudi .

3% For more information in taxation in Saudi Arabia see:
https://zatca.gov.sa/ar/RulesRegulations/VAT/Pages/About Vat.aspx .

Pl e el s Lelie ) 5 (5 5L o¢3 wililiud Zaa 55 - Nuha Al-Balawi is Arrested - In English. Feb 9, 2018
YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vQ83vvtMugs.
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And the second part, which is originally another video that was also merged, she points the six

reasons for her demand:

el Ostiay s 55 AWl igmy gl ondll o ddaldl 8 llaall LY el a0 Y

A3 Y L o Y L5 5 0f e U8 il g1 L5155 S o Bl 40850 G W 055, -

4l sl 5 alledin) Ga Ul calee 3 aill o juali 51 Jysune sl s sl sae JS ol niul) Ba e GG
Adsalaa g

1Y) 5 il ge o agallas Jua g s Cpa il () S50l

iyl Gl 5 35 Gl ey S A sl ) ado ALl S A8 e 8 L Lala

[First, the absolute monopoly in power must end, so people can have a word, an opinion, and
a voice, with real representatives who represent their opinion.

Second, we should have the right to control our national wealth. We must make sure that our
wealth is not used for what we don't accept.

Third, we have the right of to question authority. We have the right to summon, question, and
hold accountable every minister or official whose negligence in his duties we witness.
Fourth, citizens should have a real voice that communicates their demands without pleading
and begging.

Fifth, we have the right to know every halala that is paid to the state as tax—where it goes

and where it is spent.]’'’

The way in which al-Balawi formulates her argument is to first speak about the notion that
taxation is forbidden in Islam. As the government is enforcing what people see as unfair taxation,
she argues that people must protest the government for this reason. She states this simply and
directly (sl s da sSall cladIS g 53wl il ¢ 5l 8 4y puall pSa 6 lDUAY Lot dleal) ae alias i€ 1)
<=3 [1f you disagree with this campaign only because of the status of taxation in Islam, you
can direct your words to the government not to the people]. She then goes on to say, « el liad
Al al USa aSall (S o) g Cam 53 A iy () i)l (o iy Y Ay el o) 5 (53 e ) aSa) s
[Your rejection of the campaign because of Islamic discourse does not mean it will not be

enforced. It is already enforced whether it is halal or haram]. In this protest, Al-Balawi focuses

M0l e ) Caa Lelliie ) 5 g 51 g5 il daa 5 - Nuha Al-Balawi is Arrested - In English. Feb 9, 2018
YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vQ83vvtMugs.
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on explaining her point to other protesters who don’t believe in taxation for Islamic reasons. She
explains her reason for protesting taxation and what her demands are in clear words.

In her language usage, al-Balawi focuses on the use of repetition as a technique to highlight
several significant words. The first is “right” “3a”. She insists that actions like voting, knowing,
and questioning are the rights of the citizens: “sleYiul 32 7l saiul¥) @a 74l 46 )]l 3a”and
“48 »a & L8s” This is how al-Balawi expresses her demand that her rights to question authority
be recognized. Other repeated words she uses include: “4uwxill P2l referring “the people™ or
specifically the citizens, underlining that her concern is ordinary people—the masses—and not
necessarily that this should be a category recognized because of their adherent to the state as
other similar words might be. This combines effectively with her usage of the plural pronoun
“we” and “our”: “laac »ayk ol Ll 5 i U and “apad 7. These linguistic techniques confirm that
al-Balawi is not protesting on behalf of herself or her own interests alone, but rather implies that
her protest is within the best interest of all Saudis who would be forced to pay taxes without
representation. It should also be noted that her tone in this campaign is neutral and professional —

a stark difference to the tone she employs when protesting state normalization with Israel as will

be analysed in the section below.

Against Normalization with Israel: Nuha al-Balawi

Normalization with Israel is second campaign that Nuha al-Balawi’s videos touch upon. This
of course goes well beyond local Saudi issues and implicates the Arab region at large. This
campaign started when the news broke that some Arab governments would begin having
bilateral official relationships with Israel. Many Saudi men and women—alongside others in the

Gulf and the Arab region more generally—actively protested this normalization process and
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protested any kind of relationship being built with those who occupy historical Palestine. These
protests were prominent on a range of social media platforms, especially Twitter.

Nuha al-Balawi participated in this campaign with short videos on the Snapchat platform
called snaps. She then collected them in a longer video which was posted on Twitter in April
2017. In her videos, al-Balawi speaks in a strong, clear language using a firm tone. She
denounces Israel as an occupier and therefore an enemy. She states that it cannot and should not
be treated as an ordinary “country” and that normalization is unacceptable. In the videos she
explains that having relationships with such an occupying force is not something that Arabs
should accept. Her analysis does not simply state a protest against Israel, she also explains that
normalization will prove to be dangerous to the Arab region and only serve to benefit Israel’s

strategy of military rule.

Language and Tone

The tone of the videos is didactic; she speaks in the tone of a disapproving teacher: posing a
question and then answering it. In this way, her videos seem logical in their protest. Like
AlHathloul’s video against male guardianship, al-Balawi’s videos use clear, formal—fasih
(>=¥/zuat)—language. This use of language helps her videos reach more people, within and
beyond Saudi Arabia as well. She also uses some further specific strategies of speech and
language in her videos that help advance her messages in different ways.

The first example of this is how she switches from first-person singular “I” to the first-
person plural “we.” In this video, we see that she speaks on behalf of a group larger than just
herself in the singular (4f), when she says (LélS-<a i=3). More concretely, in this example we can

see she begins speaking about herself: (el (g o3 Sl ) JXiel s 2l Ul) [’m sorry, T must
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apologize for simply speaking from common sense]’"'

and then switches to the plural: (<= o)
Ll Lo 13 WS gl g il ) [we will not recognize/accept Israel no matter the cost to us].*'* This
change from singular to plural includes the whole Arab population, and she accomplishes this
smoothly with the shift in pronouns.

At the end of the video, she shifts to the singular once again, specifically when apologizing
for the length of the video. She again repeats, (Lie) [I apologize]. The shift back to the singular
only serves to reinforce the plural in the other locations which also points to the way in which the
Arab collective has an active say in the forming of relationship and normalization with Israel.

Moreover, al-Balawi uses further linguistic tools to reinforce her messages about official
relationships with Israel. She uses powerfully evocative words to describe Israel in order to
remind all Arabs who may have forgotten what Israel represents. Examples of this include words
she uses to refer to Israel, specifically (Auac 4S 3d) ((IS) (3s2e) (Hueall disall) (ualal (LSl [The
invading entity/ the Zionist occupier/the enemy/the entity/ the thorn in our side]. All of these
words are powerful and invoke anger. She recalls that Arabs have been raised to know the
meanings of these words in relation to an occupying military force. Moreover, al-Balawi talks
about herself and the plural “us,” meaning all Arabs, as (L) (Au_al) s=dll) ool & LA [the Arab
Street/ Arab peoples/ us] and in doing so she implies that her point of view is not individual, or
limited to Saudis, but shared by the population of the Arab world (Ax_all « 2 8ll/ 2 =l ¢ JLAN) [the
Arab Street/ Arab peoples].

Another rhetorical technique employed by al-Balawi is to repeat the provocative words many
times, especially those used to describe Israel. The words (ize) (Jdiss) («ale) (OLS) [enemy,

occupation, invader, entity] are used four times each in this short videos. This reinforces her lack

311
312

Nuha al-Balawi. Against Normalizing with Israel: https://youtu.be/Bv6gIsL. 4d7E.
Nuha al-Balawi. Against Normalizing with Israel: https://youtu.be/Bv6gIsI. 4d7E.
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of patience both for Israel itself but also for Arab people who are calling for normalization or
making it easier to carry out. This is especially common on Twitter where there are trolls who
bother the protesters and make fun of them and the Palestinian cause more generally.

It is crucial to note that al-Balawi also makes use of words that are derived from a
common root, to reinforce meanings and provide rhetorical and sonic coherence to her video.
The root word (u=%)) (reject) is used in multiple forms, for example: ((Ax_al) il 4 yil
bl Al o ynall) (Ul el 535888 ind gy (9n ) (o pal) o sl (8 5 13Lal) (im0 il
By inscribing the word and concept of rejection into her video in a variety of different linguistic
forms, Nuha al-Balawi is reinforcing that Arab people should not accept Israel as a state.

The final rhetorical device I will mention here is how Nuha al-Balawi uses polite language
and excuses herself multiple times. It is an significant and interesting rhetorical move to use
extremely harsh and direct language to speak about Israel, while presenting herself as
exceedingly polite. Her two apologies come at the beginning and at the end of the video. At the
beginning, she apologizes for repeating something that she assumes her audience will recognize
as common sense, and at the very end, she apologizes for the length of her—rather short—video.
She presents herself in this overtly polite manner which creates a stark contrast to her sharp
criticism of Israel where she uses provocative and even inflammatory language to talk about
Israel.

A further point that she raises in her discussion is a critique of how other Arabs have treated
Palestinian people harshly, as the idea of limited nationalism is on the rise and larger pan-Arab
nationalism has waned. Al-Balawi does not ignore this matter in her video: « &la S §f o =S clia
oY) e ) oall g 3 AEa (e e o8 i Y 138 cplauls JaY” [Whether you love or hate

Palestinians, this doesn’t change anything about the reality of the Arab-Israeli conflict on the
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313 Al-Balawi thus removes personal feelings of animus from the conversation,

ground.]
underlining how personal opinion should not take away from the reality of the situation. As a
non-famous protester, al-Balawi became a hero on Twitter for her unique protest in these videos,
especially in relation to complicated matters such as normalization and taxation which are not as
commonly protested as the driving ban or male guardianship. Although she was not very active

on Twitter, before being suspended, these videos had gone viral and were circulated all over

Twitter—calling on the Saudi government to release her.

Conclusion

Throughout this dissertation thus far, we can see how Saudi women are able to perform
important acts of protest not only through the written word, but in visual and audio forms. They
have taken advantage of the potential of online platforms and multimedia. Interviews and videos
are methods that Saudi women have used, in combination with other means, to advance their
messages of protest creatively. They express their ideas, thoughts, and analysis and have
launched campaigns for rights that are specific to Saudi women—the right to drive or abolish the
male guardianship system—as well as rights that are general to all Saudi citizens—challenging
unfair tax laws and normalization with Israel.

Nuha al-Balawi, for example, used tweets to express some of her political protest, but
also moved on to recording her voice and posting voice notes on Snapchat and then YouTube.
Dressed in modest clothing, with a nigab covering all but her eyes, she was able to analyze and
challenge normalization and taxation in Saudi Arabia by filming herself. This is a different

approach than the one Loujain AlHathloul used. AlHathloul used videos to show herself directly

313 Nuha al-Balawi. Against Normalizing with Israel: https://youtu.be/Bv6gIsL. 4d7E.
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challenging the ban by driving her car across the border in a documentary style. She also
portrays herself as an expert and consultant to the government in posting a formal talk on
YouTube deconstructing what is wrong with the male guardianship system. This is a contrast to
Nuha al-Balawi’s approach in which her videos are short and brief and very much reflect an
everyday person’s protest. These examples join those in the previous two chapters to show the
breadth of techniques used to protest creatively, a wide range of linguistic, rhetorical, and visual
devices to express and protest different policies, laws, and regulations. Those expressions signify
how Saudi women are utilizing various ways to express themselves and protest the policies and

the movement that they are against clearly and loudly.
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Chapter Four:
Twitter as a Creative Site of Protest

Whereas Saudi women have made creative and important use of diverse new media platforms,
nowhere have they protested more and more effectively than on Twitter. To understand Twitter
as a site of protest for Saudi women, it is important to first place it in the context of internet
usage in Saudi Arabia more generally. While the internet was used in Saudi Arabia even before
the year 1999; it slowly became open for public use in the relatively conservative and closed
country in that year. A study of Saudi internet use in 2001 confirms that “Saudi Arabia [was]
linked to the internet for several years, but public access was not widely available until January
1999. Internet connectivity was launched in many universities and some government agencies in
February 1999.”°'* I, myself, remember how at that time the sound of the internet connecting
was both a mark of privilege but also potentially a source of shame that needed to be concealed
within a conservative family. With these slow beginnings, later studies showed the rapid update
in internet usage in the beginning of the twentieth century:

Although the Internet was only made available in 1999, Saudi Arabia has grown greatly
in this area, especially in terms of connectivity. There has been a notable increase in the
number of Internet users in Saudi Arabia. For instance, the total number of Internet
subscribers in Saudi Arabia increased dramatically from 100000 internet users in 1999 to
one million internet users in 2001. At the end of 2013, that number reached 16.5 million
Internet users, representing 55.1 % of the country’s total population.®"’

By 2019, it is reported that the number of internet users in Saudi Arabia had increased to more

than 30.26 million users, including 23 million social media users.*'°

3 Khalid Al-Tawil M. “The Internet in Saudi Arabia,” Telecommunications Policy 25, no. 8-9 (2001): 625.
35 Hamed Al-Shahrani, “A Brief History of the Internet in Saudi Arabia,” TechTrends 60, (2016): 19-20.
316 Simon Kimp, Digital 2019: Saudi Arabia. Kepios: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2019-saudi-arabia .
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In the country, the internet boom of the twenty-first century was hastened by access to
devices such as smartphones. Social media was also a helpful tool for Saudis to discover the
world beyond the literal and metaphorical walls erected by and within Saudi society, including
Saudi cultural and religious values. Despite many concerns about the negative effects of the
internet generally, and social media specifically, might have on these values, the population of
Saudi Arabia—including but not limited to the younger generations—are some of the most
prominent and frequent users of social media in the world.>'” Founded in the United States in
2006, Twitter came of age and became prolific in the Arab world around 2011. Of the social
media platforms, it is one of the most popular and widespread in Saudi Arabia, ranking 9"
globally for the number of active users, with at least 14.5 million active, registered users.’"®
Both Saudi men and women have used Twitter as a refuge to express their thoughts, solidarity,
and protest. In the early days of Saudis’ access to the platform in 2012, many used to jokingly
call Twitter “the parliament.”"”

