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Khadija’s Daughters


ONE AFTERNOON WHEN I WAS NEARLY TEN YEARS OLD, MY father, a geophysicist, took me and my younger sister along on one of his regular work trips to a gas field in northern Punjab, a few hours’ drive from the capital, Islamabad, where I grew up. Pakistan doesn’t have much oil or gas, and most exploration of its limited supply is done by the national oil and gas development corporation, which my father worked for in the first half of his working life. It was a blistering hot summer day in a barren landscape of dry, sepia-colored rocks. Dotting this desolate landscape at regular intervals were scores of men placing seismometers into the ground. These small machines read sound waves to develop a picture of the formation of rocks thousands of meters below the surface.


I had been to my father’s office in Islamabad many times before, spending an hour or two there after school while he finished up his work, but it was my first time at the field. At the office were many “uncles,” friends and colleagues of my father’s who sent their children to the same schools and often socialized together with their families in the evenings and on weekends. This wholly male community of geologists, geophysicists, and engineers and their families made up a small, middle-class urban tribe.


Several of those uncles were at the field that day. One of them announced very proudly that the firm had just finished building a women’s bathroom and my sister and I could now use it. I was mildly surprised that they had bothered to build a women’s bathroom out here, but didn’t think more of it and the conversation moved on. As a young science aficionado, I was more interested in an explanation of how the seismometers worked. My father, perhaps without knowing the revolution he was about to start in his daughter’s mind, took me over to one of the cabins and knocked on the door. Out came a woman carrying a long roll of seismic graphs. Her name was Nazia, and she was one of the company’s first female field engineers. I was dumbstruck as she greeted us and remained so as she explained how the seismometers worked. I didn’t ask any follow-up questions on the technology, as I normally would have, to the misery of most adults. Instead, my mind was buzzing with questions about her—but I was too shy to ask them directly. I spent the rest of the visit waiting impatiently to get back to the car.


When we did finally start driving back, I launched into a stream of questions. How come Nazia was a field engineer? Despite growing up around geophysicists, geologists, and field engineers, I had never heard of a woman in these professions, and I’d certainly never seen one. How come she was allowed to be at the field? I didn’t know women could work in a place full of men or live in a gas field trailer alone. What did her parents or husband think? I didn’t think a woman could make such a bold choice without someone granting her permission. How could she wear shalwar kameez—the long shirt and loose trousers that most women in Pakistan wear—with a hard hat and boots? The only outdoorsy type of women I had ever seen were women working in rice fields, who dressed in traditional local outfits, or adventurous women in Western books and movies who wore Western clothes. A Pakistani white-collar woman in local clothes working in a gas field and using the safety equipment required in such an environment was more cognitive dissonance than my ten-year-old mind could handle.


My questions and the assumptions and biases behind them were a product of the time and place I grew up in. In 1990, only 2 percent of college-age women in Pakistan actually went to university, and barely 13 percent went to high school. Fewer than four million adult women—just 14 percent of the total adult female population—were part of the Pakistani workforce. Of course I had met educated, working women. There were my teachers in school, and my mother and grandmother were teachers. The latest doctor I had visited had been a woman, and one of my aunts was a doctor. Yet, despite their proximity to my life, and even with a child’s eye, I knew that working women were very rare in the society around me and that teaching and medicine were among the very few professions in which women’s work was socially sanctioned.1


But a woman who studied to become a field engineer and then chose to practice her profession on a gas field full of men—her image is burned into my mind to this day because of all that she represented. A woman who held her own in a man’s world. An educated woman who earned her own money. A woman who made her own independent choices. A woman who was respected professionally by men like my father and his colleagues. She was a type of woman I had never before seen in my young life. The type of woman most girls in Pakistan didn’t get to see. But once seen, she could not be unseen.


For men like my father, who was already convinced that women should be able to study, having these early pioneering female colleagues showed them firsthand that their daughters might have a viable path for professional fulfillment too, even in fields that men of my father’s generation had never considered. As the first in his family to go to university, my father saw education as a path to the middle class. But he also enjoyed learning, and so he was always trying to expand our minds with talk of science, math, and politics, subjects he loved to discuss. Soon after that trip to the gas field—and soon after Nazia’s start in the company—he began to speculate excitedly about all the things we could do with our future acquired knowledge. In one such chat, he proposed that my sister could become a pilot, because the Pakistan Air Force had just started to train women. Another time he speculated that I could become a news anchor, because Pakistan Television, the state-owned television network, had starting recruiting more women. At first, I was surprised, just as I was when I met Nazia. I had never imagined that these were possibilities for us, because, well, we were girls and I thought our options were limited. We could go into teaching or even medicine perhaps, if we were lucky. But before long I too caught his enthusiasm and was imagining a new future for myself. Change was in the air.


That change has accelerated very rapidly since the turn of the millennium. Since 1990, when there were fewer than four million working women in a Pakistani population of 107 million, the population has almost doubled, but the number of working women has nearly quadrupled, and much of that acceleration happened in the last decade. Fifteen million women now participate in Pakistan’s labor force.2 Working women are still a small percentage of the adult female population—around 25 percent—but the increase in their numbers represents an economic and cultural shift of enormous magnitude.


Fifteen million women are renegotiating their own and their families’ norms and values. They are setting out of the house for reasons their mothers never had. They are earning an income, as only their fathers, husbands, and brothers may have done in the past. They are spending their new income in new ways, exercising power over markets that may have ignored them in the past or simply never existed without their purchasing power. They are shaping their workplaces—schools, hospitals, corporate offices, armies, factories, and yes, gas fields—in unprecedented ways. They are envisaging a different future for their daughters and changing their sons’ preconceptions of women’s role in society as limited just because of who they are. And by planting the seed of an idea in the minds of millions of other little girls, the daughters of their neighbors, friends, and relatives—the idea that they too can work someday—they are spreading a movement from one generation to another.


This shift has not been limited to Pakistan. A quiet but powerful tsunami of working women has swept across the Muslim world. In all, 155 million women work in the Muslim world today, and fifty million of them—a full third—have joined the workforce since the turn of the millennium alone, a formidable migration from home to work in the span of less than a generation.


As a result, more young Muslim women work and earn an income than ever before in the history of Islam. Through this simple but unprecedented act, they have changed their own destiny, the future of their economies, the shape of their societies, and perhaps even the world.


A Role Model at the Origin


The first convert to Islam was a businesswoman.


She was a wealthy trader who inherited her father’s business and later expanded it into an even more impressive enterprise. At one point, she offered a job to a man. He accepted, and then conducted a trading mission from Mecca to Syria under the tutelage of his female CEO.


Her name was Khadija, he was the Prophet Muhammad, and the two later married.


Khadija’s personal loyalty and dedication to the Prophet were essential pillars of support in their early days of spreading the message of Islam. So too was the safety net of wealth and financial independence she was able to provide for him and early converts in a hostile environment.


These details were taught so dryly and rapidly in my childhood schools—and indeed even in schools today—that it took me until now, while researching this book, to realize how much subtle power they might hold in shaping the minds of Muslim women. For many Muslim girls and young women, Khadija is one of the few influential female role models they learn about through their own religion. She, perhaps more than anyone else in the history of the religion, legitimizes the possibility of Muslim women’s independence, both economically and socially.


