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  GLOSSARY




  

    

      

        	

          abaya


        



        	

          Women’s long, loose-fitting cloak worn in public or in the company of non-related males; usually black


        

      




      

        	

          alhamduLillah   


        



        	

          Thanks/Praise be to God


        

      




      

        	

          baba


        



        	

          Dad


        

      




      

        	

          Bedouin


        



        	

          desert dwellers; nomadic, Arabic peoples primarily inhabiting North Africa and the Arabian Peninsula


        

      




      

        	

          hadith


        



        	

          Recorded sayings and deeds of the Prophet Mohammed


        

      




      

        	

          hai’a


        



        	

          committee; colloquial name given to representatives of the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, externally referred to as the religious police


        

      




      

        	

          haram


        



        	

          forbidden, according to Sharia; opposite of halal


        

      




      

        	

          hijab


        



        	

          Modest code of dress that applies to both men and women; often used colloquially to refer to a woman’s headscarf


        

      




      

        	

          imam


        



        	

          Islamic leader in worship and community life


        

      




      

        	

          insha’Allah


        



        	

          God willing


        

      




      

        	

          khalas


        



        	

          Exclamation equivalent to ‘that’s it!’ / ‘enough!’


        

      




      

        	

          khula


        



        	

          Divorce initiated by a woman, dependent on the surrender of her bridal dower


        

      




      

        	

          mahram


        



        	

          Any man a woman is prohibited from marrying due to kinship, e.g. her father, brothers, uncles, nephews


        

      




      

        	

          Majlisal Shura


        



        	

          The highest consultative assembly in Saudi Arabia’s theocratic monarchy, charged with proposing legislation to the King; also known as the Shura Council


        

      




      

        	

          masha’Allah


        



        	

          God has willed it; frequently used in a context of gratitude, celebration or praise


        

      




      

        	

          muttawah


        



        	

          volunteer; deeply religious and pious individual(s) who practices Sharia according to its most literal interpretation and encourages others to do the same; colloquially used to refer to members of the Unit for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, externally referred to as the religious police


        

      




      

        	

          niqab


        



        	

          Women’s face veil, revealing only the eyes; usually black.


        

      




      

        	

          Qabili


        



        	

          Families that claim to be able to trace their lineage back to one of two original tribes on the peninsula


        

      




      

        	

          Qur’an


        



        	

          The holy book of Islam, believed to be the original, unaltered words of Allah, as revealed to his prophet, Mohammed


        

      




      

        	

          Ramadan


        



        	

          The ninth month of the Islamic calendar, during which all Muslims of sound health participate in sunrise to sunset fasting from both food and water


        

      




      

        	

          riyal


        



        	

          Saudi currency


        

      




      

        	

          Salafism


        



        	

          Movement within Islam which advocates a return to the traditions and practices of the salaf: the first three generations of Muslims, including that of the Prophet Mohammed


        

      




      

        	

          Sharia


        



        	

          Islamic system of life and law based on the Qur’an and Hadith. Sharia may never be altered, but is open to interpretation


        

      




      

        	

          Shura Council


        



        	

          See Majlis al Shura


        

      




      

        	

          shisha


        



        	

          Water pipes used for smoking flavoured tobacco


        

      




      

        	

          Sunnah


        



        	

          Collected religious practices established by the Prophet Mohammed


        

      




      

        	

          tarha


        



        	

          Women’s headscarf; in Saudi Arabia usually worn together with the abaya


        

      




      

        	

          thobe


        



        	

          Men’s traditional long white tunic


        

      




      

        	

          Vision 2030


        



        	

          National development strategy which aims to diversify the economy away from oil-dependency and advance public, cultural and social sectors


        

      




      

        	

          w’Allah


        



        	

          I swear it by God


        

      




      

        	

          Wahhabism


        



        	

          Highly conservative branch of Islam based on literal interpretation of the Qur’an and Hadith; aims to purify the faith of modern distortions


        

      




      

        	

          wasta


        



        	

          Social and professional influence accrued through name, connections and the lending of favours


        

      




      

        	

          yanee


        



        	

          it means; a common filler in conversation, i.e. ‘you know?’


        

      


    

  




  





  AN INTRODUCTION




  One day in my mid-twenties, my father sat me down for ‘a talk’ about my future. By this time I had worked as a teacher, a translator, a logistics coordinator and a research assistant and had lived in several countries. Nonetheless, my father was concerned for my professional and financial stability – it was time, he said, to settle on more gainful, long-term employment.




  I took his words to heart. Three months later, on my next visit, I proudly informed him that I had been offered a permanent contract with a healthy salary and the opportunity to contribute to two of the fields that most inspired me: women’s empowerment and transformative education. I had accepted a role at the first university for women – in Saudi Arabia. And with those two little words, his delighted smile froze.