This chapter will focus on Saudi women’s use of Twitter as a platform for their creative
expression of protest. This is a logical extension to my examinations of poetry, memoirs, novels,
blogs, and videos as sites of protests. As a medium of expression, Twitter works differently than
the longer form writing of blog posts which has more in common with prose writing, and even
journalism in terms of style and form. Twitter as a medium demands a particular and limited

format for expression. An individual tweet originally could only be composed of 140 characters

317 Twitter Statistics and Trend, Datareportal: https://datareportal.com/essential-twitter-

stats?utm source=DataReportal&utm medium=Country Article Hyperlink&utm campaign=Digital 2022&utm te
rm=Saudi Arabia&utm content=Facebook Stats Link .

¥ Based on Twitter’s potential advertising reach, this may not correlate with the platform’s total number of daily or
monthly active users. Twitter Statistics and Trends. Kepios: https://datareportal.com/essential-twitter-

stats?utm source=DataReportal&utm medium=Country Article Hyperlink&utm campaign=Digital 2022&utm te
rm=Saudi Arabia&utm content=Facebook Stats Link .

I o el A el 54 5. Aljazeera net. 13 January 2012.
https://www.aljazeera.net/news/reportsandinterviews/2012/1/31/ - b= Olal jo-d00 snall- yiy 53 |
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and this was later expanded to 280 characters, in November 2017. Similarly to blog posts, tweets
are materials that are organized informally on the platform through search engines, algorithms,
and hashtags. Because the format of writing in tweets is so restricted, they often are also
accompanied by multimedia—photos, paintings, and videos, among others. This allows for
tweets to connect with other forms of creative expression and protest, including written and
visual forms.

In what follows, I will argue that Saudi women have used the platform of Twitter
extensively to advance their messages of protest through creative expression since 2011 and to
this very day. Though the Saudi government is accused of interfering with Twitter through
various agencies, it has been, and to some extent remains, a vibrant source of protest.3 20 The
analysis of Saudi women’s Twitter below is divided thematically into four sections, which
represent major areas of protest, which I have identified as: the male guardianship system, the
ban on women’s driving, so-called “correction centers” for women, and unemployment. While
these are obviously not the only areas of Saudi women’s protest on Twitter, reading tweets and
hashtags related to these four areas can help reveal some of the dynamics of women’s creative
expression of protest. My analysis below focuses on the messages of the campaigns through their

use of style, tone, and language of expression.

Male Guardianship Laws
The campaign to abolish the male guardianship system in Saudi Arabia, and the laws that
govern and reinforce it, is one of the best-known online protest movements on social media in

the region. This campaign spread widely and rapidly through social media platforms, inspiring

320 Saudi government runs a cyber center called (J\xie!) which was accused of being home to many Saudi trolls that
attack critical tweet by and about Saudis.
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and connecting to women in other Gulf countries, who live under similar systems, for example
Qatar and the UAE.”*' To give a bit more context about what the campaign is fighting against,
the male guardianship system is a series of laws and regulations limiting the movement and
mobility of women. The regulations include, but are not limited to, education, travel, work,
healthcare, and marriage. As expressed in a study of Saudi women’s experiences in academia,
the system ensures that,

By law and custom, men are responsible for women. Consequently, a Saudi woman is
required to gain permission from her male guardian to perform many daily activities,
including enrolling at university, having a job, travelling outside the country and filing a
court case. Since this mechanism is embedded in the national culture, officials “may ask
women for their guardian’s consent even where no law or guideline requires such
consent.” A recent report by Human Rights Watch is part of an attempt to dismantle this
hierarchical structure, arguing that the “Saudi authorities essentially treat adult women
like legal minors who are entitled to little authority over their own lives and well-
being.**

This article goes on to talk about education, how Saudi women cannot enroll in higher education
at all without the agreement of their male guardian, nor can they leave their school or university
without his consent. If for example, a woman wishes to leave school at a certain time, this man
must sign a specific form giving his written consent.’*’

Although the national narrative purports that this system started in the seventies and
continued to expand gradually, there is no exact date that can be located for when the law of

male guardianship was established in Saudi Arabia. In the popular national imagination,

however, two stories are proposed to be the reasons behind the law and regulations. The first is

32 See HRW report about Qatari women: https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/29/qatar-male-guardianship-severely-
curtails-womens-rights .and also Figure no. (4-1) where Emirati women engaged with Saudi women in the same

g gag
protest (tweet by Haya): https://saudiwomen.ca/male-guardianship/.
°2 Abdulrahman Al-Lily: 120.
373 43 gl L Ja &Y 5 alai g 31l Human Rights Watch. 16 July 2016:
https://www.hrw.org/ar/report/2016/07/16/291781.
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the Makkah siege in 1979 and the second is the death of Princess Mashael in 1977, when she
attempted to travel abroad with her lover against the King’s will and knowledge, betraying the
royal family.*** After these incidents, the Saudi government issued restrictions on women’s
travel, accompanied by many regulations meant to stop women’s freedom of movement.**> One
of the reasons it is difficult to put a time frame on this system, is that the law not only consists of
written rules for how it is practiced, but it is implemented forcefully by the state in many ways.
For example, for Saudi women to complete their enrolment in institutions of higher education,
they must attach a signed form from their male guardians allowing them to be accepted; this
extends to other basic rights such as the right to be issued a passport or even traveling abroad

with a passport if you already have one.’

The Twitter Campaign

The campaign led by Saudi women to put an end to the official and unofficial
implementation of male guardianship system and its accompanying laws and restrictions was
launched in earnest in 2016. This campaign was active and vibrant for years, with daily postings

until the Saudi government officially engaged by lifting the law gradually in 2019.°*" As Aziza

2% The princess Mashael was a granddaughter of the oldest brother (Mohammed) of the King (Khalid). Mark

Weston wrote about the story of the princess and the outcomes of the incident, see: Mark Weston, Prophets and
Princes: Saudi Arabia from Muhammad to the Present. (N.J: Hoboken, Wiley, 2008): 239-240. There is also a
British film titled, Death of a Princess documenting the incident. Here is the interview of Frontline with the director,
Antony Thomas: https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/princess/interviews/thomas.html And the
aftermath the film: Thomas White and Gladys Ganley. The “Death of a Princess” Controversy. Program on
Information Resources Policy. Harvard University. Cambridge, Massachusetts 1983:

http://pirp.harvard.edu/pubs pdf/white/white-p83-9.pdf . Also see: https://www.ozy.com/true-and-stories/the-
mysterious-murder-of-a-saudi-princess-and-her-lover/94274/ and the story of the nanny inside the royal family who
first exposed the story: https://www.nytimes.com/1981/02/08/books/a-nanny-in-arabia.html.

323 According to some Saudis, pre-1977 Saudi women had more freedom than after 1977, as I explained in the
Introduction.

326 Abdulrahman Al-Lily, 120.

327 (2 gandl) 3l yall dage Lol o | 3aal) i3Gaedl) 3a), Alarabiya Net, August 2019: https://www.alarabiya.net/saudi-
today/2019/08/02/422 sraall-51 yall-dega-Talii-6 5328l Vpanill-any
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al-Yousef said in her interview, which I analyzed in Chapter Three above, this campaign was not

¥ Indeed, it engaged and

the first time Saudi women protested the male guardianship system.
built on earlier efforts both on Facebook and in offline locations, for example, petitions made to
different sectors of the government including to King Abdullah. The Twitter campaign, which I
will analyze through specific tweets in what follows, is partly famous for its consistency; the
campaigners were committed to using new hashtags daily. Observers not just in Saudi Arabia
and within the Gulf region, but around the world were drawn to this powerful campaign that
consistently and regularly used new hashtags every day.’* Moreover, the creative expression of
protest by Saudi women in these tweets was unfiltered, direct, and powerful, using a style and
tone that make these tweets an excellent location for analysis.

As a large, coordinated social media campaign, this consistent movement against the
male guardianship system—with its large output and new daily hashtags—received both much
support as well as severe criticism and attacks. The most notable and serious attack on the
campaign was launched against the coordinators. A story published by the Saudi official media
outlet, Okaz, two years into the campaign talks about its longevity, criticizing it and claiming that
a police operation had “finally” captured seven people who were now facing charges of
humiliating the country and its policies.”® The campaign was perhaps so threatening—and
effective—as it powerfully presented educational tweets produced by a range of different Saudi

women right from its very first day. It is relevant to note, in contrast to other tweets that I will

discuss in more depth below, that the language used in these early, educational tweets differs

2% In Chapter Three, I present the basis of the protest against the male guardianship system through interviews with

Aziza al-Yousef: 154.

2% See: (21530 & V) Bl el e AV 5 Y sl aiall s 58 o liag "AGY 1) Laliuls (i il e s ), CNN Arabia September
2016: https://arabic.cnn.com/middleeast/2016/09/09/saudi-hashtag-women-male-guardianship.

330 (LlSe Aapmia (@Y ol Llinly 3lisls Caini Los 680 « sy Ll s e due 55 e 33Y 5 120 ). Okaz Newspaper, May 2018:
https://www.okaz.com.sa/local/na/1642828.
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from later ones in invoking a wise, calm, and didactic tone that is careful not to sarcastically
mock or fight openly against the system and/or its supporters. Right from the beginning, the
campaign’s tweets were mostly composed in Arabic; however, some were also written in
English, using both English and Arabic hashtags. The “counted hashtags” saw a number added
each day, starting from the official beginning of the campaign. The participants renewed the
hashtag daily adding the next number on: they started with number “one” and continued until
they reached one thousand. These counted hashtags are empowering in and of themselves as they

show the consistency and longevity of Saudi women’s protest.

Educational Tweets: clear language, neutral tones

To give a contextualization of how this Twitter campaign against the male guardianship
law worked, this section will analyze a selection of the tweets by both protesters and their
opponents. Here, I have chosen to focus on those tweets that make a general protest against the
system and its laws and regulations and focus specifically on how Saudi women should be equal
to Saudi men. Many of the early tweets were not accompanied by a multimedia file such as an
image or video. These early tweets, which did continue throughout the campaign, aimed to keep
the hashtags associated with the campaign alive. The goal of tweeting prolifically with particular
hashtags was to try to make this issue become a trend, which in turn would expose more people
worldwide to the campaign and its messages.

I have divided the tweets in this campaign into two main categories. First are those tweets
I discussed above that I have called “educational,” which uses a calm tone of mediation. The
patient tone of these tweets presents measured arguments against the system. The second

category presents the more specific complaints against the male guardianship system and its
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impact on women’s lives. These tweets, which I will examine in more detail in the subsection
below, protest laws and regulations with an angry, aggressive, and/or sarcastic tone and style.
Here I will continue with an in-depth analysis of the first category: educational tweets.

The first tweet I will discuss is composed in English, under the Twitter handle,
(@Damajez). Using the Arabic hashtag (#7 + »4¥ sll-Jliul-llai il 52 ), the tweet explains the
long list of male guardians under whom every Saudi woman must be controlled:

Here is the list of male guardians that have authority over a Saudi woman.
No matter who old she gets, she will simply pass from one guardian to the next.
She is never allowed to have complete control over her own life.*'

These words are followed by a list of possible guardians, from the father, husband, cousin, until
the chief and the ruler. In this tweet, @Damajez calmly explains the facts of the regulations
about male guardianship.’*?

This tweet uses clear and simple language to present the order to male guardians, “over

Saudi women,” beginning with her father, continuing to her son, then uncles and the governor,
ending with a guardian chosen by the woman herself. She lists the number of male guardians as
twenty, though she herself, “is never allowed to have complete control over her own life.” The
tone of this educational tweet, like most others in this category, uses plain and not particularly
emotive language; it is neither angry nor weak. It describes this system with a neutral tone and
no additional commentary.

Another good example of this style of tweet, is a direct response to a government survey

by the well-known activist discussed in Chapter Three above, Loujain AlHathloul, who was an

3! See: Figure (4-2): https://saudiwomen.ca/male-guardianship/.

32 In Islamic law, male guardianship is indicated in relation to marriage for women who need a male guardian to
complete the marriage contract process. In her first marriage, a Muslim woman must be accompanied by and have
the approval of her male guardian. )5l ALY,
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active participant in the campaign using her twitter handle, @LoujainHathloul. The Saudi
Passport Services took to Twitter for a survey, asking Saudi citizens what services to add to the
Absher, or renewal system, for passports, ID cards and so on.>>* They asked:
Gana daxdll dsa g ade 89l 3 s SIY) 3l sall Ciladd Gana Lea b 35 il deadll ale
Bl i e 3l a2l
[What service do you want added to the Absher system? If your choice is not listed,
please reply to this tweet].
AlHathloul replies by quote-tweeting them directly with a clear and direct tone:
DY) (s e oLl 5 Lgmadia U ) ga 23ad (e 31l (pSai 1 Lgtila) 2 ) Al deaal
[The service that [ want to be added is allowing women to renew their passport and
cancelling the need for a male guardian’s permission].”**
She ends with one of the hashtags for the campaign: (#42¥ sl hliu) Gllai il 52001 70). Though the
larger campaign and protest is intense and critical, and as we will see later, is known for its sharp
and even sarcastic language, AlHathloul here employs this contrasting style of clear and
forthright messaging simply asking for a specific right. She directs her tweet to a government
agency—one asking for feedback—and explains her point by making the point seem obvious.
Another example of such an educational tweet uses a similar tone but is accompanied by
a video message. Rana al-Daknan, the Saudi lawyer, tweets a video of herself explaining why the
system should be abolished, from her account @RanaAldaknan. She points out the ways in

which it was taken advantage of by Saudi men, acting in their roles as male guardians. She talks

333 Absher () is the government service system where the citizens and residents can issue and renew their
identification documents, including passports, work permits, travel documents and more.
https://www.absher.sa/portal/landing.html .