The epic battle between work, professional fulfillment, and selfhood, on the one hand, and marriage and motherhood, on the other, plays out in many cultures around the world. Although scholars and religious authorities’ interpretations of Islam on the matter of women’s education, work, and family roles vary vastly by sect and geography, there is near-universal reverence among Muslims for Khadija, who is often referred to as the Mother of the Believers. This reverence sends a powerful if implicit signal, to ordinary men and women alike, that women who work and earn money can also be good wives and mothers. It underscores that women’s economic independence can be good for all without being in conflict with their family roles.


Today Khadija’s legacy is reflected in the fifty million women who are emerging as new economic actors. These entrepreneurs, employees, and CEOs are redefining what it means to be a woman in the modern Muslim world.


There is an untold and still unfolding story hidden in the lives of these women, and it started in their classrooms. In just a generation or two, a widespread education movement has elevated the prospects of women in Muslim countries, especially in the Arab states of the Persian Gulf, parts of North Africa, the newly industrializing countries of Southeast Asia, and Central and Western Asia. Most of these governments, especially those that possess oil wealth, have made massive investments in education over the last decades, rapidly lifting primary and secondary education rates from abysmally low starting points only forty years ago. Progress in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia has been slower.


The shift has also occurred for women in higher education. In two-thirds of the Muslim-majority countries covered here (see the next section), university enrollment rates for women now exceed those for men, in part owing to investments put in place several decades ago. In Algeria, Bahrain, Kazakhstan, Kuwait, Kyrgyzstan, Qatar, Tunisia, and the United Arab Emirates, women’s university enrollment rates are higher than those of men by double digits. In many countries of the Muslim world, these education revolutions are much bigger than in other emerging markets. In Bahrain, Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia, university enrollment of college-age women exceeds rates in Mexico, China, Brazil, and India.


With female education becoming deeply rooted and normalized within family structures, the next wave of change has started to build: women are going to work. Where are these fifty million women? Over nine million new women have entered the labor force in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, over ten million in Indonesia, over ten million in Bangladesh, over eight million in Pakistan, nearly three million in Turkey, over two million in Iran, and over a million each in Malaysia, Sudan, and Uzbekistan.


These ordinary women have made conscious, and often deeply personal and brave, decisions to do something—work—that is at once mundane and yet utterly profound. This extraordinary shift is at its heart a dramatic human movement in which economics trumps culture.


And it has happened at unprecedented speed. The changes in women’s employment that took place over the course of half a century in the United States have been compressed into just a little over a decade in today’s Muslim world, where they are set to continue at a significantly faster pace. Imagine if the United States had been transformed in just a few years from the era of the “Feminine Mystique” in the 1960s to the “Lean-In” era of the 2010s. In essence, that is the magnitude of the change sweeping the working women of the Muslim world today. The context, however, for this exponential change—the economic drivers, the use of technology, the globalization of goods and ideas, the cultural caution, and the societal adaptation—is entirely unique to this moment in the Muslim world.



The Muslim World


Today’s Muslim world comprises 1.6 billion people, one-fifth of the world’s population. Half of these people are women: one in every ten of us on the planet, or eight hundred million women in all. That’s more than the combined populations of the United States, Russia, and Brazil. Or put another way, there are more Muslim women in the world than there are Chinese women or Indian women, who hail from the two most populous countries in the world.


The oft-uttered phrase “the Muslim world” suggests a monolithic body but in fact covers a vast spread of geographies, cultures, and economies. Most of the world’s Muslims live in over fifty countries where they are the majority. These include the oil-rich states of the Arabian Gulf—Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE)—which boast very high per capita incomes and relatively small populations.3 Countries such as Malaysia, Turkey, Iran, Jordan, and Tunisia have upper-middle-income levels, with annual income per capita between US$4,000 and US$12,000. The nations where the per capita income falls in the lower-middle range include Morocco, Pakistan, Indonesia, Egypt, Bangladesh, and Tajikistan. Finally, the Muslim countries with low income per capita include economies and cultures as diverse as Afghanistan, Mali, and Niger. Many Muslims also live in countries where they are not a majority but their absolute numbers are still in the millions, like India, Nigeria, and Ethiopia.


This book looks at thirty countries in particular for data: those with at least 60 percent Muslim citizens, populations over one million, and an average annual income of US$1,026 per capita or higher.4 Sixteen are in the MENA region—Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen. Two are in sub-Saharan Africa—Sudan and Mauritania. Eight are in Europe and Central Asia—Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kosovo, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkey, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. Finally, two are in South Asia—Pakistan and Bangladesh—and two are in East Asia—Indonesia and Malaysia. Six of these economies are high-income, ten are upper-middle-income, and fourteen are lower-middle-income. In all, they account for 1.2 billion Muslims.


The combined gross domestic product (GDP) (adjusted for purchasing power parity [PPP]) of these thirty Muslim-majority countries, at nearly US$14 trillion, represents almost 12 percent of global GDP. This percentage of GDP is nearly as high as that of the two largest economies in the world, the United States (over US$18 trillion) and China (over US$19 trillion), according to 2015 figures. Since the turn of the millennium, half of these thirty countries have had average growth rates of 5 percent or more. In that same fifteen-year period, the United States grew by 2 percent, Brazil by slightly more than 3 percent, China by over 9 percent, and India by 7 percent.5


Many of these Muslim economies continue to be a source of international interest, owing to their large market size, natural resources, agricultural production, manufacturing, and tourism and other services—or their geopolitical relevance. The high-income, oil-producing Muslim countries have provided the fuel base for much of the world’s energy needs during the last decades; even as oil prices have plunged, they remain attractive markets. The middle-income group includes some of the highest-potential markets in the Muslim world. Six of them—Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey—were identified by Goldman Sachs as among the “Next 11” economies with promising outlooks for investment and future growth.6 Most of them have in fact lived up to their promises for growth, despite the global economic crisis and the political instability several of them have experienced recently.


According to the data, each of these economies has already experienced major changes in women’s education and employment—and they are poised for more. This is not to suggest that the work is complete, nor that the advent of “womenomics” in the Muslim world has led to gender equality or even debate over the desirability of gender equality, in the economy or otherwise.7 The gaps between women’s and men’s labor force participation remain large across most Muslim-majority countries. Many women are still held back by cultures, norms, and religious interpretations that diminish their opportunity to learn or earn—and that sometimes even curtail their basic safety, identity, and dignity. Many live in countries where poor governance, conflict, or economic downturns, rather than culture, hold back generations of both women and men from education and jobs.


But in the aggregate, the change under way today is unleashing a domino effect that may well be unstoppable. As more and more girls go to school and university, and as more and more women join the workforce, they change the world around them through their newfound agency. Their talents, skills, spending power, and ideas are a vital fuel for the economies of their countries. In the Middle East alone, if female labor force participation rose to its full potential by 2025, the GDP of the region would spike by 47 percent.8 Even if female participation across the MENA region were to rise only to the same levels as the best-performing country in the region by 2015, estimates suggest an 11 percent increase in GDP. The simple and yet extraordinarily complex phenomenon of women working can lead to economic prosperity—and strengthen the conditions for greater societal stability—in the Muslim world.