  My parents’ concerns were understandable. We can only make judgements based on the information available to us, and Saudi Arabia had become the pantomime villain of the international media, rivalled only perhaps by North Korea.




  It was a negative narrative cemented by its repetition. Every news article I read on the country seemed to follow the same copy-and-paste formula. The first paragraph outlined the headline issue, the second – regardless of the article’s topic – offered commentary on the female driving ban, and the third helpfully informed the reader of any executions ordered by the state during the preceding months.




  Sensationalist coverage of the region has been legitimised by the difficulties encountered by reporters in entering Saudi Arabia, combined with the lack of media output released by the country itself. Ironically, perhaps, it is the Kingdom’s attempt to ‘lay low’, reinforced by the deep value attributed to privacy in Saudi society, which has made the country such an object of fascination; an interest that revolves primarily around the lives of its female citizens.




  But, despite being the focus of so many column inches, the women around whom such articles centred were invariably reduced to two-dimensional stock images of black-veiled figures. The only female voices regularly emerging seemed to be those of state-sanctioned spokeswomen or frustrated activists and those who had escaped especially abusive circumstances.




  My own interest was piqued, not by what we were told of the lives of women in Saudi Arabia, but by what we weren’t. I have always believed that life is formed far more by shades of grey than the utopian or dystopian narratives that may be comfortably contained by the black-and-white print of the news column.




  I also felt that, while I claimed to be a feminist and an ‘ally’ of women in their struggles worldwide, my own experience of womanhood had, until this point, been very narrow and very sheltered. Who was I to judge another woman’s way of life when I had never walked a mile in her shoes, or indeed, her veil?




  So I packed a single case, purchased a black abaya and niqab, the body-concealing cloak and face veil habitually worn by Saudi women in public, on eBay (both of my choices I was later to learn were shamefully unfashionable) and collected my ticket to Riyadh.




  During my early days in the capital, certain things did unsettle me. Being locked in the back of a blacked-out car while the company driver collected my food from restaurants without ‘family’ sections. The absence of women on the streets, on billboards, on television; in my white privileged world I had never truly grasped, until this point, the importance of equal representation in media. It seemed that half of life was elsewhere.




  But truthfully, what surprised me most was how little culture shock I actually suffered. Beyond these idiosyncrasies, daily life continued as usual. I did my groceries at Safeway, I bought my shoes from Marks & Spencer, I watched movies on Amazon Prime – and my Saudi counterparts did just the same.




  In short, I was reassured in my conviction that, beyond culture and creed, we all have far more in common than we do apart; that despite what those attention-grabbing headlines would have us believe, Saudi women’s primary concerns are not of jihad1 or patriarchal oppression or the dimensions of the cloth that covers them, but rather of the standard of education enjoyed by their children, the challenges of balancing work and childcare, and, of course, when the next series of The Walking Dead is due to be released.




  The first few months I lived in Riyadh, I adopted local customs as far as my limited knowledge would allow. I lived in the city centre, not a Western compound; I predominantly covered my face with the niqab – although it is not expected of foreign women; I shopped at souqs;2 learned to cook with local ingredients; and subjected taxi drivers, shop assistants and students to my broken Egyptian Arabic, learnt through an app on my phone.




  Despite my efforts, I found I was still at risk of disappearing into the expat bubble – a fate especially prevalent in the Kingdom, where family privacy is sacrosanct and Saudi and foreign workers each reside behind their own high walls. Aware of this, I consciously started talking with local women, asking them questions and listening to their stories.




  At first, these personal histories were kept as keepsakes, shared only among family and friends; the basis, perhaps, of a rather unique scrapbook. But even here, I began to notice the humanising potential of storytelling. My parents stopped calling to ask if I was safe, and instead started asking after my Saudi friends and students. Was so-and-so feeling better? Would that student like some extra textbooks sent out? Or some help with her engineering application? I wished I could introduce more people, personally, to the women of the Kingdom.




  I began to formalise my efforts. I made contact with influential Saudi women at embassy events in Riyadh and told them of my idea of compiling a book of interviews. To my enormous honour, and continuing gratitude, I was welcomed into the homes of senior princesses, members of national councils, and activists whose names I had only seen in newspapers.




  Although it had only ever been my intention to speak with women with more ‘everyday’ occupations, given the language barrier and women’s more frequent occupation of the domestic realm, this group actually proved far more difficult to access. But I was determined, and as my courage grew, I started to approach market vendors, shop assistants, supermarket cashiers, women waiting at airports or sitting next to me on trains. I called in favours and accepted invites to family gatherings.




  I was also increasingly aware that I could not produce anything approaching a representative portrait of womanhood in such a large and diverse nation by expending my energies in the capital alone. And so I travelled, often alone, to the far eastern, western and northern reaches of the country, as well as into the desert in search of surviving Bedouin communities. Never once on these expeditions did I feel unsafe or unwelcome.