% Figure (4-3): https:/saudiwomen.ca/male-guardianship/. And the original:
https://twitter.com/LoujainHathloul/status/812193572799778816
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about how she has witnessed in courtrooms how Saudi women have been disadvantaged by this
system, summing up,
Al Al gl a1 g 81 g Ll 181 ade el (e IS g2, 120

[This is my response to everyone who claims that there is no male guardian’s approval to
apply for a job or to attend a school].*”

She attaches one of the campaign’s hashtags, (#4:¥ 5l Lliuly Qe cilpsan] 5),

The video that al-Daknan posts within her tweet shows herself explaining the kind of
situation, from the legal point of view, that occurs when a male guardian does not agree for the
woman under his control—be it his wife, sister, or daughter—to attend a certain school or work
in a certain workplace, or otherwise acts against his will. She confirms that because of this
system, a male guardian can easily report this woman to the police as (w34 g3/l ¢30),
meaning an absentee or a runaway. If he files such a report, it allows the police to remove her
from school or workplace by force. She can then be criminally charged and even taken to prison,
or to a so-called correction centre (&le JI ,la) 330

Using only a few words to caption her video, al-Daknan then puts herself in front of the
camera, wearing her niqab and talking about a specific scenario that has happened to real women
many times. She uses her experience and analysis as a experienced lawyer to explain what
happens behind courtroom doors. Many, if not most, Saudis do not know about such proceedings
or the dark reality behind the system. She presents one case of a male guardian controlling and

even destroying a woman’s life if she does not agree to live by his values and orders. Al-Daknan

emphasizes that not all Saudi men are good people and not all of them act with honour. Thus, if

335 Figure (4-4): https://saudiwomen.ca/male-guardianship, https://youtu.be/2RIPTul WeJQ . And the original:

https://twitter.com/RanaAldaknan/status/762253587103752193.
% These centres are discussed later in this chapter in detail.
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there is an unethical male who is someone’s father, brother, husband, or even an uncle, and
wants to take advantage of a woman or force her to follow his beliefs, there is nothing in the law
that can stop him. She explains, for example, that if he wants to take some of her salary and she
refuses, he can refuse her the right to work by reporting her as “absentee.” As al-Daknan
explains in her tweet, she has seen cases like this multiple times in her career as a lawyer, but
people may not know this. I propose that al-Daknan’s tweet is crucial to understanding the
breadth of this campaign for two reasons. First, she spreads awareness through concrete legal
knowledge. Second, she tweets a video that reveals her appearance wearing her face cover. Since
one of the main criticisms of the campaign was that its participants and supporters were all
Westernized, working against Islamic and Saudi culture, al-Daknan’s appearance as a

conservatively dressed Muslim woman is important.

Ramping up Pressure: Harsher Attacks, Harsher Language

In contrast to the tweets that I have identified as “educational”— using calm and neutral
tones to clearly explain the problems with the male guardianship system—the second category
ramps up the pressure by launching an attack on it. Saudi women will strategically use specific
words, expressions, and phrases to mount their attacks. There is a concentrated use of specific
words and expressions to describe people who are against the campaign or find it harmful. Saudi
women turn the tables on men who are trying to control women by invoking a problematically
gendered language to attack women in a way that sarcastically undermines them.

A specific example of this is the way in which the Saudi women’s protest tweets use the
word (252 SY SY), meaning in direct translation “male/ Saudi male.” In a certain context, this

is a neutral word that just indicates gender—for example in grammar describing a male or female
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noun. But in a particular context, using this word (US3) to describe a man has a layered implied
meaning that a man is only “male” in gender, but not a “full man”—meaning that he is not
masculine, wounding his gendered pride. Many Saudi women started using this word on Twitter
during this campaign when they referred to Saudi men, knowing that it would be perceived as a
pride wounding insult. Therefore, often when one would expect, in everyday speech, to see men
referred to as (Js_/d>_), within this campaign the word (LsS>/ JS3) is repeated frequently.

To give a specific example of this use of language, I will examine a Saudi woman
tweeting under the username (f a t m a-1114) (@fatma_s_al) who mocks those who believe
that abolishing the system will have a negative effect, so she asserts sarcastically:

“ﬁml@@éémw@}@i& A3 L) o AV ol Jala) () Lgagia LﬁJ)&;&)SbO‘L@.A)\SQA@b‘}”

[It appears from her words that a Saudi male (252 S3) has taught her that abolishing
the male guardianship system means she will give up her family and she believed him
because of her extreme stupidity.]>*’

This tweet includes a number of different words that need to be analyzed: “lLlal e a5, « S
$asnn”, and “4Bia Ll 835 (w7, These expressions demonstrate how some Saudi women who
are against the campaign believe that it preserves the unity of the family, and if it is abolished,
they will be forced to give up their families, their fathers specifically, since the fathers are most
commonly the guardians of women. In this tweet, Fatma states that this woman’s belief is a
consequence of her “extreme stupidity” (4¥3a leile 334 (s). She uses this language to provoke
Saudi women who still “blindly” believe Saudi men, including those who are pro-government
and pro-tradition, and do not understand either the system or the religious clerics who

aggressively fight this campaign and its promoters. Thus, this tweet tries to educate those women

37 Figure (4-5): https:/saudiwomen.ca/male-guardianship/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/FATMA S AL/status/968869391139004416 .
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who believe that this system is keeping the family united by showing them that they are wrong in
a dramatic way.

Another tweet that uses the term (US3) to humiliate Saudi men is twitter user:
(@Fattom909). She invokes the word “male” not to mock a man or provoke other women, but
rather to reclaim her own rights:

“ S daa) je i gl Ll Lial g Ldl ) s el paa maal 5 Lie Gl Jueal (Slod] (B ousdli 43Y 5 (327
This tweet protests the male guardianship system by asserting that women should have basic and
fundamental rights. Stating that, “a woman’s fate, her decisions, and her choices in her life are

338 . . .
”>°" Here, she specifies that Saudi women’s lives are not even

controlled by the mood of a male.
controlled by men, but simply by “a male.” Also a critique of the male guardianship system, this
tweet has a different purpose and a different tone in its use of the word (US3) “male” to refer to
men. This tweet uses the word sarcastically as well but does not take an angry tone, it simply

acknowledges women’s rights. The number attached to this hashtag is 77, showing the longevity

of this campaign.

The Impact of Guardianship on Education

Another way that protesters in the Twitter campaign express and present the negative
impact of the male guardianship system is by critiquing its impact not only on larger systems like
freedom of Saudi women’s movement to work and travel, but also how it has begun to seep into
the educational arena. Regulations limit female students at university so that they cannot leave
the campus until noon, even if they have no classes, without her male guardian filling in a

specific approval form together with her class schedule. Saudi women have protested the

3% Figure (4-6): https:/twitter.com/FATMA S AL/status/968869391139004416 . And the original:
https://twitter.com/Fattom909/status/1032686200493166592 .
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problems that arise from issuing such regulations—problems that vary from being inconvenient
to life-risking. For example, the Twitter user Queen of Pink (@queenof pinkl) shows how this
system puts female students’ lives at risk. Queen of Pink includes a school form from her school,
which asks the male guardian if he gives permission to the school for the female student under
his guardianship to be taken to the hospital should the need arise: ( (s# &dUall (5 o el &igan Jis b
V() () Ssiiinall ) Ledily o saand Ja Zuya4ll), [In case of a medical emergency, do you consent
to the student being taken to the hospital? Yes ( ) No ( )]. It asks additionally for his signature.
Queen of Pink then makes the comment:

V) ol L 90 53 (380 9 Lo yel (5 (058 sy Lgile (555 s s Lo (oaid o) lati i) Wl iny gl

[Nice! It means if a student has an emergency the school will first check her file to see if
her male guardian has agreed for an ambulance to be able to take her to hospital or
not.]>*’

Similarly to al-Daknan, Queen of Pink shows how women’s health, safety, and well-being are
put at risk by the system of male guardianship. She links the system specifically to the fact that
men are asked to sign such forms giving “permission” to help save a woman’s life. Here, unlike
al-Daknan, her commentary is biting and sarcastic and is closer in tone to the tweets that use the
term “male.” This contrasts with the serious, calm, and measured tones of al-Daknan’s

explanations of the law in her video.

“We are Real”: From the Virtual World to the Real World

In this subsection, I will analyse several kinds of tweets in this campaign that

strategically position themselves as “real” and part of the “real world” as a strategy to confront

339 Figure (4-7): https://saudiwomen.ca/male-guardianship/.
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the male guardianship system from multiple different perspectives. Some of these tweets include
actual photos that Saudi women protesters posted of their Saudi national ID cards to prove that
they are “real” authentic Saudis, as opposed to Western plants or outsiders as they are often
accused to be. These tweets that published proof of ID cards came after multiple accusations and
insinuations that the tweets using the hashtags that were counted each day as part of the
organized campaign against the male guardianship system were not being posted by Saudi
women, but rather people from outside of the country who had an agenda against the Saudi
government. Blocking their actual ID numbers, and their faces, they also did not show their full
names but only part of their names. This strategy is a courageous move by Saudi women, who
were often targeted and trolled for participating in the campaign, with people trying to find out
their true identities, even when they only posted a nickname or popular first name like Amal or
Sarah. Often, they confirmed their tribal ancestry by showing their last name / affiliation, which
is a confirmation of Saudi authenticity and liable to backfire on people accusing them of not
being “real Saudi women.” Saudi women posted images of these cards as proof of their
authenticity, a further strategy—specific to Twitter—designed as a way to protest in the virtual
world.

In the following section, I analyze the words which Saudi women protesters on Twitter
used in combination with pictures of their national ID cards. The campaign’s opposition
attempted to shame these protesters using specific hashtags by denouncing them as faking their
Saudi citizenship, both to divide Saudi men and women and also to demonize the women who
engaged in this campaign. The most common oppositional response was: “b sau aiud” or [You

are not Saudi women and do not speak on our behalf ...].
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An example of one of these tweets was used as the epigraph to the Introduction of this
dissertation. A Saudi woman named, (= L) Haya al-Sobaieie, registered on Twitter as
(@Hayaalsobaieie posted the following tweet with her ID card attached:

Gl e sinll e s Jedll e ams (gas 52 (e aaianal) Cillal JS (g alil 138 8 e JS e d ga (g

i Craai )5 Waagd all 5 Y 1 (Llas) ililas Uinen (Ll 5 Wililae CDUAL \gida s W8 US (s Jlaall ey
Lt e L

[We are Saudi women from every city in this country. From each section of Saudi
society, Bedouins and city folks, from the north, south, east and Hejaz, from every village
and town. We come from different backgrounds and different struggles. But the struggle

around the male guardianship system, the suffering it causes—we will not be silent until

R 340
the oppression it causes ends.]

In this tweet, al-Sobaieie not only presents an image of her national ID card but also explicitly
insists that the tweets in this campaign are genuine, from real Saudi women who have suffered
under this system of oppression.

Another national ID card was posted on twitter under the handle (@amalremy) --
displaying only her first name (Amal) and her last name (al-Ahmadi) to prove her tribal
affiliation but covering her photo and middle names.”*' Amal’s twitter handle shows only her
first name (@amalremy), while the photo of her ID card also shows her family name. In contrast,
other posts show only the family or tribal name without the first name, which reduces a greater
risk of being captured. For example, the account (@ 1DSuzy) posts her national ID card, covering
everything except her family name: (_»=l)). The writer is afraid that she will be identified by

someone in her family or tribe, although this is very unlikely because her tribe is extremely large

40 Figure (4-8): https:/saudiwomen.ca/male-guardianship/. And the original :

https://twitter.com/hayaalsobaieie/status/967845663819091970.
**I'Saudi National Identification cards contain a photo and a person’s full name which includes the names of their
father and grandfather (=l ax¥),
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and spread throughout the Arab world, including in Gulf countries with some located as far as
Syria.

Some women used a similar strategy but opted to display their passports. An important
intervention by the twitter account using the handle, (@ahlam98 ), depicts a photo montage of
Saudi women holding their passports up. These images are posted with the campaign’s hashtags
on day 200, combined with the words in English, “These women are taking a stand against male

control in Saudi Arabia.”**

The striking images in this montage contrast the green Saudi
passport with the black clothes worn by the women, all of whom are obscured in the photos, and
most of whom are holding handwritten signs with their messages written in green or black ink.
However, since the Twitter account under which the video was posted did not reveal any details
about the account’s owner, critics leveled more accusations about the account not being
controlled by a Saudi woman—with some even speculating that a man is behind the account.

This campaign of tweets was particularly brave and risky, especially as protestors’
identities were at risk of being revealed. Not only does the Saudi government not tolerate protest
and strongly disapproves of the campaign neither do the women’s families and tribes—
specifically these women’s male guardians. While some women's families and male relatives
were supportive of their protest, many were not, which put them in potential danger, especially if
the identities they attempted to conceal were made public.