Businesses and policymakers are starting to notice, and what they do next will guide some of the most important change the Muslim world has ever seen. If they begin in earnest the broader regulatory work of eliminating barriers to women’s participation in their companies and economies, they will unleash the power of the new female economy. And that matters not only to the eight hundred million women in the Muslim world but to the world at large.


Although the majority of their populations identify as Muslim, the countries covered in this book are by no means economically, racially, and culturally homogenous. Far from it. Interpretations and sects of Islam also vary greatly across and within these economies. Some people are deeply pious, others are nominally practicing, and some practice not at all. But these countries all share the common thread of Muslim identity, however weak or strong it may be in each society. And the same forces that are exposing the Western world and the Muslim world to each other are also leading to more exchange and exposure within the Muslim world, including among working women who are noticing the diversity of ways in which different types of Muslim women are reconciling work, family, and faith.


Untold Stories


I love data. Data reveal fascinating patterns that allow us to see that large numbers of people are making new decisions. It’s what first got me excited about writing this book.


But while data reveal trends, they do not tell us why trends occur. To understand what these numbers about Muslim women’s employment meant, I needed to learn more about the lives of the women who represent them. I spoke to 200 women, as well as some men, from different classes, countries, and professions to understand the factors that led fifty million Muslim women to the workforce, an act with scant precedent in their own families and little public backing in their societies. I reported from inside their homes to understand individual and household decisions, from inside the businesses that sought their skills and their cash, and from inside the government agencies trying to regulate this enormous economic opportunity. In all, I visited sixteen countries, representing just over half of the thirty that this book’s data foundation rests on and nearly 70 percent of their population: I went to Tunisia, Morocco, and Egypt in North Africa; Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Iran, the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Qatar, and Bahrain in the Middle East; Turkey and Azerbaijan at the edges of Europe; Pakistan in South Asia; Kazakhstan in Central Asia; and Indonesia and Malaysia in East Asia.


The challenge that I had expected—that of gaining access to the homes and workplaces of these women, across a range of income levels—was almost never a problem. From my very first reporting trip I came away surprised at not only the number of people, men and women alike, who were willing to help me get access to the women I wanted to profile but also the women’s candor once I reached them. We discussed their new education and employment opportunities, the impact on their families, and their hopes for the future. Over the course of our conversations, we navigated a minefield of potential taboos—money, marriage, clothing, and religion—with unexpected frankness.9


Within the first few minutes of our encounters, my interviewees would often ask me questions, and three in particular: Where was I from originally? Was I from a Muslim family? And what was I writing about? After giving my answers—I am from Pakistan, and yes, my family is Muslim, and I am trying to find out the realities behind the numbers about working women in your country—I often felt like I had passed some kind of test. Many expressed frustration that even though they could feel the positive changes in their daily lives and see them reflected in the anecdotes of a growing number of women around them, the narrative about Muslim women remains largely negative in the West and largely unspoken within their own societies. Some stated outright that they were tired of seeing only negative stories about Muslim women coming out of the West and hoped their story could contribute to changing that portrayal. Others felt strongly that while women’s growing educational and employment opportunities are indeed important, the traditional choices of motherhood and marriage should be respected too. But whatever their personal views, I often left receiving hugs, handshakes, or blessings from my interviewees, with appeals to “make sure you tell our story.”


They had a point. When it comes to Muslim countries, the public conversation in the West often stalls on extremism and security. Surely, these are important, if not evocative, narratives. But they are far from the only narratives. When it comes to women in the Muslim world, there are major concerns, ranging from discriminatory laws to policing of their clothing to physical violence to honor killings carried out in the name of religion or culture. But there is also rising education and employment among them that has unfurled economic, social, and political power they have not had before. Both of these narratives can be true at the same time, in the same countries, in the same cities, in the same communities, and sometimes even within the same families. Women’s economic empowerment opens up the path to other forms of agency. And the widening set of choices for one set of women slowly opens up choices for other women in their societies. Economics trumps culture—and then shapes culture.


One way to understand this book is to know what it is not. It is not the tired story of the downtrodden women of Islam. Neither is it an unrealistic and apologetic ode to the respectful place granted to women in Islamic societies. The reality is more complex. This book is about the new opportunities changing the everyday lives of millions of women in the Muslim world and the dynamism they are bringing to their communities and economies. It is written for these women but also for those men and women—policymakers, business leaders, civil society leaders, and individuals—who want to learn more about them, grow their numbers, and support them, rather than save or censure them.


As I was writing, I considered the potential reactions to a book that focuses on a segment of women in Muslim societies for whom a largely positive economic story is unfolding. My Western readers might wonder why I do not elaborate more on those women who have not been part of the education revolution, or those who face the overt discrimination and, at times, violence that have become almost synonymous with women’s treatment in Muslim societies. And when I thought about my Muslim world readers, I also felt conflicted. These societies, just like any other in the world, are mosaics, and addressing just one part of the story, especially when there is a hunger among young Muslim women for narratives that reflect the diversity and complexity of their experience, could be construed as an oversimplification.


I understand—and anticipate—these points of view. I ultimately chose to keep the focus on the growing segment of working women across the vast section of humanity that makes up all Muslim women, because their story remains largely untold. Understanding more about their lives is imperative for understanding the rest of their modern societies, today and in the future. I start by laying out the shift in education over the last decades and how it created the foundation for the present-day trends in the labor force. I then dive deeper into the implications for women who have made the migration from home to work and the uncharted waters they often have to navigate in their societies as they do so, the unprecedented new opportunities offered to them by digital technologies, and the impact of their newly expanded set of options on the marriage market. Next, I explore the role of leaders—in both the economic and political space—in helping or hindering the change under way, and finally, what the future might hold for the working women of the Muslim world. I share the lives of about thirty women—and men—in depth in the pages that follow in addition to insights from scores of others. Some are low-skilled workers; others are intellectuals or business practitioners; still others are some of the richest or most powerful business and political leaders in the world. Through their stories, across their countries and regions, we can begin to understand how the sweeping changes in education and employment for women unfolded and how they are creating a new future.


The millions of individual decisions being made in households and families about education and employment for women eventually add up to a massive new segment of work and productivity, and subsequently an unprecedented rising—and very likely disruptive—power. If these women, Khadija’s modern-day daughters, are successful in harnessing that power, they may well unleash a new golden age in the Muslim world.
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Education Pioneers


ONE OF THE MOST POWERFUL FIGURES IN MY LIFE WAS MY maternal grandmother. Unlike most women of her generation in Pakistan, she was relatively well educated, having earned a bachelor’s degree. The only girl among five siblings, she graduated from high school in 1932, a time when most girls simply never went to school. Then, while teaching at a high school in Punjab, she began to study for a teaching degree. Studying—and working—outside the home was rare among the female native Muslim population in British India at the time, and my grandmother donned a full burqa when heading to work to protect her modesty.