  Nonetheless, each time I raised the question of an interview, I did so fully expecting to be rebuffed; an unfamiliar foreign woman with atrocious Arabic and full of probing questions. Instead, I was invited into family homes to share delicious local cuisine and stories of lives lived as in every part of the world, with their struggles and victories, joys and despairs.




  In total, I conducted fifty recorded interviews along with dozens of informal discussions. The twenty-nine which I felt covered the most diverse range of backgrounds and viewpoints are published on the pages that follow. Despite my own misgivings, in the event, my requests for interviews, often from strangers, were politely refused only twice.




  In many homes I was the first Westerner to cross the threshold; for some I was the first they had ever spoken to. In some cases language was a barrier and I was fortunate to count on the help of interpreters in the form of generous friends and curious relatives to bridge the void. Sometimes multiple interview sessions were necessary to cover all the areas on which I quizzed each of my interviewees – but gradually, I came to know the real women of the Kingdom.




  Perhaps the greatest joy of all was finding that this learning process was a mutual one. At the end of my first semester teaching at a Saudi university, I was shyly approached by a quiet student from a deeply religious and conservative family who sheepishly announced, ‘Miss Nicola, I used to hate Westerners, I thought you were all bad, but now I’ve met you and [name of colleague] . . . I love you!’




  Because stereotypes, of course, run both ways. During the 1990s, when the isolationist Wahhabi-Salafi movement was at its peak and access to international media was severely constricted, a number of pamphlets decrying the plight of the Western woman were broadly circulated. According to one, ‘When a Western woman ages, she goes through three stages: first, she gets a dog to keep her company as she has no spouse and no child; secondly, she moves into a home for the elderly, as no one cares for her; and third, her money, if she has any, is taken for her upkeep, or she dies – like a dog – alone without anyone by her side.’




  Still today, the women I spoke to, in their more honest moments, expressed their concerns that women in the West were routinely ejected from their parents’ homes against their will on their eighteenth birthdays, that they ‘spent every night sleeping in a different bed’ and that prostitution was a mainstream career option. I made sure to allow time for them to interview me with their own questions at the end of each meeting.




  While we largely succeeded in overcoming our cultural and linguistic differences, there were sometimes other, more subtle obstacles to our dialogues. Some women, especially from less privileged socio-economic backgrounds, lacked the language to give form to their dreams and their frustrations, never having been asked such questions before.




  For women from such closed communities, it was not always easy to answer my more abstract questions, or, perhaps, for me to phrase them most helpfully. How can you objectively assess your role in society or your freedoms when you have never been exposed to an alternative? How easy would any of us find it to articulate our ‘normal’ comprehensively to someone raised in an entirely different way of life? It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that their thoughts on different topics occasionally appear to contradict one another.




  It was as we navigated through these conversations that I began to notice the pervasive use of the term ‘queen’, which has been used to both empower and placate; from the ideal of a mother as the ‘queen’ of her family and household, to the oft-quoted local refrain that ‘The queens don’t drive.’ It is a label that has been cherished by traditional women but often mocked by women’s rights activists, dubbing their homeland, ‘The Kingdom of one king and millions of queens’. Nonetheless, given the current atmosphere of reform, it is perhaps a title ripe to be reclaimed.




  Regardless of their differing views on such matters, what united all of these women was their warm hospitality and their patriotism. These were not the oppressed victims in need of rescue or international intervention I had read about in the papers or online – I was looked at with utter bewilderment when I mentioned the efforts of international NGOs campaigning on their behalves. The barriers they have faced, and continue to face, in exercising their rights as full citizens of their country should not be underemphasised; but these were also women proud of their homeland, their families, and the changes they are witnessing – and instigating.




  The interviews sampled in this book were conducted in the period 2014–2017. In retrospect, it was a remarkable period in Saudi and in global women’s history. During this time, women in Saudi Arabia gained the right to vote, to work in retail, to accept employment without their male guardian’s permission, and, indeed, to manage their own businesses. What I didn’t realise at the time was that I was capturing a snapshot of a society on the cusp of far greater change.




  The editing process has been considerably enlivened by the fall of the infamous female driving ban, the reopening of cinemas and various smaller amendments to guardianship, marriage and child custody regulations. The headlines of news providers have accordingly begun to shift from, ‘x things that Saudi women still can’t do,’ to, ‘Now Saudi women can . . . ’




  This impressive turnaround, while welcomed by international observers and many inside the country, has not been entirely pain-free. Internally, Saudi Arabia remains a deeply conservative country. Implementing such rapid social reform with the minimum of turmoil is a delicate procedure, and the country’s rulers have made clear that these changes will be made only under their timetable and by their authority.




  In May 2018, at least fourteen human rights activists, mostly women, some of whom I’d interviewed, were taken into custody in an entirely unanticipated sting operation. At the time of publishing, most remain incarcerated with little information released as to their whereabouts or the charges levelled against them. In the atmosphere of uncertainty following these sudden events, some of my interviewees requested anonymity.