The threats against Twitter protesters were neither theoretical nor short-lived. After a
long stretch of daily tweets with a number attached to the hashtags every day, Saudi women in

the campaign against the male guardianship system faced waves of attacks questioning their

patriotism and accusing them of lying and betrayal (cxs33 5 «w3S3). These attacks were not the

%2 Figure (4-9): https:/saudiwomen.ca/male-guardianship/. And the original :

https://twitter.com/Ahlam98  /status/823091386622812164.
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first of their kind and reflect other kinds of online attacks and trolling.’* Women tweeters in the
campaign continued to receive comments from other twitter accounts that opposed them as well
as from conventional mainstream and online media sources. The accusations varied from the
protesters being inauthentic and promoting false victimhood stories, not being Saudi or Saudi
women living abroad, and/or having an agenda against the Saudi government. These kinds of
accusations led the campaigners to move their protest to the street anonymously to prove both
that they are Saudi women and also that they live inside the country and are not all immigrants or
refugees in western countries. This led to many protesters and other supporters posting photos on
Twitter showing visible landmarks in numerous Saudi cities and towns. The protests thus moved
from the virtual world to the streets, parks, and schools—and back again.

In this way, this protest campaign by Saudi women on Twitter is unlike other social
media protests in the Arab world, especially when analyzing it side-by-side with the infamous
protests during the 2011 Arab Spring. In those cases, protests began on the street and were then
documented online. Here, Saudi women began protesting virtually on Twitter, before moving
their protests to the street. As scholar Paolo Gerbaudo states: “The most evident manifestation of
this stress on unity has been the tactic of the mass sit-in, the physical occupation of public space

which often evolves into a semi-permanent protest camp. This has led some to refer to the

3 In 2009, there was a campaign against an important public figure, Mazen ‘Abduljawad, because he exposed flaws

in the Saudi-funded Lebanese TV channel, LBC. Abduljawad faced a major campaign against him called: “Don’t
compromise your nation: “A number of journalists launched an online campaign titled La tusawim ‘ala watanik [Do
Not Compromise Your Nation] protesting television programs that sensationalized Saudi issues to boost ratings.
Saudi authorities first blocked ‘Abduljawad’s excerpt of BRL on YouTube after the video attracted more than
300,000 hits within one week (Mahdi, 2009, August 3). It then shut down the LBC offices in Jeddah and Riyadh, the
country’s capital. In the meantime, prosecutors pressed charges against LBC and its “Sex Braggart.” Approximately
two months later, on October 7, 2009, despite a public apology and expression of contrition, ‘Abduljawad, was
sentenced to 1000 lashes and five years in prison” in “Saudi Arabia and the people” by Marwan M. Kraidy & Sara
Mourad “Crossing the Red Line: Public Intimacy and National Reputation in Saudi Arabia,” Critical Studies in
Media Communication 31, no.5, (2014): 381.
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contemporary forms of protest as ‘take the square movement”***

or using the internet to set a
meeting point or a mobilisation vehicle like using Facebook to create an event in the square for
example or any real point of gathering to protest.’* The scenes broadcasted around the world
showed Arab protesters in different countries standing their ground and using the virtual world of
social media to document their motives and reasons for protesting while also encouraging others
to join them. On the other hand, Saudi women relied on street mobilizations in order to spread

the message of the campaign happening virtually.*°

In fact, they have taken almost the opposite
approach to protesting—beginning online through social media, and then moving in the opposite
direction to get support offline afterwards.

In this stage of the campaign people prepared posters and stickers with words and
hashtags supporting this campaign and others. The posters were then printed and hung in various
places throughout the streets of many cities and towns in Saudi Arabia—in schools, parks, and
on walls.**’ This proof of “authenticity” was then captured either by photos taken by
campaigners who then posted them, or simply by other people who happened to find them in
Saudi streets. This was a powerful way to demonstrate that the tweets with their daily updated
hashtags were real, and being done by real people, in Saudi Arabia, not by trolls or bots. An
example of this is the poster and sticker of the now famous drawing that was used alongside the

348

hashtags in both languages: (#lammyownguardian) (#s -4 5-Gl).**® It depicts a woman wearing

344

11.

3 See Gerbaudo’s analysis of the Facebook Youth group in the Egyptian uprising 201 1in his book, especially page
49,

%® Aziza al-Yousef said in an interview that there were many gathering and teaching related to the male
guardianship law in Islam and various activity such as writing letters to the government; however, she confirmed
that she and the other members of this offline activity are not related in any way to the Twitter campaign. See more
about her in Chapter Three: 164.

*7 See examples of those figures number (4-10), (4-11), (4-12), (4-13), (4-14) and (4-15):
https://saudiwomen.ca/male-guardianship/.

38 Gee examples of those in figures number (4-16-), (4-17) (4-18): https://saudiwomen.ca/male-guardianship/.

Paolo Gerbaudo, Tweets and the Streets: Social Media and Contemporary Activism (London: Pluto Press, 2012),
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a traditional Saudi head covering (3_5¢/¢ ) (shimagh), her mouth covered with the hashtag.>*
This powerful message—printed in many colours and widespread in Saudi Arabia during the

campaign—is symbolic and captures the message of the protest.

Women’s Right to Drive
The second major campaign for women'’s rights in Saudi Arabia that I will discuss in this chapter
is women’s right to drive a car. This can be understood as the cornerstone of the women’s
struggles throughout modern Saudi history. The ban on Saudi women driving was one of the
defining issues of the country in relation to women worldwide—distinguishing Saudi Arabia
from other countries, as it was the only country in the world where women were banned from
driving until only a few years ago in June 2018, when the Saudi government finally lifted the
ban.>”’

The beginning of the extended campaign can be located in 1990, when a number of Saudi

351 From that

women got behind the wheels of their cars during the Gulf War to protest the ban.
moment on, the government was harsh in its crackdown on Saudi women protesters. Some
women were even fired from their jobs and persecuted by the religious wing of the government
in other ways by ensuring that fatwas were issued against both participants and their husbands.**
It is important to recall here that Saudi women were protesting this driving ban long before the

internet came to Saudi Arabia or social media platforms even existed. This was a major rights

issue for Saudi women and protesters documented and struggled against the ban’s negative

349 Figure (4-19): https://saudiwomen.ca/male-guardianship/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/wagingnv/status/781522985693962240.

330°Saudi Press Agency dated 26.9.2017: https://www.spa.gov.sa/1671323

P il J1 das 5 wilall Lile 1990 3 kel 32U 5 31 all- e 53 (e (e3bd) &g yu-Jslas | [Aysha Almani and Hissa al-Shaykh,
The Sixth of November (Beirut: Jadawil, 2013)], 4.

352 Aysha Almani and Hissa al-Shaykh, 93-100.
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impact on Saudi women’s daily life through written platforms, such as novels and newspaper
articles.

Saudi women’s protests against the driving ban demonstrate a gradual growth of the
movement over time. At the beginning, many Saudis questioned the ban, particularly in the
1980s, when these men and women returned to the country after having studied abroad in
Western countries. Following this, was the notable event of November 1990, when Saudi women
actually sat behind the wheel, protesting the ban in a public convoy.*>* Despite harsh penalties
issued against the protesters, Saudi women continued their protest in many ways over the
following years. The issue was present in media outlets, mainstream press, on TV and was
somewhat of a hot topic in Saudi gatherings of different kinds. Despite this, the discussions and
protests against the ban were dwelling with the occasional article in the newspaper or a brief
mention in a novel. It is undeniable that with the advent of social media platforms and as they
became more widespread within the country, protesters were able to ramp up their claims and

once again encourage each other to take their protest to the street once more, as they did in 1990.

The Twitter Campaign

Even on Twitter, the campaign itself stretched over a long period of time and went
through different stages—each of which used different hashtags. In the discussions below, I will

examine tweets in the different periods that protest the ban on Saudi women driving, showing

?>3 See the details about preparing the convoy, the day of the protest, the government reaction to the protest, the
testimony of several participants in the convoy in the book: ( 3kl 3348 5 31 yall- jaad 53 (ya ualid) o) JF dias 5 ailall dile
Ggm-dslas 1990 2013). There is also a coverage on Western television stations of this protest. From the beginning
of the clip to 2:42 in the following YouTube video, you can see the Saudi Women Driving initiative 1990:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oUyYks 8441&t=9s .
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their different purposes and writing styles, while focusing on their shared goal of reversing the
ban. The hashtags I study include:

#women2drive 2013 (26-10)
26-10-2013 # 5iSIV 508
2016-1-25/2014-10-27 (sustis - (5 susltt
#o jlanall 51 5all 3308 28-9-2014 / 7-11-2015

The Twitter campaign for women’s right to drive began long before the campaign against male
guardianship. Moreover, this campaign took a different approach and had a different timeline.
This campaign also distinguished itself in the context of Saudi Arabia by having significantly
more Saudi men as supporters than the campaign against male guardianship did. It is notable that
the language used by the Saudi women leading this campaign can generally be characterized as
less aggressive, as I will show in the following section.

This campaign on Twitter used tweets referencing the iconic convoy demonstration of
1990. These tweets were diverse, varying between some that demanded the right to drive by
explaining the negative impact of the ban on Saudi women’s daily lives, and others that
presented facts about the financial damage of the ban to Saudi women. Tweets also showed
documentary videos and photos of Saudi women driving on Saudi streets, photos of physical
proof of posted letters they sent to the royal court, and other images of themselves holding up
posters and papers demanding the right to drive. While this part of the campaign has some
similarities to the campaign against male guardianship, proving authenticity and realness was
different. Saudi women from each region of the country supported the campaign not only by
holding or hanging up signs, posters, and stickers in public spaces but by recording themselves

driving cars through Saudi streets and posting these videos on Twitter, as well as on YouTube.

213



Language of Protest

Much of the language of protest in this campaign against the women’s driving ban can be
characterized as neutral. One location where this can be seen is in the press. An example of this
is found in an article published in the Aleqtisadiah newspaper, on 26 October 2013—the same
day as the campaign saw women take to the streets behind the wheels of their cars. The article
uses a neutral tone in its title: “Ca_laas 23 G bl el 3318 [Women Driving Cars: Supporters
and Opponents].”>* This story circulated on Twitter with the hashtag (# s8I 26 3:48). In the
article, the author was calling on Saudi women to engage in the same kinds of protest that their
predecessors had in 1990. While in 1990 the primary method of protesting was collective, in
creating the convoy; in modern times, the protests occurred individually either with women
driving in their cars or men accompanying women or teaching them how to drive. **°

Another example of this element of language use in the protest can be seen in a reply to
King Salman’s first official tweet from his account when he ascended to the throne in 2015
(@KingSalman). Publishing under the twitter handle @shehanah FQ, Shehanah quipped: « sle
ligy ¥ ) (3 5 2 [So, we want to drive may Allah not humiliate you®*°]. She uses informal
language, words that you might not even use to speak to your parents, let alone the King, she
sounds as if she is speaking to a friend (<lue ¥ 44). Not asking or begging, as we will see in
examples below in the case of protests against unemployment, or fighting and demanding rights
with anger, Shehanah simply states a fact. However, the account under which she posted this

tweet disappeared. It is unclear if it was taken down, suspended, or if the woman herself deleted

P Gl dana G sl s 25 o b kall 3 all 823U October 2013, dbaiy)

https://www.aleqt.com/2013/10/26/article 795447 html.

33 gee examples: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hh1aDD0QLAI ,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k2ASOc26h8Q , https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bhgb1Cwanos .

330 (&lugy ¥ 4f) [May Allah not humiliate you] is a phrase can be used informally. Locally this is a common
expression that someone uses to ask someone to do something they are supposed to do. For example, it is used to ask
for something basic like for a cup of water, (<his A (Sl Jilae Slug,¥ 4l ). As it is used here it is mocking.
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it. This tweet can be tracked as a quote tweet from another twitter account from the account
(@angienasser.)”’
In a similar vein, moreover, this protest on Twitter often employed language that can be

understood as straightforward, calm, and reasonable in its explanations of its negative impact on

Saudi women. For example, the following tweet by Maysa al-Shamik (@msalshamikh) reads:

Andle 5 aidume oSS g alST 54 e Jsane il wiiyall (SN il )1 ASLaY L
PRI Py

[In addition to your driver’s high salary, you are responsible for subsidizing his
accommodation, living expenses, and health care!!]>>®

Enumerating the economic damage that the driving ban has on Saudi women in plain terms was
one of the main strategies they used to protest the ban. It is notable that al-Shamik’s language
here speaks directly and factually about the costs of this ban without referring to controversy, or
angry protesters and counter protesters.

At the same time, however, not all language used to protest the driving ban can be
characterized as neutral; an important number of tweets invoke emotive and poetic language to
convey their message. The Twitter user, al-Mostanerah (5_sivall) @saudi womanl), for example,
describes, how many Saudi working women lay awake at night, worrying about their future that

depends on someone who might be a reckless driver:

Sy Jalay JaT daall o e sl s Gl s23¢; Ll Lganaina (il 5 L8lET 5 g (e (e oS ol 5l AL
VLTI Y P [ S VO

37 Figure (4-20): https://saudiwomen.ca/womens-right-to-drive/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/angienassar/status/559150563276099584.
% Figure (4-21): https:/saudiwomen.ca/womens-right-to-drive/. And the original:
https://twitter.com/malshamikh/status/523456625089073154 See
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[How many sleepless nights, after a long day of work, has she lay in fear and worry about
her future, which could be threatened by a reckless driver, one who refuses to work, or
yet another who is restless or demands a pay rise.]>>

The twitter handle, al-Mostanerah, employs a feminine noun referring to someone who
illuminates or is aware and this reflects within the name of account itself the role its user is trying
to play. This is reinforced by her descriptions of the psychological effect of the extreme worry
and anxiety that Saudi women workers face daily because of the driving ban. This tweet,
moreover, shows an often-forgotten side of the hardships of a Saudi working woman’s life,
rather than the more commonly recognized impact on her financial situation. The psychological
impact cannot be untangled from the financial impact.