Her Kashmiri parents sent the boys to college but wouldn’t agree to send her, as the nearest college was in another city and it would have been frowned upon in their rural community to send a young girl away alone. They did, however, allow her to continue independent studies toward the degree from home. When she was selected for a government scholarship to complete her bachelor’s degree in teaching (now bachelor of education) from Lady Maclagan Training College in Lahore, her parents realized that she was gifted and they agreed to let her attend. She spent the two decades after her graduation teaching high school history, English, and physical education. Unexpectedly, at age thirty-nine, she married my grandfather, ten years her junior; theirs was a highly unconventional match in the early 1950s in the new independent nation of Pakistan.


My grandmother insisted that all four of her own children—all daughters—complete university education; overcoming her and her husband’s initial cultural discomfort because her own parents had eventually agreed to do the same for her, she sent them to large public urban universities in the 1970s. Her eldest daughter, my mother, holds one of the first PhDs in environmental science in the country, and she retired last year after a thirty-year teaching career in Islamabad. Her other daughters, my aunts, are also professional women: one is a public health professional, one is a high-ranking government official, and the youngest is a food business owner. They are all part of the small but growing Pakistani middle class that provides a vital and stable economic backbone in an often volatile political environment.


The impact of education ripples across time, changing what people pass on to future generations. I grew up in the 1980s and 1990s between Lahore, the cultural heart of Pakistan, and Islamabad, the country’s capital. It was common practice to spend weeks if not months during school holidays with paternal and maternal grandparents, so we often visited my maternal grandparents in their rural rice-farming town in central Punjab. I have fond memories of listening to my grandmother’s stories about her daughters when they were children, but also of having her help me with my homework and forever imparting a love of languages as she tried to teach me some Farsi, her third language in addition to Urdu and English.


I might have thought this was quite normal were it not for the fact that my paternal grandmother, like the majority of women of her generation, was not as well educated. For a brief period after high school, she had started training as a nurse but was soon stopped by one of her brothers. She would often tell her children that had she been able to continue she would surely and rapidly have become a matron (chief nurse). Having traveled for a brief time on a path to economic independence and having believed in her own leadership abilities, she knew what might have been possible. But having been stopped, she also saw the roadblocks for women in her society. Unsurprisingly, she would often lament the fact that there were too many female grandchildren in her family. This sentiment echoed much of what I heard in the society around me, so I never found it shocking. She didn’t love her granddaughters any less than she would have loved grandsons—she was constantly praying for us, cooking our favorite foods, and using her natural storytelling abilities to share old folk tales. But it was common to hear adults around me, both male and female, sometimes even other children, kindly wish for our family to have more sons. My maternal grandmother, however, never expressed this desire. Instead, she always encouraged us girls to study, to learn, and to expand our minds. I loved both my grandmothers of course, but at a very young age I started to realize that my maternal grandmother’s life was rare for her time and that education, followed by economic opportunity, had been fundamental to creating a different mind-set and a different path for her.


My grandmother’s, mother’s, and aunts’ stories used to be unusual. But today they are representative of the education revolution happening in millions of families in Pakistan—and more broadly across the Muslim world. The education revolution has created a virtuous cycle of vastly more education coupled with economic independence for a new generation. Its implications, for these countries and for the world at large, are profound.


A Revolution in the Muslim World


The billion and a quarter people who live in the thirty Muslim-majority economies this book covers are a relatively young population. Their countries’ economic growth has been accompanied by a demographic transition in recent decades: mortality rates have declined faster than fertility rates, resulting in rapid population growth. Muslims are therefore younger, with a median age of twenty-three years, than the overall global population (median age of twenty-eight years).1 For example, in Pakistan and Egypt, nearly one-third of each nation’s population is between the ages of fifteen and twenty-nine. This youth bulge represents the Muslim world’s own “baby boom”—a new generation that holds new attitudes, has acquired new knowledge, and uses new technologies that were never available to the generation before them.


This fifteen- to twenty-nine-year-old Muslim cohort is also the most educated generation ever seen in these countries, and the largest cohort to have entered the labor market in these economies at one time. Roughly half of them have a primary education, one-third have secondary education, and nearly one in ten have continued with college or additional schooling. And this advance in education levels has been rapid. For example, in Saudi Arabia under 2 percent of all young adults of college age in 1970 were in college.2 By 1990, that figure had reached 9 percent. Today 57 percent of college-age Saudis are in college—roughly the same level as the United States in 1983.


This exponential growth in university education has not been limited to the wealthiest countries. In Turkey, for instance, the number of college-age people enrolled in college has gone up from 5 percent in 1970 and 13 percent in 1990 to 79 percent today—about the same as the United States in 2003. There are some exceptions. In Pakistan, Afghanistan, and the low-income economies of sub-Saharan Africa, the university enrollment rate is still under 10 percent. And in three former Soviet republics—Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan—the rates have declined slightly since the high levels reached during the final years of the Soviet Union. Yet broadly speaking, not only are these economies growing, but they are poised for further growth because the younger members of their workforces are more educated than before.3


Most remarkable, however, is who receives this education. In 1947, when Pakistan was formed and when my grandmother was teaching at a girls’ school, the literacy rate for women was only around 12 percent; by 1980, the year I was born, it had risen only to 15 percent.4 Today it’s around 46 percent. Although there is a long way to go before all girls and women in Pakistan attain basic literacy, the pace of change in the last thirty-five years far exceeds that of the preceding thirty-five years. What’s more, the rate of change has sped up for girls in particular over the last decade or so, compared to boys, although there is still a persistent gender gap in education indicators. Primary enrollment in 2002 was at 48 percent for girls and 70 percent for boys. Today it’s at 67 percent for girls and 78 percent for boys. Girls have enrolled at more than twice the rate that boys have over the last decade as access to education improves and more and more Pakistani families break with tradition and send their daughters to school for the first time. Secondary enrollment for girls was at 28 percent in 2006 while boys were at 36 percent. Today 36 percent of girls and 46 percent of boys are enrolled in secondary education. In university, only 2 percent of women and 3 percent of men enrolled a decade ago. Today there are more women than men enrolled in higher education, at just a little over 10 percent.


This unprecedented catch-up, which would have been unthinkable in my grandmother’s generation or my mother’s generation or even during my own college years in the early 2000s, has occurred in every single Muslim-majority country, leading to a complete reversal of the university gender gap in some cases. In some countries, the catch-up has been so pronounced that there are now more women than men in university. For example, in Indonesia, women’s enrollment has gone up from under 2 percent in 1970 to nearly 33 percent today. By contrast, men’s enrollment has gone up from slightly more than 4 percent in 1970 to 29 percent today. In those countries where the gaps between male and female university enrollments haven’t yet closed, they soon will. In Turkey, both women and men enroll in university in much greater numbers than before, but women are enrolling at higher rates than men. Even in countries where the overall numbers in higher education have not made a leap, women’s enrollment rates are going up faster than men’s, bringing women closer to parity with men in university enrollment.5


As a result of these shifts, the education gender gap—in primary, secondary, and higher education—in the current working-age population in the Muslim world is already the narrowest it has ever been in history. Of the 240 million men who are twenty-five or older across the thirty countries studied here, 30 million have a university education. Of the 236 million women in these countries in the same age cohort, nearly 25 million hold university degrees. In the future workforces of these economies, this gap will disappear entirely if recent enrollment trends hold. Overall, of the 32 million young people currently enrolled in tertiary education across the Muslim world, half are women.6


These changes are even more significant because they represent very large proportions of the younger women in these countries’ populations, numbers that are often higher than in many other emerging markets. For example, in Saudi Arabia ten years ago, about 30 percent of university-age women attended university. Today half of all university-age women attend university in Saudi Arabia—a higher figure than in Mexico, China, Brazil, or India.