  As a consequence, not only of these developments but of the highly private nature of Saudi society in general, and regarding women in particular, the names and some personal details of some participants of this book have been changed, while preserving their personal stories and opinions.




  I would like to apologise wholeheartedly for areas where the text in this tome already runs behind the rapid pace of current developments, for errors in my understanding of Islamic scripture and civil and Sharia legal principles, and for the necessity of forming certain generalisations in these limited pages. My Saudi friends and acquaintances have been extremely generous with their time in answering my questions and reviewing my words.




  With the informal and often conversational nature of the dialogues recorded, it was also necessary to abridge and restructure the original reams of transcript amassed from each interview. In each case I have done my best to retain the women’s original ‘voices’, making every effort not to distort the meaning of their words on the editing block.




  This book was completed as a tribute to all those who opened their doors, poured endless cardamom coffee along with their stories and tears, and shared their intimate personal journeys with a stranger, without expectation of anything at all in return. It was written for the Queens of the Kingdom.




  Author disclaimer: All contributors whose surnames are not printed in these pages have been anonymised. The views and opinions expressed in the chapters accompanying these interviews do not necessarily reflect those held by any individual interviewee.




  I have endeavoured to be as accurate as possible, but do not claim to be a historian or religious expert. Any errors or missing details are unintentional. My apologies for any mistakes in these pages.
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  THE VILLAGER




  MAMA MUNA




  Great-grandmother, aged 100, Najd region




  At 100 years of age, Mama Muna is older than the Kingdom itself. Born into a comparatively wealthy family in the barter economy of the time and raised in a mud house, she is one of the last remaining witnesses of a way of life that has now been extinguished as the country undergoes rapid modernisation. A mother of five surviving children, she has never moved, but has watched as her village has swelled into a bustling town around her. Mama Muna now lives in her granddaughter’s large, modern home.




  There were 130 houses in the village




  I don’t know how old I was when I lost my eye. I only remember I had three little ones by that time. I was out collecting firewood to cook the dinner and a stick swung up and jabbed me in the eye. I just remember the pain and the blood, blood, blood. I don’t know how they got it out and cleaned me up. AlhamduLillah3 it didn’t stop me reaching a hundred!




  I grew up in a mud house. There were 130 houses in the village back then, and a long wall that went all the way round us. There was just one big door to go in and out, and they locked it every night at evening prayers. If you got home late, you just had to sleep out in the sand till dawn. It kept us safe; there were no policemen in those days.




  Life was work, from morning till night. There wasn’t much time for anything else. Perhaps every five or six days a group of us women would come together to gossip, sew, weave baskets and share some watermelon. That was all there was.




  There were no shops, our dresses we made ourselves – we just had the one pattern and two types of fabric. Maybe once a year, around Eid,4 a woman would come from Riyadh with a big bag full of perfume, underwear and ready-made dresses. She would open it up in the middle of my kitchen floor, just like a treasure chest, and all the neighbours would dive in. That was our shopping spree.




  A woman should look after her husband, care for her children




  I didn’t go to school; we didn’t have one for the girls. When I was small, I tried to join in the girls kuttub;5 we learned the alphabet, memorised Qur’an, all that – but I was a slow learner and the teacher, Miss Haya, used to beat me for every mistake. I came home most days in tears.




  One day my mother – God rest her soul – just took my slate and snapped it, right in two. She said it wasn’t worth me being so miserable, just for the sake of reading; I didn’t need to go out to work like the boys anyway. From then on, I stayed at home with her.




  It’s better for a woman to be at home; she should look after her husband, care for her children. My husband wouldn’t know how to bond with a baby. How would he? He didn’t bring it into the world.




  That doesn’t mean a woman works less than a man. In the old days, I was up every day before dawn, chopping firewood, collecting water, sewing clothes, grinding wheat. Every day I cooked for fifteen people: my husband, my children and the farm boys. I did it all on an open fire in the kitchen.




  Women don’t work like that any more. They get their food from the restaurant, and give their children to the maid. You see them going out to work every which where. If a woman has to work, fine, she can teach, she can work in a school. But she shouldn’t work with men. Mixing them now like they do in the city, this will only bring trouble.




  She held my hand when it was time to meet him




  One day, I came home and found Mama wearing her abaya6 in the house. I asked her why she was wearing it inside. She just said, ‘A man is coming.’ That’s how I found out I was going to be married. I was thirteen.




  We had the wedding that same day. There was a big party – the women on one side of the house, the men on the other; everyone singing and dancing. They slaughtered a camel and five goats. There were three women just to make the bread – it was a big feast: fifteen plates!




  I didn’t eat though. I was inside by myself, waiting for my husband. Only the ar-rabeya stayed with me – it’s a kind of maid who used to help, just with weddings. She arranged my hair, my make-up, talked to me about how I should behave with my new husband.