The way al-Mostanerah uses language in her tweets serves to reinforce the horror and
fear that Saudi women often face regarding their careers and thus their futures. This woman must
constantly feel her career is under threat as it entirely depends on a driver — meaning that her
job security lies within not only the driver’s skills but also his mood and willingness to work. For
example, she uses the phrase: (s 0= (= &S) to emphasise that Saudi women will often feel as
though their job security is at the mercy of their driver. She uses the expression (lxaas (i) to
highlight the relentless anxiety that accompanies this feeling—an anxiety that often leads to
sleepless nights. The language in this tweet is not particularly matter of fact, instead she opts for
more symbolic or hyperbolic language in order to emphasize the psychological impact that the
driving ban has on working women. This tweet stands out partly because this kind of poetic

language not commonly used by Saudi women when protesting on Twitter.

%% Figure (4-22): https://saudiwomen.ca/womens-right-to-drive/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/Saudi woman1/status/526111695446364160.
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No Woman, No Drive: Counter Protest

As in any social movement in Saudi Arabia, there were many people who disagreed with
the protest against the driving ban for reasons that were traditional, religious, and/ or political
among others. Similar to those who support the male guardianship system, tweets attacking the
protest against the driving ban also used accusations of being inauthentic, non-Saudi, and
working against the Saudi government and Saudi society to destroy the traditional, Islamic
structure of society and the family.

In addition to the more common types of attacks on protesters and their protest, the
movement against driving ban also elicited attacks that used their own slogans against them. One
of the most recognizable phrases used by protesters at the time was: “No woman, no drive.”
Their opponents, the counter protesters, in turn used this phrase to mock the campaign and the
campaigners. This slogan was inspired by Bob Marley’s iconic song, “No Woman, No Cry.>* In
2013, YouTuber Hisham Fageeh’s video in support of the protests against the driving ban—
where he parodied Bob Marley’s song with new lyrics—had gone viral.*®' Although he was
supporting the campaign by publishing his video on the same day the campaign launched, his
slogan was taken up by opponents mocking the campaigners.*®*

This was not the only way that counter protesters attacked the movement in support of
the driving ban. In the following section, I will discuss some of the counter protest tweets by

Saudi women. The majority of these tweets were written by Saudi women who considered

30 Bob Marley. No Woman No Cry: https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=pHISE9]SFGY Dated, 21 May 2012.
*'No Woman, No Drive. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aZMbTFNp4wlI Dated, 26 October 2013. On his
website, Fageeh says, “In the Middle East, he’s most known for his video “No Woman, No Drive,” which went viral
in 2013. The video remains a hilarious satire on the debates over whether or not Saudi Arabia would let women
drive (they eventually did in 2018), and Fageeh’s video was a momentous critical injection. This is part of his
pointed charm, Fageeh uses comedy to highlight social issues, by turning them on their head. Using comedic tools,
Fageeh questions cultural norms, even the most ubiquitous ones.” https://www.hisham.tv/new-page

%62 Figure (4-23): https:/saudiwomen.ca/womens-right-to-drive/.

217



driving to be a sin within Islam as it allegedly prompts women to stray from modesty. A number
of the counter protesters on Twitter who criticized the driving campaign also considered
themselves to be patriots defending their nation. They also developed their own hashtags for
their counter protest, for example, (258 o} a8 ), (26 8LE 1 hall Slig),

One such counter protester is twitter user (@aanoood501) who expressed her
disagreement with the pro-driving protest and supported the government’s ban on women
driving. Her tweet even included the government official’s statement against the campaign:

s s bl oy 26

soball 31all BaUdH asaall o conlf 5 sSIDEBLEH (5258 () (sa58 W Jsfise s

This first hashtag can be translated as “#daughters of the nation against driving 26” and the later

363 Her tweet is

one, mockingly states, “we say forcefully: #you won’t drive, you won’t drive.
an example of a counter protest which attests to how not all Saudi women were in support of
overturning the driving ban. She frames her counter protest as being a collective initiative by
crafting a tweet made up solely of five hashtags against the campaign, and also by employing
infographic-style images attached to the post.

Other twitter users joined this counter-movement by claiming the overturning of the
driving ban would undermine the nation of Saudi Arabia. One reply by twitter user (@shjn200

(U =), claims that authentic Saudi women would not support a campaign that would allow a

foreign agenda to harm the nation:

Jill Cangs cillaladial Adae (el (po Clany W s Ao g (s W g Adai) 08 a0 Y Yl ol ol el
AL 8 (e

3% Figure (4-24): https://saudiwomen.ca/womens-right-to-drive/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/aanoo0d501/status/540394078324547584.
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[Authentic Saudi daughters of the nation would never break rules, act recklessly or allow
themselves to be used for the schemes which might undermine the country’s power.] ***

One of the tools counter protesters use is describing campaigners and protesters as not
being good citizens. Indeed, they insinuate that any Saudi woman who supports the campaign
against the driving ban is serving a liberal Western agenda and is contributing to the destruction
of the Saudi nation. This accusation is leveraged as a fear tactic to silence ongoing campaigners
and supporters by cultivating a threatening atmosphere that would make Saudis fearful of
protesting.

The tweet reveals an interesting use of language as well. Firstly, it describes “authentic
daughters” of the nation using emotive and loaded terms (=Sl and (<lis)—rather than the
more straightforward (<2 seud) ¢Ldll) “Saudi women” or (<2ba gudl Uikl sall) “Saudi women
citizens.” It purports to prove that if you protest, you cannot be considered (<Da! ciliall)
“authentic daughters” of the country. It manipulates Saudi women by using charged language to
challenge their identities as Saudi citizens. Secondly, the writer uses the label “authentic
daughters” of the nation to insinuate that to be considered a legitimate citizen there are certain
things you can and cannot do—any deviation from that is grounds to be considered an
illegitimate citizen. It is important to note that the tweet does not directly or clearly refer to the
protest itself. Rather, it claims that any disobedient behavior is considered to go against the
nation’s best interests and advances a foreign agenda. The tweet refers to such people—namely
protestors— is (4xa«). The closest translation for this word is “being used;” however, this word

comes from a specific context. It is an Arabic noun that refers to an animal that transports

364 Figure (4-25): https://saudiwomen.ca/womens-right-to-drive/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/shjn200/status/540431958841372672.
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3% This term is often used locally to mock the person and

travellers—usually horses or camels.
describe him as a vehicle for others or even as a vehicle for other people’s agendas.

One issue that was continuously raised on Twitter and by protestors more largely was the
question of economic gain: who is benefiting from the driving ban and why does this have to
come at the expense of the everyday Saudi citizen’s economic security? As previously argued,
there is a financial strain imposed on working Saudi women who must finance a driver and
whose job security relies on the availability of their driver. If the driving ban were to be
overturned, many Saudis in both the government and the private sectors would lose a substantial
amount of income. For example, the Saudi government was collecting approximately two billion
riyals annually from foreign drivers” work permits and accommodations.’® Using several
different hashtags, including (#s~& (3 s+f), Lubna Shawly 4 3 (@lshawly) presented
numbers indicating significant financial gains for the government and major companies because
of the ban. She presents the numbers she has uncovered simply, with no comments attached,
except the hashtags protesting the ban (#oct26driving # 5kl 1 yall 3aLEH# wdiy (§ sul

258026 _saif) 37

Section Three: Social Correction Centers (uclia¥) ile JIl i)
Just as Saudi women have protested systematic injustice in the case of their campaigns against
the male guardianship system and the ban on women’s driving, they are also fighting violence

against women—domestic violence and systematic social violence—both which are ignored by

363 (Flaall axax), Almaany Dictionary: https://www.almaany.com/ar/dict/ar-ar/khe/ .

306 1) 5580 a8l A8 ,Y1 daLy (i) 2S5 | [Rashid al-Fawzan, al-Riyadh Newspaper, 25 April 2016:
https://www.alriyadh.com/1149796.

%7 Figure(4-26): https://saudiwomen.ca/womens-right-to-drive/. And the original:
https://twitter.com/Ishawly/status/521687163952721922.
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the government. Following the other two successful campaigns on Twitter, Saudi women have
understood the power they are able to harness using the internet. Twitter has been used by Saudi
women as a location to bring attention to victims and survivors of domestic violence, whose
cases come to light either from personal experience, stories disseminated on various news
outlets, or from Twitter itself. This campaign has used a hashtag or two for each victim to bring
her case into the public eye. It has also been designed to publicly name and shame men who
abuse women, particularly those who are often women’s male guardians and/or relatives. In

some rare cases this has been their mothers.

The Twitter Campaign

In this section, I will discuss two sets of tweets, those protesting domestic violence in
Saudi Arabia more generally, and more specifically those tweets addressing the systemic
violence imposed on women by the so-called “correction centers.” Below, I will discuss the
language and tone of the tweets used in these protests, particularly how they reflect the rage of
those who tweet about it. In this protest campaign, many of the tweets are accompanied by a
symbol of support, as in attaching some image of a white ribbon. The white ribbon campaign is
an international movement, which Saudi women joined, to raise awareness about gender-based

violence and domestic violence specifically (#SaudiWhiteRibbon).*®*

More specifically, Saudi
women protesters linked their Twitter campaign to one of the most problematic institutions in

Saudi Arabia, [correction centers] (&te J 112),** discussed in detail in the subsection below.

*%% The White Saudi Ribbon in Saudi Arabia follows the international white ribbon campaign to support the victims

of domestic violence. The hashtags of the campaign are flooded with picture of individual Saudi women as well as
groups of Saudi women wearing white ribbons on their wrists.

%% In this section, I will maintain the official language, referring to these as “correction centers,” though I take the
point that many stories and statements about it describe the conditions as more similar to prisons.
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The Establishment of Correction Centers (il Sl ))2)*7°

For years, Saudi women have protested the violence and injustice in one of the most
fraught institutions in the country, Dar al-Ri‘aya (4=l L), or “correction center/s.” Although
the government established these institutions supposedly to be safe havens for young women—
similar to women’s shelters—the stories that have emerged from them are harrowing. These
centers are meant to be a “safe place” that Saudi and non-Saudi women can be brought to for a
number of reasons: they committed a crime, were victims of domestic violence, or were admitted
because of a false report made by her male guardian i.e. absence report (<23 /) or (3s&). If they
are brought and admitted, they remain there until their male guardian comes to release them. If
he does not, a woman can theoretically stay there forever. They can be admitted up until the age
of 30. The regulations that govern them and the poor treatment that young Saudi women face
when brought to them demonstrate that far from helping women who have faced domestic
violence, they in fact harm women by isolating them further and punishing them for being
victims.””!

The campaign against correction centers uses a number of hashtags to address a number
of the issues these centers are connected to. One of these is: (#Sluwsic Gliaws) [forgotten women
prisoners], which labels the women detained in these centers as prisoners explicitly. It sheds light
on the fact that while inside they are often forgotten, and it is not known when they will be
released. The reason for this, most often, is that a female prisoner’s male guardian has not agreed
to secure her release (le<2tiul 2 1 V), as I explain in more detail in what follows. In a number of

cases, a woman’s male guardian will prefer to let her stay inside indefinitely because of the

370 The singular is (&= ) J13) a correction center and the plural is (3 ,) ,s2) correction centers.

37! For more stories from those centers, see: Raseef. 12 November 2019: https://raseef22 net/article/1075967--0> >
Ao e e die ye-Jral@ioaiady il gew-claal) - CileaY)-Craca-
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shame that her detention is thought to have brought upon him and their family in the first place.
Such a detention usually happens with the cooperation of either the regular police or the religious

372

police.”’” The detainee will be admitted to one of these centers on the basis of a police report

which states the incident that led to her detainment.

Closing Correction Centers

In this campaign, Saudi women target both the guardians who have left their female
relatives in these centers and the government policies that restrict women prisoners from leaving
the centers after serving their sentences.’”> One of the more recent hashtags used in this
campaign is:

# e ajle )l @l

[Saudi women demand the closure of correction centers]. *'*
This straightforward hashtag is a protest against the unfair regulations and inhuman treatment of
women prisoners within the institution.

There are many stories that have emerged from these correction centers which recount
horrific tales of what happens behind closed doors. The towering, windowless walls of these

centers contain not only terrible treatment but also corruption. In one tweet, for example, ‘Tofa

(@alolian_a) writes:

138 (Lo A 318 il il 5 il i) e Ao oy W) 53 o Apas laii) A glae e Caaati s Jb agla

o oDl i (Saa s a5 (s Gl L 00 53 50 YA () 02SL0 5 2018 - 2017 ple (0 aaial)
Dlad Y 5 a5 La ol el Bla Y 5"

372 The religious police in Saudi Arabia (JSiall e 4l 5 o5 y=alls 1Y) 43m) used to have a great deal of power until it
was limited in 2016. A large number of detainees were brought to correction centers by the religious police because
they were found with a man either in a public space i.e. a coffee shop, or in a private space or even a car.

37 Not every woman in these centers is guilty of committing a crime. Many women are run aways who have fled
their male guardians for different reasons, including but not limited to, sexual harassment, abuse, forced marriage, or
domestic violence.