The future of younger generations looks promising too. Of the thirty large Muslim-majority economies covered here, most now have either education parity or higher primary and secondary enrollment for girls compared to boys. In all, of the nearly ninety-two million young people enrolled in secondary school across the Muslim-majority countries, over fifty million—more than half—are now girls. Even in countries where there is still much to be done to improve overall enrollment ratios, parity indicates that those girls and boys who do get an education have equal opportunities to develop foundational skills.7


The paths taken by many of these countries to get to these education rates for women were not self-evident. Most Muslim-majority emerging markets of today were colonies of other nations in the recent past and became independent mainly in the second half of the twentieth century. For most of these newly independent nations, investment in education was a logical path to growth and development. However, investment in girls’ education was not a given, owing in large part to the local customs. In some countries, change has taken decades and the equal inclusion of women in education is still not complete. External nudges tied to development aid have, in some instances, provided incentives for progress. But in most countries, the leadership of local pioneers blazed the trail for girls’ access to education.


The United Arab Emirates is one such example. Soon after its founding in December 1971, Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, the ruler of Abu Dhabi and the first president of the young nation, let it be known that a strong emphasis would be placed on education for all, despite local traditions: “The real asset of any advanced nation is its people, especially the educated ones, and the prosperity and success of the people are measured by the standard of their education.” One of his seven wives, Fatima, often called the “mother of the nation,” joined these efforts. Sometimes this meant convincing their fellow ruling families to set the example by enrolling their own children in schools, while at other times it meant persuading low-income families that such a change was beneficial to them and to their nation. Sometimes cash transfers were given as incentives to enroll girls in order to overcome both conservative attitudes and financial constraints. Even though he lacked a formal education himself, Sheikh Zayed had the foresight to exercise leadership on this issue. A half century later, the UAE has more than twice as many women in university as men and full school enrollment for boys and girls. It is also regarded as a hub for talent in the region, attracting nearly 200 nationalities to live and work there, in no small part because the country has invested in building a culture of education for all.


Other countries, with fewer resources, have taken more circuitous paths to increasing girls’ education. In the early days of the education revolution across the postcolonial Muslim world, education was often either considered an elite activity or provided through religious or charity institutions, through a combination of local and foreign educators, both secular and religious. My paternal grandmother went to secondary school at a convent run by nuns, a relic from the British era that continues to this day in some parts of Pakistan. But over time, elite schools and religious institutions—which also continue to grow, in the form of madrassas—were supplemented by both mass public education and private schooling designed for the emerging middle class. And as teaching became one of the most socially acceptable professions for educated women, a steady supply of new female educators became available. The education revolution grew exponentially as both the number of female teachers and the number of parents demanding their services for their daughters started expanding rapidly. This was particularly important because education remained—and remains to this day in many cases—sex-segregated in many Muslim countries, especially at the secondary level.8


A Virtuous Cycle


Research from various parts of the world shows that education, especially girls’ education, multiplies across generations.9 An educated woman is more likely to educate her children, both sons and daughters. In addition, better-educated women tend to be healthier, to participate more in the formal labor market, to earn more income, to have fewer and healthier children, and to provide better health care and education to their children, all of which can eventually improve the well-being of all individuals and lift entire households out of poverty. In the course of writing this book, I didn’t meet a single parent, even among the most conservative households, who came to regret their decision to make that additional, difficult investment in their daughters’ education, regardless of resource constraints. If anything, they soon realized how much their investment had paid off and took an enormous amount of pride in the accomplishments of their daughters. Indeed, because their expectations had been so low, some were even more proud of their daughters than their sons.


As the benefits of girls’ education transmit across generations, entire communities begin to realize its value and reap its rewards. Development professionals consider girls’ education a strategic development investment because it brings a wide range of benefits, not only for the girls themselves but also for their children, their communities, and society in terms of economic growth. Education for young women has been described by the World Bank as the single greatest investment a developing country can make. The reverse is also true. The exclusion of girls from education considerably hinders the productive potential of an economy and its overall development. In the Asia-Pacific region, it has been estimated that between US$16 billion and US$30 billion is lost annually as a result of gender gaps in education. The World Bank finds, based on a sample of a wide range of developing countries, that investing in girls so that they complete education at the same rate as boys would lead to lifetime earnings increases of today’s cohort of girls of between 54 and 68 percent of countries’ GDP, equivalent to an increase in annual GDP growth rates of about 1.5 percent.10


This recognition of the potential for a virtuous cycle is making its way across much of the Muslim world, changing underlying norms and behaviors. Although in the past girls’ education may have been an elite activity, in most middle-income families across the Muslim world today, especially those in urban areas, it’s now the accepted norm to educate girls at least up to secondary school and increasingly as far as university. Fathers and mothers, ministers and imams, have all been a part of the change in mind-set and the resulting education trends. The result is millions of young women equipped with degrees and diplomas.


I have long known that education changed my own prospects for economic independence and my hopes and dreams for the future. In the course of meeting hundreds of young women and speaking to many others, I saw how universal this pattern has been across the Muslim world. Girls’ education has enhanced earning capacity and lifted women out of poverty. It has led to new professional ambitions for young women, often in fields that their mothers’ generation would never have thought of entering. And it has empowered girls and young women within their families, strengthening their capacity to carve out their own path in society. These changes are nothing short of revolutionary.


A Taste of Meritocracy


One chilly winter morning in 2015 in Islamabad, the capital of Pakistan, I made my way to a local McDonald’s to meet with its female staff. Passing through the metal detectors, I joked to the local branch manager that I had gone from the country with the most expensive Big Macs in the world—Switzerland—to the country with the most protected Big Macs in the world, given the extreme security at all Western-owned companies in Pakistan. The manager, Amir, gave me an overview of the patient experiment conducted by McDonald’s in engaging female staff, something previously unheard of in customer-facing service roles in the food business. He then led me to a private room where a large group of young female staff members were sitting on neon-colored furniture, surrounded by walls covered in large photos of children’s faces. Although all of them wore identical dark uniforms and black veils (dupattas), Saadia, a natural leader, stood out immediately. She seemed nearly as keen to ensure that I felt comfortable asking questions as I felt to ensure that they felt comfortable answering them.


Saadia is twenty-three years old and lives in the Chakklala neighborhood of Rawalpindi, Islamabad’s nearby twin city. Chakklala used to be a rural area, but today it holds the main airport serving the two cities, an army and air force base, and several residential “housing schemes.” As it rapidly urbanized, it became home to families like Saadia’s who have made the transition in just one generation from a rural or semirural lifestyle to an urban one as the landscape around them changed. Her big extended family lives together in a typical mohalla—uncles, aunts, cousins, and grandparents all living together in the same house or in houses adjacent to each other. Meals are often eaten together, social life revolves around the extended family, and celebrations and sorrows are shared. Child care, elder care, household chores, and errands outside the home are also shared, as is income, often indirectly, across the family members. And older generations are intimately involved in all the decisions of the younger ones—whether to study, what to study, whether to work, where to work, who to marry, and when to marry. Saadia is the youngest of her siblings—one of three sisters and a brother, who is her parents’ safety net. In her family, as in many others across Pakistan, girls are often considered temporary members of a family because they will one day join their husband’s family. So parents often invest less in their daughters than in their sons. Boys become prized children, while girls are considered a burden; thus, boys often receive the lion’s share of their parents’ investment in education, with the expectations of a higher return compared to girls.