  She held my hand when it was time to meet him; I was too frightened to go into the room by myself. I was young; I didn’t understand anything. I remember she said to him, ‘Here is your wife, now give me my money!’ Then, khalas,7 she was gone.




  We stayed at home with my parents for one week before I joined his family home, with his brothers and all the other wives; nowadays of course, a girl won’t marry unless she gets her own house. They all want to live alone – like cats! There were no cars then either; I walked to my new home by myself with the bridal trousseau that Mama gave me.




  She gave me perfume, misk, saffron, gold jewellery and five long dresses – she made them herself. She was very clever, Mama; she made them extendable with buttons, so I could lengthen the sleeves and the skirt as I grew.




  My husband must have been in his twenties, I suppose. We got on well enough. In a way I didn’t know him that well; we were both so busy all day, working, working, working, I only saw him at night.




  Now it’s different. The girls meet the man before they marry, they talk on the phone and everything. But for me, no, I don’t think it’s decent. Better he comes to your parents and asks for your hand.




  But maybe better when she’s a little older than I was. I still don’t know why they threw me on him like that. I was just a child.




  I was a good mother – but they still died




  When I was around fifteen, I started to get this strange feeling down in my belly. It was like something was moving in there. I tried to talk to the other women about it, but they just told me this was something that all women felt and not to worry about it.




  But time went on, and I was worried; the thing was moving all the time and I was so swollen. I thought I must be sick, that maybe I would die. Finally, one day I went to my husband and I told him that there was something very wrong and I was going to visit my mother for help. That’s when she told me about the baby.




  I had no idea where babies came from. As a child, when the women sat down to talk, we were always sent away to play. Nobody ever explained anything to me. We were told that babies were delivered at the walls of the town, that’s it.




  When the pain started, I went back to Mama’s house again. She took me to the bedroom, but then visitors arrived downstairs and she had to see them. As the pain got worse, I gripped onto a wooden pole and I prayed. Mama said the moment she closed the door on her guests, she heard a baby crying upstairs. My first boy. I did it all by myself.




  The second one caught me by surprise. I was down in the cow shed when she came. I cut the cord with a knife and was cleaned up before anyone even knew what had happened.




  Each time I would go back to stay with Mama for forty days. That’s your resting time, when you learn how to do it all: feed the baby, hold her, dress her. I really took to it, yanee.8 I was a good mother – but still they died.




  I had ten children: seven girls and three boys. I lost three girls and one of the boys. Mostly it was – how do you call it? – measles. They got very hot, whatever I did I couldn’t cool them down; then they came out in red spots all over and they stopped eating. I lost one one year, two the next, like that.




  That’s how it was in those days. We didn’t have doctors, and the only water was from the well; it wasn’t clean. When someone got sick, we waited for God to heal him – and if God chose death, then he died.




  I myself was one of seven children. Only my brother and I survived. I remember two of my sisters died the same day; they went swimming in the lake, and when they came back they were coughing, coughing. They couldn’t eat, and later they passed. Maybe it was malaria, I don’t know. My youngest sister was run down by a cow that got loose out in the street. The others died from measles, or something like it.




  It’s still difficult to talk about them now, my children and my siblings, even after all these years. I still carry them with me. That was a part of life you never got used to.




  I covered, even my fingers




  I cover because I’m afraid of God, I’m afraid of hellfire. If I don’t cover I don’t know where I’ll go when I die.




  We didn’t have this niqab9 when I was young. I just pulled a black veil over my face when I left the house. I still do. And the abayas weren’t light little things like they are now. No, they were made of wool. They were hot. They were heavy.




  Even when I carried the water jar on my head, I would pull the cloth right up over my hands so you couldn’t see a finger. It’s haram,10 it’s shameful for a woman to walk around showing herself in front of the men. Who would marry a girl like that?




  We weren’t afraid to talk to men though, not like they are now. We would greet each other on the street. We could even have male visitors to the house while the men were at work. We just didn’t show them our faces.




  We still kept ourselves pretty underneath for our husbands, mind. We made our own make-up. Kohl you make with the wood of the harmal tree; you burn it, then grind up the ashes with a little ithmid11 stone. Then there’s another tree, the diram we call it. Those sticks you chew until your lips turn pink. I still use it. And the henna on your hands; partly because it’s beautiful, but also because it’s a kind of medicine when you’re working with your hands all day.




  You don’t need a guardian in a village




  You only need a mahram12 with you if you’re making a long journey – yanee, to another city or so. It’s in the religion, he has to accompany you. I never thought about it when I was younger; when I wanted to visit my mother, my sisters, my children, I just walked there. Everything was nearby. You don’t need a guardian to walk across a village.




  If I could have my wish, we’d just go back




  I like the telephone; I can talk to my brother all the way in Riyadh. But the rest of it, you can keep it. Life was better before.