3™ Figure (4-27): https://saudiwomen.ca/the-establishment-of-correction-centers/. And the original:
https://twitter.com/hashtag/clas ade ) s 3Mel?sre=hashtag_click.
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b ade ) S 3l
[Khulud Bara‘ida talks about a suicide attempt by a female prisoner while held in a
correctional institution for young women when she was also a prisoner inside it. This clip
dates from the period from 2017-2018 and I am sure that there are still many such
attempts today, with nothing improving and changes for the worse. “If you speak up, you
may lose your life.” Nothing has changed at all.]
The tweet is accompanied by a video clip from the DW channel, depicting a Saudi woman
talking to a journalist about witnessing this suicide attempt. The final sentence of this tweet

37> The tweet explains that the woman in the video was filmed between 2017-

quotes her words.
2018, and the Twitter user states that although the video is not new, she is sure that people inside
are still attempting suicide and indeed that the situation is probably worse than before. As I have
shown throughout this dissertation, Saudi women don’t use Twitter as a platform only to convey
their opinions, they also use it to document and offer evidence of the harmful consequences of
various policies or regulations. This makes their online protests educational as well. Moreover, in
recalling this memory, the interviewee’s tone and body language are uneasy and even angry.
Another anonymous twitter user with the Twitter handle (@000rfal) states that 9% of
women prisoners in correction centers are victims of domestic violence. She uses sharp and
sarcastic language in her attack on them, specifically words and expressions such as ( (G2
DB (5583 aaliaa) (0 sSA)). She sees these centers as a symptom of a corrupt patriarchal system:
Olase A Koy DAy S8 Al 24 4K a g A il o) laie] 5l Caie Waa adle 1 o b ) e 78
aine a2l alyll 5 Alilel) 5 aaianall (Y 4 agadle ) () 5 sdidla () sSAN G A Gl ey (e Jildl) 0 a3

BTN
Glhe ale s @Blelg

[9% of the prisoners are victims of violence, rape, or difficult social circumstances. You
have 24 hashtags to free so and so or this and that tyrant and who have betrayed their

373 Figure (4-28): https://saudiwomen.ca/the-establishment-of-correction-centers/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/alolian a/status/1282737341296254977.
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tribes because they are criminals, praise God, but males don’t see their own errors. Why?
Because a disgusting patriarchal society supports society, the family, and the tribe!]>"

This tweet is an important example of the contrast in language between the Twitter
protest against correction centers and that of Saudi women against the driving ban. Using angry
words to support its sharp analysis, this anonymous Twitter user explicitly compares how society
and “the tribe” treat people differently according to their gender. She points out that the tribes
utilize Twitter to help free their men who have murdered others, by promoting calls to collect
funds to pay their diya, (), or fine of blood money, so they can be released from the prison, and
of course avoid execution which would otherwise be their punishment. The same tribes and
society at large, she points out, have no problem that their girls and women are thrown into these
correction centers whether or not they have committed crimes, even if they themselves were the
victims of violence or simply even just subject to the erratic mood of their male guardian.’”’

Further, it is interesting to compare this particular tweet to the poem by Hind al-Mutairi,
analyzed above in Chapter One, Literary Expressions of Protest. In this poem, she attacks the
tribe and the double standards of how daughters and sons are treated within these structures.
Saudi women are protesting in these multiple locations the horrific treatment and misuse of
extended family structures like the tribe, as well as the government establishments like correction
centers, to assault women meant to be under their protection.

This is another example of the double standard that has been used by society and

especially the tribe: the tribe pay diya after the men murder so they can be released and pardoned

376 Figure (4-29): https://saudiwomen.ca/the-establishment-of-correction-centers/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/000rfal/status/1282730633467502592.

7" As discussed above, a male guardian has the right to report a woman under his guardianship to the police if she
stays out, works, or studies against his will. (il dagi — (3 s2=ll 4agd) are white cards that male guardians can use
against the women in their charge.
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for their crime. The tribe in this case is doing the maximum to collect the diya money, which is
usually is millions of riyals, and asking the high-profile officials, princes, or shaykhs to convince
the victims’ families to accept the money. In contrast, women of tribal backgrounds face this

treatment because of the tribe.

Photos as Evidence

As in the examples from the driving ban protests cited above, photographs are often a
tool Saudi women Twitter protesters have used to provide evidence for their claims, and this is
true in relation to correction centers as well. The following tweet by Sarah (@sera8 ) was posted
together with a picture of a correction center in Tabuk, Saudi Arabia, near the northern border of
the country. The image shows how the windows of the center are completely blocked, with no
access to light. Further, the photo shows how the roof is blocked by tin plates both to obstruct

any light and also any attempt someone might make to break out:

#rlbe ade N el
Ol Ll iy 5 a a3 4aul 8 s alla g cnded 138 ddle ) )l s 138 A g apuall Cundis ) seall 580k a5
in 1S L g 3 YL s Lt 320 (e Leiban oSia s oy o) miman 5 pb sl il Ay ] oSl ) sn

oS 53 i) oSle il

[You saw the pictures you replied with silence and darkness. This is not a correction
center but a torture and injustice center. Even its laws are frightening—it gives a person
the chills. May God not forgive you. You played around with girls’ minds. You whipped
them and some of them are innocent—She asked you for protection from someone who
stole her honour, and in the end this is how you treat her? May God not bless you.]*"®

Further, Sarah (@sera8 ) mentions that some of the women being detained are innocent victims.

This is a powerful reply used by Saudi women in this protest against supporters of these

378 Figure (4-30): https://saudiwomen.ca/the-establishment-of-correction-centers/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/sera8 /status/1282641226420883463.
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correction centers, who often say that the women deserve to be in these prisons, blaming them
for the crimes leveled against them. Sarah’s tweet uses dramatic language which invokes
women’s pain. For example, she uses words like ( bl dsudiy | giml) (alls 5 cudai ) (Ail) (apall
¢l il agany s aa siala) Al of these are words that are strongly emotive. For example, (asl) is
stronger than (25) which means injustice in Arabic. Also, she refers to the center as a one of
torture and injustice as opposed to correction. She even curses people working there who cause
these young women so much pain: (S8 ¥ 4 «xSile ) s, T translated this as, “May God not
bless you,” but the meaning here is even stronger because this phrase comes after the writer
explains how innocent women were raped or sexually assaulted and asked for help yet they
ended up in those correction centers which is affecting their mental health (Sl 4pmdiy | sial) ag
well as physical health when they were being beaten (a4 sials),

Another hashtag (#4le )l Jla il 4, a1l reveals a tweet with a photographic image of
another correction center. Ghadah (@Gadaa 12) includes in her tweet two different images, one
of the correction center in Makkah and the other of MBN’s “advising and care center” which
admits jihadists after they’ve served prison sentences. The words accompanying these two
contrasting photos are:

a5y gaall Ale LIl <l S s e LY S

[Where terrorists are held, the correction center for young women, the pictures speak for
themselves.] >”°

This tweet explicitly compares these two kinds of centers, by using photographic

evidence. She does not write much in her tweet—no analysis or commentary—instead stating

37 Figure (4-31): https:/saudiwomen.ca/the-establishment-of-correction-centers/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/Gadaa 12/status/818540797016608768.
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only that “the pictures speak for themselves.” Through this, she once again demonstrates how
men with criminal records who have been in prison as terrorists are forgiven, treated well, and
welcomed into society again after a stay in hotel-like accommodations. She shows by contrast
that Saudi women are treated worse than dangerous criminals, forced to stay in prisons

euphemistically called “correction centers.”

Comparisons as a Strategy
Confirming this tweet, the journalist, Eman al-Homood (@imankais1) uses Twitter to reassert
this comparison drawing on her own experiences in Saudi Arabia:

Aa) 1) s 001 jeme 4iaa g8 danaliall Cigls s dane e 38 5e Sy )
Lla) o) A Al gl dle 1 s )y AlSal S 13l Laie

[I visited the MBN Counselling Center and found it well equipped and as comfortable as

could be. When I asked if I could also visit a women’s correctional center, I never

received a reply.]>*

Al-Homood’s description uses a direct comparison between how she was granted access to the
very comfortable center for men in 2017, but could not even get a reply to her request to visit a
women’s correctional center. This comparison, like the others, does the work of showing the
double standard in treatment of men and women on the levels of the family, the tribe, and society
at large. The two previous tweets show how the government is treating women differently than
men regardless of the crime. On one hand, men who have committed serious crimes such as
homicide or who have belonged to extremist / terrorist groups are pardoned and held in
comfortable facilities. On the other, women who have often committed no crime at all are held in

terrible conditions in correction centers.

%0 Figure (4-32): https:/saudiwomen.ca/the-establishment-of-correction-centers/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/imankais1/status/886606746000781312?lang=en.
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In a similar comparison tweet, Haya (@hayaalnafjan) demonstrates the government’s
double standards in the treatment of prisoners. An example she focuses on is that while male
prisoners can be pardoned, the same is not true for females. She affirms this in a tweet that reads:

a8 S5 2l a e Lp i g sy el iS5 1 S sad | s (e G sial)

[Pardons for those imprisoned for the crimes they committed, while forgetting people
who were imprisoned for escaping the crimes committed against them]. **!

Moreover, the Twitter account of the news outlet (Jale 44sia) (@ajlnews) states that:
“According to royal pardon, releasing 287 prisoners from the prisons of Makkah and Jeddah.” As
with many tweets on Saudi women’s protest Twitter, a number of different hashtags are used in
order to more widely disseminate them and in different kinds of spaces. As this example shows,
the governmental double standard towards women means that there is a program of pardoning
male prisoners every year, a privilege that is not offered to Saudi women. Indeed, the only way
that a Saudi woman could leave a correction center is if their male guardians allow them to leave

by signing a receipt that I analyze in the upcoming tweet.

A Receipt? Other Means of Protest against Correction Centers

There are other hashtags attached to posts seeking justice for these women held in the so-
called correction centers: (#4le )l Dl Cilimad allallf Cluie Cliss). There are also other lines of
analysis and critique employed by the posts. For example, the user (=3l -aL3) (@_wow_wow?2)

includes a picture of an official form that is used by such centers to release and discharge a

%! Figure (4-33): https://saudiwomen.ca/the-establishment-of-correction-centers/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/Hayaalnafjan/status/868915990649860096 .
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female prisoner. This form is titled with the words (4L 22t 2is), which can be translated as

: 382
“receipt’:

faly 3 a2l aiu
Al ga i) g Ll s (wdacliag gda § aliall la) 8 JWlS) azll sadl ) alile asloasl 235
Se Al gl (A (e r - A D) ¢

[A receipt? A receipt for a fully sentient, mentally sound adult woman? This is

something you get when you buy from Jolly Chic, not for a human being.]**’

In this tweet, the user denounces the kind of official and dehumanizing language used in
correction centers for women. The fact that women can only be released with discharge papers
called “receipts” emphasizes not only that they are not seen as full people, but also that a woman
can only leave such a facility with the approval and consent of a male guardian-- regardless of
her age. If this male member of her family cannot or will not come to the prison to sign for this
receipt—no matter the reason—the woman who is held prisoner could potentially be forced to
remain there until her death.

This confirmed in another tweet by a user called Jamelah (@Gigiii_Al) who tags her

posts with many hashtags including (#<obuie Cilia):

e Jle 58 ad samd ) agilid sl Of 3 jaad Cilisans 3 9n g

[The presence of women remaining in prison simply because their male guardians refuse

to release them brings great shame on us.]***

%2 Figure (4-34): https://saudiwomen.ca/the-establishment-of-correction-centers/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/ wow_ wow?2/status/1008619975257583616.

*%3 Jolly Chic is an online store that sells average to bad quality goods (https://www.jollychic.com). Saudis use this
brand’s name to indicate or mock bad quality of something or someone. For example, what is this place? Is it Jolly
chic? Where did you get that? Jolly Chic?

% Figure (4-35): https://saudiwomen.ca/the-establishment-of-correction-centers/. And the original:
https://twitter.com/Gigiii Al/status/801935196438274049.
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With these frank words, Jamelah includes a newspaper clipping quoting a statement from
Muhammad al-Zahrani, the head of the government committee for prisoners and released
prisoners. This photo of the article shows a quote from him stating that: “annually, there are on
average forty female prisoners who are discharged and free to leave but because their male
guardians refuse to sign off on their release, they are then transferred to another establishment
(A8uzal) 1Y) The article itself is powerful and proves the point of the protest, but Jamelah’s tweet
invokes the emotive Islamic notion of a particular kind of shame, (Ule), to criticize the situation.
Moreover, she does not attribute this shame to others—the state, men, society, the state—but
rather to “us,” women, including herself. Here, however, shame is deployed differently, to refer
to women for being silent and accepting this situation year after year, because as the article
mentioned this treatment has been ongoing for a long period of time. She also shames society,
including the men who abandon these women, as well as the state for its unjust policies which
allow this harm to occur in the first place. Thus, the short and sharp words (Lde Jle) (shame on
us) are used in this tweet as a powerful and evocative protest.

Another tweet that uses the same technique of mixing the tweeter’s words with
journalism was composed by the Saudi writer Hamsa al-Sonosi (@hamsasonosi). Using the
hashtag (wlas ale ) la 33e)), she tweeted against the closure of these prisons, referring to an
article she wrote in 2018 to document their establishment:

digasa clhe ale JN ly @lelg s )Y

\/433); cé)_
/4 () slaiall Ao,

¥/ A L Alle ) aodaiadi 5 il oS Lgdde Gl 03 ) Aadly Canlale 48 8 ¢ 3Ll ale ) pac
£/led IOl ol 51 Al ) o 5 55 e Jaad) e o Canaad 4 8l jJlaicad (e (§ g 5 Aal S im0

[I don’t see closing correction centers as a correct demand, however:
1) improve their quality

2) hold perpetrators accountable
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3) as long as a young woman is of sound mind and can look after herself on the outside
she shouldn’t be forced to stay

4) preserve the rights and dignity of those who are compelled to stay for some reason,
they should be able to provide the means for them to study or earn a lawful wage.] **

Thus, al-Sonosi emphasizes in her tweet that women have a need for shelters, simply demanding
that such centers be closed does not solve the problem. She recalls in her tweet the purpose of
founding them in the first place, with an article she published in the Saudi newspaper, A/-Watan
in 2018.%*® She quotes from the official documents that ordered the establishment of these
shelters, in order to emphasize the reason that they were needed—to provide shelter not
punishment.