Saadia’s parents made their choices a little differently. Although they invested less in the girls than in the one boy, they invested in them nonetheless. Saadia and her sisters are truly first-generation education revolutionaries. Their mother received no education at all, as their grandfather didn’t believe girls should be educated. Their father, on the other hand, served, before retiring, as the vice principal of a coeducational homeopathic medical college, preparing students for practicing the traditional medicine that is still favored by many low-income families over Western medicine.


I assumed that it was Saadia’s father, an educator, who chose to educate his girls, but Saadia credits her education to the insistence of her mother, who didn’t want her daughters to suffer the same injustice she did. “My mother was never permitted to study, but she always supported us and always motivated us to study,” Saadia explained. One of her sisters studied to become a nurse while the other became a schoolteacher, but both stopped working after their arranged marriages. Her brother is a medical doctor, lives at his parents’ home with his wife and children, and gives his entire income to his parents, who head the household.


Saadia herself got a bachelor’s of commerce from the Rawalpindi College of Commerce. A degree was change enough between her mother’s generation and hers. With her elder sisters having carved out the path to the workplace already, the act of working was not revolutionary for Saadia, even though it was still somewhat new for women in the family. But then Saadia deviated from tradition even further. A friend of hers had started working at McDonald’s and invited her to join the company. She told her mother that McDonald’s is “such a safe and nice place to work, especially for girls,” and that she wanted to join her friend there. Her mother’s first question was about the uniform; she was familiar with the Westernized version of the local shalwar kameez that most McDonald’s service staff wear. Saadia suggested that she would wear the hijab with the uniform. Satisfied, Saadia’s mother went to persuade her father and succeeded. “To this day, he hasn’t questioned me about my job,” said Saadia.


In Pakistan, McDonald’s is middle-class food; one meal costs much more than most families have for their weekly food budget. Saadia’s own family would only rarely be able to afford eating there. So working in McDonald’s holds very different connotations in Pakistan than it does in the United States and Europe. But working at McDonald’s does have a specific stigma for young women in Pakistan, where traditionally women have rarely held roles in the service industry that require face-to-face contact with customers. Nearly all waiters, shopkeepers, bank tellers, and taxi drivers are men. The idea of their daughters serving customers—including male customers—in a mixed-gender work environment is usually the first concern of Pakistani parents, according to Amir, the branch manager. They are less concerned about the actual or perceived risks of such work and usually more concerned about the judgment from their extended families and others in their community. Saadia confirmed this, exclaiming: “Oh my God, so-called uncles and aunts were the main problem. They still are.”


But after having seen her success and obvious devotion to her work, her parents, Saadia said, “feel not good but not too bad. Actually, they still have an issue about the uniform—trousers and a relatively short shirt. Otherwise, they don’t have any problem.” Saadia’s “short shirt” goes down to the middle of her thigh but is still less modest—shorter and more fitted—than the traditional shalwar kameez. Her brother’s support has helped—he has been a strong advocate, supporting her choice of work, her uniform, and her ambitions. And as for her aunts and uncles? “I’m used to it now. I don’t care what they think or say,” Saadia declared.


Saadia admitted that she started the part-time job just to “have some fun” and to mitigate the boredom she felt from being at home after her degree. But after joining, she said, “I really liked it and decided to make it a career.” As she demonstrated her intelligence, skills, and ability to work hard, she was promoted three times in the two and a half years she had worked there. She went from a part-time crew position to a full-time crew member, then was promoted to crew trainer, and finally became a manager.


Meritocracy and clear pathways in the workplace are relatively new in Pakistan, where ways of working are traditionally shaped by nepotism and favoritism. For young women like Saadia, seeing their efforts rewarded in the workplace, just as they were in school and university, can be eye-opening and thrilling and lead them to become even more motivated to work. The independent income is an almost unexpected bonus. I asked Saadia how she spends her earnings and whether she saves. She gives 30 percent of her income to her parents, she said, and the rest she spends as she pleases: mostly on gifts to her parents, sisters, and friends as well as on lunches and dinners out with friends and gadgets like her cell phone—all new luxuries for her. She said that she has no interest in saving because her parents take care of housing and food, just as she expects her husband will do after she marries. So her disposable income is wholly hers to spend, allowing her to contribute to the household budget while also buying luxuries that were previously unimaginable for her parents, without adding a burden to them.


What about the perceived dangers of working with and serving men? Saadia and the other young women reiterated to me in private what the branch manager had said earlier. McDonald’s enforces strict sexual harassment policies to encourage the recruitment and retention of female staff members. Saadia said that her “male coworkers are very supportive, and they all really respect all female workers. Maybe it’s because of the strict rules of the company, but I think they really do.” Saadia also said that “mostly the customers respect us.” Even transport for her hourlong commute has been neutralized as an issue. McDonald’s provides her and her female coworkers who work evening shifts with private transport. For day shifts she uses public transport, which is a concern, she said, only because of the possibility of petty crimes committed by pickpockets (“two boys tried to snatch my cell phone recently”). Sexual harassment is not a possibility because of the gender segregation on most public transport.


At twenty-three, Saadia has reached the average age of marriage for women in Pakistan. When I questioned her about marriage plans, she told me that she is currently under no pressure from her parents to marry. They expect her to enter an arranged marriage eventually; “I would like to choose,” she said, “but my parents don’t like love marriages.” One condition she intends to put on any suitor’s proposal is that she will continue to work after marriage, unlike her sisters. “I really love to work, but only with McDonald’s. I would marry, but not now. I think I should make my career first, then I should marry.” She recognizes that, even continuing to work, her role is likely to be seen as caregiving and homemaking, as it still is for most women around the world, so she wants to make more progress in her career before signing up for a double shift.


Saadia is not an anomaly. She said proudly: “You know what? I’m really happy that even from my neighborhood 40 percent of the girls are doing a job.” This is remarkable for an area where just one generation ago girls rarely completed secondary school. She said things are truly changing for women, particularly in the last five years. The many women who have gone on to institutions of higher education in the past decade have begun to graduate and join labor markets. Among Saadia’s bachelor’s of commerce classmates, 60 percent were working, not only because of the awareness and ambitions created by educational opportunities, Saadia thinks, but also because of economic necessity. Even in marriage, she said, things are changing. “Fifty percent of men want their wives to be economically independent, and fifty percent think that wives only have to give birth to babies and look after them and their families.”


A new generation of women and men like Saadia have grown up with different mind-sets and aspirations than those of their parents and their communities, shaped by newly acquired educations, new job prospects, and exposure to myriad views, information, and opportunities. Saadia may end up having a long career at McDonald’s or elsewhere, or she may end up leaving her job when she marries. But either way, she feels like she has a choice that is hers to make about her future. That alone represents a remarkable shift.