  Before, I knew everyone in the village and everyone knew me. People helped one another. If the neighbours were cooking something good, they always dropped round with a plate or two to share. If you had a guest, all the women around came over to help you prepare. You were never lonely back then.




  Before, during Ramadan, we would break our fast every night in a different house, even out in the street. Everyone brought a dish and we all sat together around the oil lamps, everyone laughing and talking. Nowadays everyone is in their houses with their high walls and they go to work far away in the city. I don’t know who lives here any more.




  If I could have my wish, we’d just go back, back to the way it was when there were 130 houses and a single gate in the wall.
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  THE BEDOUIN




  HAFSA




  Semi-nomadic Bedouin, mid-fifties, Tabuk area




  Hafsa belongs to a Bedouin13 tribe which has inhabited the north-west of the Arabian Peninsula since long before the creation of Saudi Arabia. A mother of eleven, she was raised according to a traditional nomadic way of life where tents and camels were the only shelter and transport available. Hafsa’s family continues to spend part of the year roaming the deserts with her family; the rest they now spend settled on a small plot of land on the outskirts of Tabuk, where they have constructed more permanent shelters. Hafsa has no birth certificate but believes she is currently in her mid-fifties.




  Fire was life




  I gave birth to eleven children out there in the sands – five boys and six girls. There weren’t any doctors; at least I’d never met one. AlhamduLillah, every one of them survived. And I did too.




  We didn’t have any of this technology. There was no electricity. Fire was life. When we’re far out in the desert we still bury the meat in the sand to make it last longer. We take our milk from the goats and the camels, we shake it to make butter and curds. We grind the wheat to make flour for our bread. In the old days that’s all there was. Maybe we’d buy a little rice along the way. When I was younger, I had to do all of it with a baby on my back, too!




  We’re traveller Bedouins, yanee, we follow the rains; where there’s rain, there’s grass, and then you know your animals are safe. And when the plants go dry, that’s it, you wrap up your life in the tent, tie it to the camels and move on. Before the Gulf War we used to roam right up into Jordan and stay there for a year at a time. It’s all the same desert. But now, with all the new borders and such, we’re stuck closer to home.14 That’s why we built the huts.




  Now we spend maybe half the year travelling and half the year here, but even this – I consider it city life. You start to belong more to the village than to the dunes. Look, I have a phone now. We’re drinking juice from a carton. You can’t escape it. Half of me is happy for it, and half of me weeps.




  There’s no peace in the city




  I get anxious when I come to visit my daughters in the city. There’s no peace, inside your head or out of it. My sons keep trying to move me into an apartment but I won’t do it. I’m not comfortable there. Sleeping in a bed hurts my back. I was born on this land, and I want to stay on it.




  I don’t think I’d be in such good shape if I lived in the city. Here you’re always working, always moving. I believe Bedouins are stronger; we have more energy, we live longer too – I’ve never been to a hospital, not once in my life. If you put me in an apartment I think I’d seize up!




  The city life is comfortable, but it’s not good for you. Everyone gets sick more now; people are getting lazier – women are getting lazier! I swear that’s why young people get divorced these days – she doesn’t know how to sew, how to clean, how to cook. You won’t keep a man on instant noodles and eggs!




  First of all is the man




  First of all is the man, second is the mother of the man, and third are the wives. My husband is the leader of the family, yanee, he’s the boss; I don’t go anywhere out of this plot of land without his say-so.




  The man has the freedom, but it’s the women who bear the responsibilities. We’re the ones who work. Everything you see around you, we make it ourselves. The food, the clothes, the furniture – even the tent; my mother and sisters and I made it together. We took the wool from the goats, we dyed it, we spun it, we wove it, we sewed it like this with a needle and thread; we built the house.




  There are a few things, slaughtering animals and cutting meat, which are left to the men; it’s haram for us to touch it. But even then, if we’re left alone, we just take one of the boys, the little ones, and hold his hands under our own on the knife.




  I think Bedouin women are different like that; we’re tougher than the city girls. If our men go out, they don’t tell people they’ve left the house empty like the men would in town; we still welcome guests – we make them coffee, we cook for them, we make sure they are well rested before they set off again, whether there’s a mahram around or not.




  It’s his job to protect you




  A woman is weak, yanee, weaker than a man. It’s not an easy life out here in the desert: you need a man – it’s protection. You know, in the old days, people were very ignorant. They used to rob each other, attack each other’s villages, wells, tents or whatnot. They didn’t know any better; they didn’t know it was haram.




  So your father, your husband or your son, this is your mahram, and it’s his job to protect you, to provide for you. Whether he likes it or not!




  He married her without telling me




  Before, when the rains came, big groups of Bedouins would gather together in one place. When my husband was a young man, he and his friends were at one of these gatherings watching us children play, and they teased him that this little girl could be his wife one day. He told them they were crazy, but look, that’s how we ended up.