She goes on to point out in her article that a more accurate name for these institutions

should be something like “welcoming homes” not correction centers or prisons. While she

disagrees with elements of the campaign, however, she provides an alternative solution.*®’
£ lgii) amy gDl 0 ) gal 2Ll gl 51 Cganl pan (3DU) ety 31 1 Colgial) 5 oLl Adliainl duals Hlo Las
Lisa op el bl sl e g s Al (gt ol ccaliliad ol ) elelil Sin gl s GOUbY (eilliS (b 5l ¢gilan S
lgall (5 AN 5 elall Laponl aand (e (0 5S585 caeLaia¥) paiill 5 Jaall 30 o1 Al gall 038 (585 5 tln e
e ol ) e 5,8 51y oy L Laial s asled s g cles ginls 33U e 55 s 10 o3 1555 sl 530
D0 0588 O el bl ity 1 W5 il il all (e Bamy 585 O 0l yill ds el I (8 el s e0om il 5
(sl sl 4881 ga 5 (1g8) g 2ay lall oda O 3 s 3 ASa) Giag sie 1o Y ety Ay iy il

[Special shelters shall be established for women and girls whose male guardians refuse to
receive them when their sentences are finished or refuse to guarantee their release until
the completion of their trial, or the women themselves refuse to leave with their
guardians of fear for their lives. These shelters should be managed by the Ministry of
Human Resources and Social Development and divided into two sections—one for

385

Figure (4-36): https://saudiwomen.ca/the-establishment-of-correction-centers/. And the original:
https://twitter.com/hamsasonosi/status/1282603220083388417.

B0 s gl A "Eianil Adlpall g0 e b o)) Asa . Hamsa al-Sonousi, Alwatan Newspaper, 29 May 2018:
https://www.alwatan.com.sa/article/37062 .

7 As Hatoon al-Fasi also discusses this dilemma specifically that the institutions do not allow women to leave
without their male guardian. She labels sending women back to their guardians even though it is known that most of
them are the main reason why women are there, “recycling.” If the prisoner refuses to leave with her guardian, she
could then be stuck as a prisoner forever. Hatoon Al-Fasi. .Yl da Sall 38 il s Shaludl ol Al 23 | i) ¢ 5
22l 15217.0=b M 44sia 21 February 2010: https:/www.alriyadh.com/500363 .
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women and the other for girls, but under the same management. These shelters look after
and rehabilitate those who join them, religiously, educationally, socially, and
psychologically. They should focus on communication between the women and their
families. The proposed home for female inmates should be far from institutions of
punishment and should not be run in like this. They should rather be homes offering
hospitality and education, not punishment. There should also be a possibility of the
women living in these homes to be married if they give their consent and have the
approval of their guardians.]**®

After this statement was published, it became increasingly clear that in locations all around Saudi
Arabia these centers are home to terrible things. For example, despite many suicide attempts by
young women prisoners, the Saudi government has yet to take any action. >*°

Moreover, when an employee in the correction center in Riyadh had the courage to be a
guest on a television program, on the Rotana Khalijia channel, documenting this issue and
exposing the prison’s unethical management and inhuman treatment of prisoners, the person
responsible for the prison roundly rejected the employee’s claims. She then attacked this
employee in return, accusing her of being unethical herself and launching an investigation into
her negative work habits, including being late to work.*”

As seen in this section, Saudi women use creative expressions of protest on Twitter by
different means, including incorporating their own words with external elements such as articles,

news items, and images. Moreover, the tone and content of their language varies between calm

explanations and angry cursing. Indeed, Twitter has become a space that allows Saudi women to

388
389

Hamsa al-Sonousi: https://www.alwatan.com.sa/article/37062.

There are many stories exposing how corrections centers are dangerous and have high suicide rates over the
years. Two newspaper articles from 2015 document this well:

(LSl Olall 5 5 jalla Hlaiiy) <Y glae 148 i@ ) hitps://akhbaar24.argaam.com/article/detail/231844

(1) ol 85 (L) g3) 9 AaSall ASeft (8 ladll Agle ) Hla A dn jie 4L 3 )laW)) hitp://zawaayaaa.blogspot.com/2015/08/blog-
post 527.html See also this story from 2017 where officials said that they would investigate the reasons for this:
(bl a8 4 slulall g lia g1 a855 (Y Gy L Ol Oeie 9 g1l 5 oaim sdl) ¢ 30 3l
https://www.okaz.com.sa/local/na/1558893 .

390 5555 S (520 A o yal) ) 5 Jpm B0 penlis CBSSS (mly l colil) e 5l 38 e
https://slaati.com/2017/04/28/p762335.html.
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not only express themselves but to collectively flesh out their protest and demands. That being
said, this is not the case for all campaigns, specifically the one against unemployment as I will

discuss in the upcoming section.

Unemployment

The final section of this chapter will be devoted to Saudi women’s protest on Twitter against
unemployment. Saudi women stand alongside Saudi men in suffering from the unemployment
crisis. In both the public and private sectors, there are more job seekers than work vacancies. The
rate of unemployment seemed to hit a peak in Saudi Arabia during the COVID-19 pandemic, but
even today, it has continued to fluctuate dramatically and has a negative impact on Saudis.
According to the Saudi General Authority for Statistics, the unemployment rate in the fourth
quarter of 2019 was 12%--4.9% for Saudi men and 30.8% for women.””' The peak came in the
second quarter of 2020, which was 15.4% in total: 8.1% for men and 31.4% for women.*"?
Finally, the published rate in the fourth quarter of 2021 was 11% in total: 5.2% for males and
22.5% for females.””” The huge gender disparity in these numbers reveals that social issues that
affect all Saudis disproportionately impacts women. This unbalanced unemployment rate
between the genders is part of what led Saudi women to protest unemployment in a series of

different campaigns, using a number of hashtags.

1 abor Market Q4,2019: https://www.stats.gov.sa/sites/default/files/lm 2019 g4 press release en 0.pdf.

392 Labor Market Statistic Q2, 2020:
https://www.stats.gov.sa/sites/default/files/LM 20Q2020%20%28Press%20release EN%20%29 2.pdf.
393 Labor Market Statistic Q4, 2021: https://www.stats.gov.sa/sites/default/files/LMS%20Q04202 1 E.pdf .
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Twitter Campaigns

The twitter campaigns against unemployment differ from the three analyzed above in their
gendered dynamics. Unemployment has traditionally been deemed to be more of a male-
dominated issue, despite its effect on women. Many elements of these campaigns, therefore, are
shared by both Saudi women and men. For example, many of the hashtags used are general and
used by and for both genders. The most popular of these is a hashtag that counts each day as did
the campaign against the male guardianship system: (C2sad) (pllalall aan¥#). Though this hashtag
added a number each day, it did not last as long as the one that was used in protest against the
male guardianship system. That being said, there were also hashtags developed specifically to
and for Saudi women. For example, some hashtags include: (#<3ble Sl Sy A ) [old
unemployed women graduates] (<LiSall ilsg ja ol ) [oppressing women graduates of the library]
and (Sl <3adl) [temporary women replacements].””

In the analyses below, I will examine elements of the campaign on Twitter against
unemployment by looking both at how Saudi women work with men on it and also how they
protest differently. I will also explore the gendered dynamics of these engagements, given that
Saudi women have organized and protested on Twitter far longer and more extensively than men
have. I will then look specifically at some of the strategies Saudi women protesters used such as
posting photos of their certification in specific majors, their diplomas, their transcripts with high
marks, and comparing this to Saudi men’s protests.

An example of strategically utilizing photos to accompany tweets, Twitter user, Sarah

Alshomari (@saraalshomari) includes a cartoon in her tweet, depicting an official sitting in his

394 Temporary replacements refer to temporary workers who previously worked for the government on a short-term

basis but with a promise of it leading to a permanent job, which later was denied to them new job appointments were
made.
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3% The graduate stands there with shock on his

office, offering a new graduate a job as a cashier.
face. The graduate’s arm is open, displaying his degrees and diplomas he earned studying

abroad. The cartoon is captioned with the words:

#omsmall (pllalall 2eai9
Sl Sl il Kl
1388 055 Gl a5 Saii) Al

[To whom should I complain about my suffering my diplomas my diplomas.
This is what happens after studying abroad and years of exhaustion.] **°

Sara appears to be one of the protesters who was studying abroad. She includes in her tweet a
cartoon mocking the future of university graduates who have gone abroad to study and travel
back to their country hoping to have employment and a productive future. As one of these
returning students, Sara protests showing her disappointment.

In a similar vein, the user (@i_kwek) posted her diploma from her bachelor’s degree at
one of the government-funded universities in Riyadh, showing all the information that she thinks

prove that she is qualified for a good job:

#Homr ) Gallalall wanitt (S bk ac29
Cosddle e e pedy (el gaball (g Lkl s da ) W1 (3 a0le DUl J 85 (L () 1

[To the father of the trolls, and anyone who believes him, this is my certificate and I am
still unemployed. With this GPA and years of hard work, we accept the private sector but
it did not accept us. What we can say, fire burns only people who stand on it. You are
groups of sheep who support things without understanding.] **’

395

Figure (4-37): https://saudiwomen.ca/unemployment/. And the original:
https://twitter.com/saraalshomari/status/1186244227623260161.

396 Figure (4-37): https://saudiwomen.ca/unemployment/. And the original:
https://twitter.com/saraalshomari/status/1186244227623260161

397 Figure (4-38): https://saudiwomen.ca/unemployment/. And the original:
https://twitter.com/i kwek/status/1185873516647866368.
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The user (@i_kwek) uses an angry tone to stand up to the trolls who reject the campaign
and its supporters for allegedly spreading false information about unemployment in the country.
She attaches the proof of her academic qualifications which have not helped her land a job either
in the more preferable and secure government sector, or in the less desirable private sector where
it is easier to land a job.

Another statement from the user Aseel (@AseelAlsham) similarly states:

1 Omagnndl Cllalall aanip U gia (e 3o {488 1} 4dica )
[Employment is a right.] **®

Without any cushioning or words to contextualize it, this tweet sends a clear message. Aseel
asserts that everyone has the right to hold a job. This statement is succinct and does not utilize
some of the other more common strategies such as asking for specific demands or imploring the
state to help in this crisis.

Another tweet from Lodika (@Billevya) whose biographical sketch on Twitter identifies
her as an environmental specialist says:

glin janll olan ol Cuale JS 80 138 el e ) e L) aa) 8le 5l s calldal i) ) o J )
ora s ) Jsbae s Ja W8 o 5N ) QP
#Y O grall Callalall aans

[First thing I will write and demand even if no one listens to us. Until when I will see this
message every time [ apply on jadara? Life is short and passes quickly, you need to find
a solution for us, it’s unbelievable what’s happening]. **’

398 Figure (4-39): https://saudiwomen.ca/unemployment/. And the original:

https://twitter.com/AseelAlsham/status/1186299462999773188.
399 Figure (4-40): https://saudiwomen.ca/unemployment/. And the original:
https://twitter.com/billevya/status/1184684523197489153.
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In her tweet, she includes a screenshot of the system showing a message: « il cailda g aa 3 Y
cliacads g duadall clia ;57 [there are no jobs available for someone with your degree or specialty.]
Using desperate language, Lodika’s message confirms that even if no one cares, she will
continue to demand employment. She also includes proof of the difficulty she has had finding a
job. This is not an isolated message but is one that is repeated message as the previous tweets
using this hashtag show a certificate or confirmation that they are graduates from a university
abroad.

Unlike any other campaigns discussed thus far in this chapter, many campaigners of both
genders direct their messages and tweets to the King and/or the Crown Prince, asking and even
begging them for a solution. Malak (@Ward1426), for example, who sees this high rate of
unemployment as abnormal, believes it happened on purpose. She asks both the King and the

Crown Prince to pursue an investigation into her claim:

#Y o grall Callalall aaas
O agall gl Rl ULy
Cribal gall sl Al g jma e g A gena ClnY Ja8Y (S1 g A5 s g Aian Jolall Y Ailaia e g Alatda Lidldae

Optmsiall Cali) 5 o) e G Sl S 3

[Our beloved King, our honest Crown Prince,
Unemployment here for us is purposeful and illogical, because there are solutions but
they are not being used, for unknown reasons. Please, find these reasons and put an end

to corruption.] **°

400 Figure (4-41) : https://saudiwomen.ca/unemployment/.
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Calling the King and Prince both heroes, she asks them to rescue graduates. This tweet
from another user who named herself: (Able Y €YY ole 4y X)) (@92222mn) includes a hashtag

that translated reads: “Oh Muhammed Bin Salman, rescue the female graduates™"':

Holala 0 deaaly il yal) 3wl
Ole ady Je G Ehle cilad Glay A4

As we can see in these examples, there are different ways to protest employment in Saudi
Arabia. There are some who demand and directly ask the King and Crown Prince to address the
problem whereas others prefer to stick to facts, statements, or statistics. Also, the hashtags used
on the posts are mixed. Moreover, as in the case of the tweet which speaks directly to the Crown
Prince—"O Mohammed bin Salman, rescue the graduates”—the account’s username itself is
dedicated to the situation, the translation is: “Unemployed Graduate 1423.” It indicates that
though she graduated in the Islamic year 1423, she is still unemployed.