Rational Choices


This isn’t to say that there isn’t much more work to be done, or that enough women have now had opportunities like Saadia’s to go to university and begin working. In many parts of lower-income Muslim economies and also in the higher-income economies with vast regional disparities, education access is still limited—for both boys and girls. This neglect and, sometimes, incapacity by governments to deliver education to their entire populations have left many children and young adults without the opportunity to be educated and to climb out of poverty through higher-skilled work. It starts quite young. Of the sixty-one million children of primary school age across the world who are not in school today, fourteen million live in Muslim-majority economies. Out-of-school children are most common in the low-income and lower-middle-income countries of the Muslim world, and some of these gaps will hamper growth and prosperity for decades to come. For example, in Sudan nearly 45 percent of children who should be in primary school are not. In Pakistan, nearly 27 percent are not enrolled in primary school.


Although there is an ongoing education emergency for girls and boys alike in some regions of the Muslim world, girls are often more likely to lose out in areas with limited access and high poverty. Of the fourteen million children of primary school age who are not in school in the Muslim world, eight million are girls. The gender gaps in primary education are particularly marked in Iraq, Pakistan, and Yemen.11 In addition to the access issues that apply to girls and boys alike, there continue to be pockets of resistance to girls’ education specifically, particularly in poorer, rural areas. Resistance most frequently takes the form of passive discrimination and inertia about changing past practices, especially in areas where access to education is limited, employment opportunities are scarce, and families are large.


Boko Haram’s kidnapping of girls in Nigeria’s northwest, the Taliban’s shutdown of girls’ schools in Pakistan’s north, and the education emergencies created by war in Syria and Iraq get most of the headlines, but the reality in many communities with low education levels for girls has nothing to do with guns and bombs. Resistance to girls’ education is often subtle and more economically than ideologically based. Parents make trade-offs about which of their children they should invest in, if at all, and the traditional lack of economic opportunities for women combines with marriage customs—which are more costly for girls than boys—to maintain the view in many traditionally low-education communities that girls are the lower-return investment.


One of my greatest fears growing up was that one day I might have a brother. This fear was completely rational based on everything I saw around me. Female classmates in my middle-class private school would often switch to a lower-cost public school once their younger brothers started school or their older brothers started university. I knew that my family might make a similar choice faced with such a situation, despite their relatively progressive views. Resources are limited, and sons are culturally expected to support their parents in old age, while daughters are expected to get married and become part of their husband’s household. So, unsurprisingly, when it comes to making a choice about whose school fees parents will pay, daughters often lose out. Saadia, for one, had been lucky that her parents invested in her and her sisters, even though she had a brother who was tasked with supporting their parents. Ironically, this lack of investment often creates a self-fulfilling prophecy. If parents don’t invest in their girls, girls are certain to be dependent on them and unable to use their skills and talent or achieve their own hopes and dreams.


“Read in the Name of Your Lord”


It is not solely economic calculations holding women back. There are also cultural and ideological forces at play. In some parts of the Muslim world, the resistance to women’s education is deeply engrained and traditional views about honor, marriage, and public exposure lead parents to hold girls back from formal education, even when they can afford it or when they have access to free schooling.


By and large these restrictions are cultural rather than religious. Most mainstream interpretations of Islam don’t propose any prohibitions to women’s education. Islam encourages its believers to seek knowledge and cultivate themselves. The very first Quranic revelation starts with the word “read”: “Read: In the Name of your Lord who created. / Created man from a clot. / Read: And your Lord is the Most Generous. / He who taught by the pen. / Taught man what he never knew.” Many scholars agree that the words “man” and “believer” when used in the Quran include both men and women and that Islam thus entitles women to the same rights of education as men. In fact, it is considered compulsory and beneficial for women to be educated—it is better for their understanding of religious and social obligations, and better for raising their children in accordance with Islam. And this education is wide-ranging. The concept of knowledge mentioned in the Quran is vast and embraces all types of knowledge; both religious and secular knowledge are considered productive for mankind. Therefore, for women to fully understand Islam, they cannot be withheld from an education that allows both types of learning. There is more debate on certain caveats to this argument. Some suggest that women ideally gain knowledge only from female teachers, to meet the requirements of gender segregation between unrelated men and women. And some cite the verses about the veil to argue against women leaving the house to pursue education, but even these passages state only that, when outside the home, a woman should wear a veil.12


Throughout the religion’s history, Islam has had women scholars who taught judges and imams, issued fatwas, and toured distant cities, giving lectures across the Middle East. These include Umm al-Darda, a seventh-century jurist and scholar who taught jurisprudence in the mosques of Damascus and Jerusalem and whose students included men, women, and the Caliph. A fourteenth-century scholar, Syrian Fatimah al-Bataihiyyah, gave lectures that drew students from as far away as Fez. She taught both men and women in the Prophet’s mosque in Medina. Mohammad Akram Nadwi, a scholar who uncovered the names and works of many of these women in a forty-volume study, said: “I thought I’d find maybe twenty or thirty women,” but he ended up finding 8,000 of them. It is possible that these women scholars’ names have been ignored—much as women scholars’ achievements have been downplayed in Western history—because history has mostly been written by men, with women’s contributions left unacknowledged until feminist scholars began to reclaim them. However, it is also plausible that women’s lives and works were left largely unrecorded—or at least were never overtly publicized—because Muslim societies, most of which prize female modesty, sought to keep women shielded from public view. The Prophet’s wives, while often extolled for their more traditionally feminine virtues, also provide a challenge to views about limiting women’s roles. Khadija, to whom he was monogamously married for twenty-five years, was a successful businesswoman. Aisha, one of his subsequent wives, was an Islamic scholar, a military commander, and a jurist.13


In some communities where strict interpretations of religion have held women back, working within a religious narrative that highlights Islam’s promotion of women’s education has been a powerful tool for overcoming barriers. For example, in Saudi Arabia, until 2002, girls’ education was run out of the Department of Religious Guidance, while boys’ education was managed by the Ministry of Education. But in most parts of the Muslim world, where it has been economics or tradition holding women back, perhaps more effective has been the direct impact of seeing the positive outcomes of education. In families, communities, villages, cities, and entire countries, as parents see that girls’ education has led to benefits for others around them they have begun to take tentative steps toward change for their own daughters.


Dreaming of Fast Cars


Nearly two thousand miles away from where Saadia lives, in Isfahan, a central city in Iran, a similar story has played out. I met Fatima by chance as I tried to enter the Art University of Isfahan. Since the “Green Movement,” the protest movement that swept the country after the 2009 Iranian presidential election, universities have become no-go zones for anyone but enrolled students—not even parents can enter the campus premises. I, as a curious visitor, was certainly not allowed to enter. Fatima and a friend spotted me being turned away and offered to try to persuade the security guard to let me in. They told him that they wanted to show me their latest design sketches, which were being kept in one of the classrooms, but he refused to budge. So Fatima and her enterprising friend Mina decided that they wanted to share their stories with me right there, in the beautiful rose-filled garden right outside the security guard’s office.