  It was maybe ten years later that he saw me again, at a well. After that he went to ask my father for permission. The others here like to gossip and say we had some kind of romance, but it’s not true. We never spoke, and I never saw him again until our wedding day.




  In the old days it was a shameful thing, to meet before you married. I was lucky I even saw him. We married when he was around thirty, and I guess I was sixteen. Our wedding lasted for four days. Life was good then. I gave him a good family.




  But when we’d been married almost fifteen years, he went and he took another wife from my tribe – a younger one – without telling me. And I was meant to welcome her into the family.




  I was spitting. You cannot imagine! I didn’t talk to her for a long time – or him. But in the end, I accepted it. I had to. A man has this right, and what was I going to do? March off into the desert by myself?




  Now we live better together. We have twenty-two children between us. They’re all brothers and sisters; we’re family now. But I keep to my hut, and she keeps to hers. In the end, how well you get along is up to the husband. If the husband is good and treats you both well, there is peace. If he doesn’t, well – there’s war!




  Thanks be to God, my daughter’s husbands haven’t remarried, and I hope they don’t. It’s better with one wife. There are always a lot of problems at home when there’s more than one.




  Anyway, the generations have changed. When I was young, the man’s parents chose the girl and she didn’t have any say; they would even use force to get her to marry. There used to be a lot of divorce and separation back then, just because they didn’t know each other at all. They weren’t suited.




  Now, the lady and the man can choose each other. They get to know each other first. They even talk on the phone. Thanks be to God, it’s better this way, when they both agree. Life moves more smoothly – and they get to enjoy their own love stories.




  There was no such thing as niqab




  It’s true, there are tribes where a woman never shows her face. The Otaibis, the Rashidis out here, the women veil their faces even amongst themselves. Imagine, the children never see the faces of their mothers. My husband thinks they take if off at night for their husbands, but who knows?




  In our tribe there was no such thing as a niqab when I was growing up. We always kept separate from the men; they gathered at one end of the tent and we stayed at the other, behind this sheet, look. But we never covered our faces; we just wore the issaba,15 it’s like a cord.




  Since then we’ve had imams16 to visit us. Now we understand more about Islam – we’re more educated, thanks be to God. So now, that’s it, I wear it. We all do; even my son’s wives are wearing it in front of each other now sometimes. I’m scared what will happen if I don’t. Maybe my prayers and fasting won’t be accepted; maybe I won’t be allowed into Paradise.




  It’s not a problem for me; I don’t care, I don’t mind wearing it. But okay, if I’m honest, and my husband isn’t listening, I do miss the breeze on my face sometimes, especially in the evening.




  Before the motorways, women drove everywhere




  The first time we saw cars when we visited the villages, well, to us it felt just like a plane coming to take us, this roaring machine. The first truck my father bought was like a pick-up; all fifteen of us kids would pile in the back, my parents in the front.




  Now with my husband we have like most families: a jeep, a truck for the water tank and a regular old car that stays here by the house. My daughters can drive them all – and they’re not automatics mind you; they’re all the old stick gears.




  My husband taught all six of them and he’s proud to say it. Now the girls can drive the water truck to the lakes to fetch water; they can drive the children around; and if anyone in the tribe is sick, they can drive them to the neighbours’ or to the closest doctor.




  Before the motorways were built and so on, the women would drive everywhere. It was nothing unusual, but the city folk didn’t accept it.




  I never learnt – I’m too old – but I’m proud of my daughters too. It’s important for a woman to know how to drive, or what she can do in an emergency.




  We were all Bedouins in the beginning




  I know that the city folk look down on us; they think that we’re ignorant, that we’re dirty, that we’re lower than them. If I’m honest, we used to envy them too. I used to look at them and be jealous because they seemed to have everything better than us; they lived such an extravagant lifestyle.




  But the fact of the matter is, we were all Bedouins in the beginning. They all lived in tents, with just the light and the heat of the fire, at some point. Now you see them coming to spend their weekends in the desert, camping in the old tents and cooking their bread in the old way. It’s in our blood.




  I consider myself a Bedouin first, and a Saudi second. The histories of our tribes go back much further than the Kingdom. Our borders, too, extend further than the new national ones. We have a lot to be proud of.




  As for the way women live in other countries, how should I know? From what I understand they live like men. Well, they can do what they like, but we will keep our traditions and our Islam.




  When we are gone, who will remember?




  I wish I could be a girl again. Life was harder then, but it was more fun too; it was easier on the soul. You went to sleep under the stars with a clear head, and you woke up at dawn the same way. You didn’t take life as seriously as you do now. Nowadays women have to worry about so many things: money, work, the things they need to buy. Their heads are always whirring.




  But life is much more comfortable, that’s true. My daughters’ lives are good. They live in the city, they watch TV, talk on their mobiles; they have people and machines to help them clean, to cook. They have showers and toilets right inside their homes.