In the same category, there is a tweet that directs its demand to the government, in which
Mnoo (@Mn0o55Mnoo) begs the Crown Prince to find a solution to the unemployment problem:

#an Al Gl d ey geas

gadl (s s VI A 2ey Ll

[We have no one except you my Highness the Crown Prince]. ***

In her tweet, she includes a stylized picture that shows many Saudi women in the background,
holding green files showing that they are seeking jobs, with a picture of Muhammed Bin Salman
at the center of the image, waving. Her words are addressed to him ((<Odale | Led il sgall 5 by 55

401
402

Figure (4-42) : https://saudiwomen.ca/unemployment/.
Figure (4-43): https://saudiwomen.ca/unemployment/. And the original :
https://twitter.com/Mn0o55Mnoo/status/1486448386324770823.
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Another tweet uses a similar strategy of including a montage of pictures of women job
seekers, though a different group of Saudi women. She uses a nickname (J»¥) ! al) which

means, “the bells of hope” (@ajras_f) and writes attaching multiple hashtags:

Hohle cilad Glag A dau giall GLIKH 5 jalie dlaag cilpifiiuall @3l cliSall sy )3 Ll

[EJRNERERN

[We will never give up.] **

This tweet is a good example of how the protest against unemployment is different from other
campaigns in this study. While the others focus on specific subjects and make uses of a limited
number of specific hashtags, the efforts in the unemployment campaign are not as organized. The
campaigners here are more desperate to find jobs and do not focus their protest within particular
circles or in particular ways. Instead, they tweet as much as possible and use a wide variety of
hashtags.

Much as with the other campaigns analyzed in this chapter, Saudi women’s protests
against unemployment also demonstrate a certain sense of humor; the strategy of using mocking
tone in critiquing the unemployment crisis is frequently used. An example of this can be seen
when Shomokh Alabdullah (@SH_Al Abullah) posts a picture of an elderly woman with her
laptop and the caption reads:

AY V¢ aalel) Ailaal Aadl) aal e oa &Ll &

[You have been selected for the national employment program (Jadara) 2070.] **

This means that she will wait until 2070 to be selected for a job through the government

403 Figure (4-44): https://saudiwomen.ca/unemployment/. And the original :

https://twitter.com/ajras f/status/257064174511878146.
404 Figure (4-45): https://saudiwomen.ca/unemployment/. And the original :
https://twitter.com/SH Al Abdullah/status/778968065409187840.
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portal, called Jadara.*”

The protest, as we can see here, does not always or necessarily use an
angry tone or sharp words, as was the case with the campaigns against the guardianship system
and the correction centers. Rather, they use things like cartoons and other caricatures to support
their statements. Most of the tweets are moderate in tone and often direct their demands to the
government without attacking or clashing with them, but rather by asking or imploring the King
and Crown Prince to take action.

A second example in this context is seen in a tweet by (<) May (@8i801) that includes a

picture of a skeleton standing and waving to people in a car, with the caption:

CHY o ganad) cpllalall aeans
23 G Aa
Jhle JS

[A skeleton of unemployed.] *°

The comment being made here is that the skeleton is a person who was still unemployed at such
an advanced age that he died while waiting for the chance at actually being employed, while the
people in the car are fresh graduates joining a job seekers’ line.

In this campaign, a large number of Saudi women participated alongside Saudi men in
demanding that the government provide them with jobs. In Saudi Arabia, the government is
responsible for providing citizens with employment opportunities, and the blame for
unemployment is therefore always directed towards them, even when what is being discussed are
jobs in the private sector. Unlike other campaigns, the unemployment hashtags do not contain

tweets written in English. Although this campaign is more general than others because

495 Jadara is a service enabling job applicants, who are Saudi citizens, to register their personal data, qualifications,

and work experience, with the necessary documents attached. It also enables beneficiaries to provide an electronic
application service for vacancies that are announced by government agencies. See:
https://www.my.gov.sa/wps/portal/snp/servicesDirectory/servicedetails/6046 .

406 Figure (4-46): https://saudiwomen.ca/unemployment/. And the original :
https://twitter.com/81801/status/1184702816834801664.
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unemployment is a shared concern of both genders, its demands, the language used, and the tone
are not as powerful as in the other cases. This leads me to argue that the campaigns for women’s
rights generally use stronger and more powerful language. Moreover, the protesters in this last
campaign are asking and sometimes imploring the government—the King and the Crown
Prince—for employment opportunities whereas the other campaigns are more focused on

criticizing not asking.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Saudi women’s Twitter is a rich source of protest material on a wide range of
issues and campaigns, as well as a location in which to find a breadth of language and creative
expression. In this chapter, I have isolated and investigated a range of protest tweets and
hashtags, and from this I focused on a range of campaigns that worked through them. In the
campaigns and hashtags, men and women share in the protests, though in the chapter I have
continued with my focus on women’s creative expression of protest. Whether issues benefit
women only or all citizens, Saudi women Twitter users have shown a commitment to struggle
and protest through powerful and creative language—both in tone and style. Throughout this
chapter, I have argued that Saudi women have worked tirelessly to defend their rights, with
patience, humour, and creative use of language.

Saudi women protesting on Twitter in English is unlike any other protest platform
discussed in this dissertation. It is remarkable how women express themselves on Twitter as
compared to other platforms that I discussed in previous chapters, including blogs, videos, and
interviews for example. If we look at the use of language in Saudi women’s blogging, for

example, we can recall how Eman Al Nafjan used English—though she was one of the only
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Saudi women bloggers to do so. Within Saudi women’s Twitter protests, there is a trend for
twitter users to use English more frequently, though not always exclusively. On this platform,
people can and do switch between languages easily. Many tweets in the various campaigns were
written in English. This might be to target an English-reading audience and/or to avoid the more
conservative Saudi Twitter users who do not access or engage with English material. The
English language is often used not only in the tweets themselves, but also the hashtags attached
to them. This flexibility in switching between languages has given Saudi women the possibility
to access and reach international audiences.

Moreover, another feature of Saudi women’s protest using Twitter as a platform is in
relation to the tone and style of language—in Arabic as well as in English. The ironic, sarcastic,
angry, and defiant tone, and style evoked by many users is much more prominent on Twitter than
elsewhere. This is not the case to such a degree in any of the literature analyzed in the
dissertation, including poetry, memoir, and the novel, nor for example within later, internet-
based protests, like blogs. The open access and the ability to be anonymous on Twitter help to
shift the language and the tone of the protest.

A final feature of Saudi women’s protest on Twitter is the way that visual images,
especially photographs, work together with words to promote their messages. In the tweets I
have analyzed here, a significant number combine words with images. These photos are at times
used as documentary evidence to support what is being argued in the tweet—as in the photo of
the detention center showing its lack of windows—to demonstrate support for a particular
campaign—for example, to prove the existence of Saudi women protester with the images of
Saudi national identification cards—or even just to include a visual image that itself can be

powerful without any words at all.
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In conclusion, Twitter has been a platform in which Saudi women have found refuge and
the space to express themselves freely and moreover to protest their rights in an open space away
from government censorship and the shaming by tribal and societal forces. Moreover, the
journey of Saudi women’s creative expression of protest is able to be seen so well on Twitter as

it is a free and open space for protest, one of the reasons that it is so popular even today.
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Conclusion

When I was ten years old, long before the Arab Spring, my sister and I once participated
in our own form of protest. Because of his busy schedule one weekend, my father made a
unilateral decision not to take us to our family’s farm—a place we enjoyed because we loved
nature and the freedom to roam around. We got to work and prepared our posters, writing: “ ¥
4 sl [No for the Dictatorship]. We stood in front of the door to my parents’ bedroom and
started to shout “4, 5UiSall Jaius” [Down with the Dictatorship]. I remember this protest as a
formative moment— not because I was protesting an insurmountable injustice; after all this was
concerning a simple weekend activity, but because protesting felt like a natural or organic
response to a perceived injustice. I remember when I was a bit older, my friend was being beaten
up by her father after she received a marriage proposal from a man that her father had suggested.
He hurt her not because she had protested her father’s support of this proposal, but because she
responded to it questioning the match, because she was a university lecturer and an academic
whereas the man in question had little education or interest in education, holding neither a high
school degree nor a job. My friend, unfortunately, ended up marrying this man. The outcome of
these two anecdotes is that my friend unfortunately got married to this man and I ended up going
went with my family to the farm the next weekend after my “protest.”

These two anecdotes exemplify the diversity and breadth of Saudi women’s experience,
while the story that the world hears about Saudi women and their protest movements, both
regionally and internationally, is extremely limited and has mostly focused on the driving ban.
But while this was a large and effective campaign, most Saudi women’s protest is not limited to

this one issue. What this dissertation has shown is that Saudi women have been protesting a great
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number of issues for a long time in multiple ways, and have asserted themselves and their
authority through them.

In this dissertation, I have examined Saudi women’s creative expressions of protest,
arguing that this extremely wide range of creative expression has gone virtually unnoticed both
in scholarship on Arab women and Arab protest, as well as within the Arab protest scene itself.
As I have shown throughout this dissertation, the kinds of protests expressed by Saudi women
have increased and become more visible through time both within writing in various forms as
well as in other kinds of expression, using different methods. Saudi women have always
protested; this has been more implicit where they used literary techniques in different ways to
encode messages in poetry and prose. Other forms of self-expression are clearer, more direct,
and explicit. As I show in Chapter Four, for example, explicit, direct protest reached new levels
for Saudi women using Twitter, where they express and present their analyses, critiques, and
demands in these ways.

Though this was not a major focus of the dissertation, throughout my analyses I have
grappled with the question of what the word “protest” means and how I might think about
“protest culture” in a society where these notions are explicitly guarded against at many levels,
from the child in the family, the pupil at school, all the way through the life cycle, as I
highlighted in the opening to my introduction. What does protest mean locally, within Saudi
women’s lexicon? I have spent quite some time thinking about how some of what I categorized
as phenomenal and brave acts of protests by Saudi women would not be considered as
revolutionary in a place like Montreal where I am currently writing this dissertation. I have

considered a number of elements in the works I studied here to be protest including: explicitly
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confirming self-esteem, opinions that are out of the norm in one’s context, identifying oneself as
existing outside of the group, society, culture, family, and/or tribe and nation.

Although the creative expressions I have identified and studied in the dissertation are
different in genre and targets for protest, | am reading them as related to each other in how they
form a larger picture of how and what Saudi women protest against. In my analysis of these
diverse forms of expression, I find that the women protesters combine bravery and creativity to
produce an angry and effective protest voice. My dissertation responds to the emergence of
increased and increasing feminist self-representation among Saudi women. Within the twenty-
first century, and with the coming of the internet this has been more widespread and social
critique has been much more visible. As writers, bloggers, and other social media users have
started to garner more national, regional, and international attention, they are able to air their
critiques more freely and safely. I have focused not only on these protests here, but also on those
that have often gone unnoticed.

My aim in this dissertation has been to use multiple genres to provide contextual readings
of Saudi women’s expressions of protest. I have thus shown how Saudi women’s creative
expressions of protest work differently in these different forms. The literary genres that I
analyzed in Chapter One, poetry and fiction, have been used to protest many things. One theme I
focused on was how they expose the family structure and certain roles--specifically mothers and
the ways mothers treat daughters differently within sexist, patriarchal family structures. These
works also protest racism in Saudi society, extremist fatwas, and the sexism of the tribal system
that structures society. As I point out, most of these protests are encoded within more and less
sophisticated literary techniques, so the messages must be teased out more carefully. In my

analyses, I found that in writing published in print, most expressions of protest avoid mentioning
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government policies directly and instead protest what are identified as “social norms.” This can
include things that are more clearly “social issues” as well as others such as the male
guardianship system, which has roots in policy making not in “society.” Targeting society has
been a method that Saudi women have used to avoid the censors and get their work in print and
thus they have protested the tribal system, familial sexism, and social injustices.

This implicit style of protest makes way for a more explicit kind of expression in
Chapter Two, focused on women writing directly about their lives autobiographically. In these
works, Saudi women focus on their local spaces and widen the targets of their protest. Some of
the targets of their critique that I focus on in Chapter Two include social regulations that work
against women, including the ban on women driving, and direct criticism of government
officials. In the discussion in Chapter Three I focus on expressions that became possible after the
internet became accessible to more Saudi women. The coming of the internet has amplified the
voices of Saudi women and they are able in these works to bravely protest government
regulations against them including the driving ban for women and the male guardianship system.
In the analysis of the works in this chapter I show how they analyze and confront issues. It is
important to note here that Saudi women do not limit their protests to targeting only their abusers
or demanding rights for Saudi women alone. It is crucial here to note how they protest other
important national issues like poverty, normalization with Israel, unemployment, and again
extremist fatwas. The focus is not always local or national, but as we see Saudi women have
used internet protests internationally, for example, in solidarity with Palestine.

In the case studies examined in the four chapters, I have paid particular attention also to
the language/s of Saudi women’s protest. I discovered that many different factors influenced the

ways in which women formulated their language/s of creative expression. These most
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importantly include: the literary forms they used, if their works are published in print or in
virtual forms, if they are written or spoken. Moreover, language is combined with other creative
expressions in new ways within social media platforms, allowing for a greater range of ways for
Saudi women to exploit their creativity in courageous protests. For example, they make ample
use of pictures, cartoons, videos, and other artistic forms to make their point. One can think of
the example from Chapter Four where women used photos of their identity cards in relation to
their messages to cleverly protest those who claimed they were not true or authentic Saudis.
This study has highlighted the work of Saudi women in creative expressions, shedding
light on how they are struggling to achieve liberation in their own contexts. It explores how they
challenge policies that limit Saudi women’s movement and expression. It also amplifies the
voices of the relatively limited number of Saudi women protesters who express their
disagreement with different ideologies, policies, and customs within Saudi Arabia. By exploring
features of Saudi women’s creative expressions protest, this dissertation gives insight into them
and calls for more studies of Saudi women’s literature, Saudi women’s creative expressions more
generally, their contribution to protest culture/s, and moreover the study of Saudi women and

their gendered experiences as well.
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