Fatima is an industrial design student at the university. She comes from Mashhad, the second most populous city in all of Iran and the capital of Razavi Khorasan province, close to the border with Turkmenistan and Afghanistan. It is also one of the most deeply religious cities in Iran and attracts millions of pilgrims every year to its holy sites, including the tomb of Imam Reza, a Shia imam. At twenty years old, Fatima is only in the first year of her studies, but in some ways she is ahead of her contemporaries in terms of life experience because she is already married. Getting married was her family’s prerequisite for being able to leave her hometown to attend university in Isfahan. The couple is now in a long-distance relationship as her husband, who is a few years older and an expert on water pipes, works for a company in Shiraz, a city farther to the south of Iran. The bus ride is nearly six hours each way, but they try to meet every few weekends.


Fatima is passionate about her choice of subject matter. She told me she wants to design cars—her dream is to work for BMW. I asked her how this dream came about, and she answered simply: “They are the best in the world, and I want to work for the best.” Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei himself has been spotted in a BMW and is rumored to have indirect ownership in some of the dealerships selling foreign luxury cars in the country. But Fatima quickly added that her professor had told her that she was very unlikely to work there, as BMW doesn’t manufacture in Iran and, as an Iranian, she would not be accepted for a job in Germany.


When I asked her what she thinks about her job prospects in Iran, both Fatima’s and Mina’s faces fell. They said that there is an ongoing jobs crisis in the country that is particularly hard for women. In their chosen field, the prospects are uncertain because the automotive sector is struggling under international sanctions.14 Iran has a 20 percent unemployment rate for women nationally, compared to 9 percent for men. The statistics are even worse for young people—41 percent of young women and 26 percent of young men are unemployed. Both Fatima and Mina know the everyday reality of these statistics. Mina is twenty-four and in her senior year. She has seen some of her older friends graduate and then remain idle—not for lack of trying to find work but simply because of lack of opportunity.


Yet neither young woman doubts her ability to create her own opportunity. They both expect to find a way to work and earn a living—but know that it’s unlikely to match their dreams of designing products the world will use. Mina told me she wants to be a student forever, to maintain for a little longer the hope for bright prospects in a distant future and delay the loss of a cherished dream. Saying good-bye to them, I too wished they could stay in their university bubble a little longer, until economic opportunities improved. Those opportunities may arise faster than any of us imagined. Just a few months later, as sanctions were lifted, sales of foreign cars shot up and several European car companies began to draw up plans for assembly and possibly manufacturing facilities in Iran.15


Making Hawazen Happy


On the other side of the Persian Gulf, over 1,500 kilometers or 900 miles away in Riyadh, I met Hawazen over lunch at the upscale Al Faisaliah Hotel. At twenty-eight, she is a few years older than both Saadia and Fatima and further along in her education-to-employment journey. Although Hawazen lives in Saudi Arabia, one of the countries with the most restrictions on women’s dress, she clearly enjoys fashion. Wearing expertly applied makeup and flamboyant jewelry, she had on an outfit underneath her richly detailed abaya that would not have been out of place in a high-end restaurant on a night out in any major metropolis in the world. So I was not surprised when she told me that she is a fashion design graduate. Hawazen studied at the Princess Nora bint Abdul Rahman University, which, with sixty thousand students and nearly five thousand staff members, is the largest university for women in the world. King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, who died in January 2015, inaugurated the university’s modern consolidated campus in 2011 to both promote women’s economic role and recognize the dual burden they face. “Women take on the responsibility of more than one role,” he said in a statement, “maintaining the stability of society, contributing to building the economy of the country, and representing both society and nation as best as they can.”


Today, however, Hawazen does not work in fashion design but is a professional in one of the largest pharmaceutical companies in the country. Noting my surprise, she laughed and said, “I also never thought I would end up doing this, but I have succeeded.” Hawazen’s journey from studying fashion design to becoming a pharma professional has seen her through a lot of change in the six short years since she graduated. After graduating, Hawazen knew that she wanted to start her own business one day but needed to acquire some skills first. So she started to work at the Al-Nahda Philanthropic Society for Women, helping to bring low-income women’s arts and crafts into the mainstream market for clothes, furniture, and decorative accessories. There, she said, she learned the basics of how to deal with people in a professional setting. After six short months, she became engaged to marry through an arrangement facilitated by her parents. Her future husband was living on the East Coast of the United States, and anticipating her upcoming move, Hawazen quit her job. During the short engagement, they talked by phone or Skype to get to know each other a little, but once married the relationship did not turn out to be what either of them was looking for. Hawazen came back after nearly two years abroad and got a divorce. She said, “Sometimes you learn, even from a rough experience. God is making this happen to get me to a better place.”


While she was in the United States, she was a stay-at-home spouse, although she had been hoping to enroll in a master’s degree program, funded by the Saudi government. Over the last ten years, the King Abdullah Scholarship Program has generously supported nearly 200,000 young Saudis to attend the world’s best universities—both men and women, provided the women travel with the consent of their guardian, typically their father if they are single or their husband if they are married. At the time, under Saudi law, women required the permission of a male guardian to travel and marry and, in some cases, to be granted employment or access to health care or other government services. Since then, the laws have become more flexible. According to the Ministry of Higher Education, between one-quarter and one-third of the participants have been women since the program’s inception.16 The scholarship program aims to train youth for areas that are in line with the needs of the Saudi labor market, and it stipulates that beneficiaries return afterward to work in Saudi Arabia. However, Fashion Design and Society, the program Hawazen wanted to study, is not one of those areas, so she decided to put that dream on hold until one day it is approved or she finds another way to get there.


After her divorce and return to Riyadh, Hawazen took a position in a local pharmaceutical company, where, she said, everything was “like Greek,” but her natural curiosity led her to learn quickly. She left within a year, though, because she felt that the local company directors and her male peers did not have any interest in advancing her as one of their first female workers.


That was when she was contacted by Glowork, a Saudi platform dedicated to matching skilled women with white-collar jobs through job fairs, support in developing CVs, interview training, and more. The executive at Glowork, herself a young woman, proposed to Hawazen that she try out for a coordinator role in the Regulatory Affairs and Quality Department at Janssen Pharmaceutical, a company started in Belgium and now owned by Johnson & Johnson. Hawazen got the job and has thrived in it ever since, in part, she said, because this subsidiary of a foreign company is far more interested in investing in female talent than the local company she worked for before.


Hawazen’s sense of pride at being in charge of major projects is clearly visible—she is impressed with her own ability to develop a skill set in an area that she knew nothing about. She said she knew only that she had a job with one of the largest companies in pharma but didn’t even understand what her title meant at first. But she thought, Why not try? I am a person who likes to learn. If you try to learn, the company will fight for you. She explained that she accepted a low salary at first because of her lack of experience, but after dedicating herself to learning on the job, she felt “a power in myself and I realized I can prove myself in any place.” Now, as each of the company’s products is registered with the Ministry of Health after arrival at the port and then transferred to the company’s supply chain for distribution to hospitals, Hawazen transmits the distributor registration files, archives all the legal documents and coordinates travel arrangements and conference participation for the thirteen people in the department. Unlike many of her Western counterparts, Hawazen said, subsequent salary negotiations have been easy for her. Very aware of her own value to her employer, she knows that a gap would be left in the company if she were to leave.
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