  But they are already forgetting the old ways. There are things – our stories, our crafts, the importance of kin and hospitality – which shouldn’t be left behind.




  Soon there will be no more Bedouins left, no more traditions. There are a few, deeper in the desert, who still live the old lifestyle – just in tents; no concrete houses, no electricity – but there are fewer of them each year. When they and we are gone, who will remember?




  WHAT WOULD YOU DO IF YOU WERE A MAN FOR A DAY?




  

    I’d sit around all day and talk with my friends like the men do. Look at them! That’s how it is here, the men talk, talk, talk and the women work. I’d drive in the city and travel wherever I wanted, without a care. The old man never lets me go anywhere.
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  THE PRINCESS




  AMIRA




  Princess, aged forty-five, Riyadh




  Princess Amira is a senior member of the House of Saud. An active supporter of various charities, she lives in Riyadh with her husband and children.




  Half of what you’ve read is pure fiction




  People think being a princess means walking around with a crown on your head or with an entourage. In reality we are very much blended into society. I rarely give my last name or my status – people treat you differently. Often the attention is positive, but still, I’d rather avoid it.




  Being a princess doesn’t mean you’re wealthy by the way. A lot of people here are richer than a princess; I don’t own a private jet or anything like that! A princess will do anything anybody else does, she will earn a living if she has to.




  Even worse, people associate you with some negative story they’ve picked up in the press. I can’t tell you these things never happen, but when you read those stories you should also know that more than half of it is pure fiction.




  We’re a big family; you can’t have 5,000 people behaving themselves impeccably all of the time. But those stories still upset me. I hate for the whole Royal Family, for all Saudis even, to be tarred with the same brush because of one or two who might misuse their privilege.




  It’s probably the hardest thing about my position, making sure you’re always representing your family right, here or abroad; as a princess, as a Saudi and as a woman.




  People still know they can come to us




  I think, as a princess, people expect a lot from you. People look to you for help. It doesn’t have to be financial; they come to you for guidance too, and I accept that as a great blessing. A house that has a prince or a princess in it, they don’t just support their families; they support everyone around them – people who work for them, people who may not even know them.




  Our homes are always open. You know, my father’s house used to belong to my grandfather, and the gates have never been closed. Bedouins still visit when they have some business to attend to in the city. They’ll come to my father’s house to eat. There are always places laid out for them to rest in the majlis.17 In earlier days even the Kings’ houses were never closed; now, unfortunately, security is more of an issue.




  But you’ll still find that princesses are very close to the community. Nobody knows who they are, but they are there and they help as much as they can, whether it’s in charities or something on a smaller scale. People still know they can come to us, and alhamduLillah, I think that’s why we’ve always been supported.




  You don’t stop working or cease to exist just because you’re at home




  Personally I love being a woman and I thank God I’m not a man; I think we have more pleasures in life as women. I’m very grateful for the men in my family, that they take on so many of the big, stressful responsibilities in life. They make my life easier and happier; they give me the space for being a woman, for doing what I want to do.




  And I should love being a woman – I have quite a brood. My family is the greatest treasure in my life, and I’m a hands-on, full-time mother.




  That doesn’t mean I don’t think a woman should work. I worked before I had children, and for some time after. I was a director in my company. But I realised that my family needed me more than anything or anyone else did, and that I would be the biggest loser if I was working for everyone except my kids. So I quit.




  I believe that running a household is a business in itself. You have a company, which is your family; you’re taking care of your employees, which are your kids; and you’re creating programmes for them and helping them develop.




  I always think a mother is a mother, and a doctor, and a psychiatrist, and a caregiver; she has a lot of different roles in her life. You don’t stop working or cease to exist just because you’re at home. I feel my role is extremely important, just as important as the men’s.




  For me, being equal doesn’t mean that women do whatever men do, or vice versa; it’s like comparing apples and oranges. We complete one another.




  Having a strong, male figure in your life is very important




  My husband is an amazing man in my eyes; all the men in my family are really. They protect me so much. They give me structure.




  But I don’t believe a legal guardian is always necessary these days, not unless the woman is unable to provide for herself. Although, the truth is, you will find some women who are not so independent who still need a guardian. Some women do struggle to take care of themselves, to be honest with you.




  Quite aside from the legal aspect, I do believe having a strong male figure in your life is very important. I respect the way women live in the West, but personally, I couldn’t do it. I can’t live without a man supporting me. It doesn’t have to be financially, but I need a male role model in my life, let’s put it that way.




  I have a lot of international friends, and when they come to stay with me, when they see my husband, my kids, the way my family is, they say, ‘We wish we could have these values. We wish that when we talked to our kids, that they respected us like yours do.’ And this, this comes from the family dynamic that we have, where everyone knows their role and what’s expected of them.
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