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What’s the latest trend in iPhone and
Blackberry ring tones in Saudi Ara-
bia? For women, at least, it’s “No

Woman, No Drive”, the parody of Bob Marley’s
“No Woman, No Cry” by 26-year-old Saudi co-
median, Hisham Fageeh, who returned to his
native Riyadh after studying at New York’s Co-
lumbia University.
Fageeh’s satirical video was a response to the

arrest of dozens of Saudi women, who had
dared to challenge the country’s female driving
ban over the previous months. Whether the
comic is for or against the ban is not clear: “I’m
not aiming to do anything political, just enter-
tain”, he says. He doesn’t want to anger his audi-
ence over a subject so touchy that, according to
polls, it even divides women, some of whom
cling to conservative positions. 
With a population of 27 million (including

5.6M expatriates), Saudi Arabia has the most
YouTube and Twitter users in the Arab world.
Islamic feminists are using social networks to
spread the word that “women’s rights do not
violate sharia [and] God’s law should not be at-
tributed only to the opinions of extremists”, ac-
cording to Anna Vanzan, an expert on Iranian
studies, professor of Arab-Islamic Culture at
the University of Milan and author of the
paper “The Women of Allah: A Personal Jour-
ney Through Islamic Feminisms”, published in
Alam-e-Niswan, the Pakistan Journal of
Women’s studies. 
There is more at stake here than merely the

right to drive. Saudi women are also fighting the
obligatory abaya, the black cloak and veil they
must wear in public, and the fact that a

‘guardian’ (a male relative) must decide or ap-
prove every aspect of their lives: education,
work, marriage and even travel. 
In the past, familial and social pressure often

forced feminists in Muslim countries to make a
painful choice: condemn the Islamic principles
that penalise women, thereby betraying their
own faith, or renounce their feminism. 
But things have been different for a while

now, ever since many women began pointing
out the many passages in the Koran and the
Sunnah (the tradition of the prophet Muham-
mad) that endorse the ‘other half’ of humanity.
They argue that it is no longer necessary to
choose between one’s Muslim identity and gen-
der equality because, adds Vanzan, “women
have not been penalised by Islam but by the
misogynistic interpretations of holy texts gener-
ated in manifestly patriarchal cultures.”
Today, women must come up with new ways

of interpreting the Koran, so they can then pro-
mote the reforms needed to change the legal sys-
tems in the various countries. 
A turning point for Islamic feminism came

at a 2009 conference in Kuala Lumpur that of-
ficially launched the global Musawah (‘equal-
ity’ in Arabic) movement and brought together
250 Muslim activists, scholars, legal practition-
ers and policy-makers from 47 countries. These
women had previously spent two years setting
down the guiding principles of the movement,
which is currently based in Malaysia but peri-
odically moves its secretariat and leadership
council. Like the organisation Sisters in Islam,
founded in 1988, also in Malaysia, delegates
prepare educational material to raise aware-
ness about women’s rights and provide legal
aid so women can defend their own rights
through NGOs.
Malaysia, of course, is a unique Islamic coun-

try. It has a very strong middle class and many
women work; the society is pluralistic despite
recent religious clashes. The situation is differ-
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ent elsewhere in the Arab world where women,
for various reasons, don’t get out much. In
Yemen the poverty is such that there are no job
opportunities, while in the rich Sunni monar-
chies of the Persian Gulf, men believe working
women are not needed.
Another important exception is Tunisia,

where the principle of gender equality has been
enshrined in the new draft Constitution (ap-
proved in January of 2013), introducing a quota
for women in political appointments and admin-
istrative positions as well.  Back in Saudi Arabia,
international networks have been spurring the
Kingdom’s female citizens to claim many of
their rights, including driving. These claims are
based on passages from the Koran because these
quotes have a greater impact on Muslim men
and are more convincing for women too – much
more so than abstract discussions on human
rights, condemnation of violence against
women or international conferences promoted
by the West, where gender equality clashes with
certain Islamic precepts. 
One source of inspiration has been Mo-

rocco’s new family code (Moudawana), intro-

duced in 2004, which says that husbands and
wives have the same rights and responsibilities
in marriage; women have the right to divorce
and men cannot unilaterally disown their wives.
In this slow and gradual reform process, the

Arab uprisings have set off a domino effect that
has inevitably touched Saudi Arabia as well. In
May 2013, the Saudi King Khalid Foundation,
run by Princess Banderi al-Faisal, launched a
campaign to prevent the abuse of women and
children, while in August the King unexpect-
edly passed a new law making domestic vio-
lence a crime. 
It is certainly difficult to conjoin gender

equality, social justice and Islam. Yet the future
of the countries with an Islamic majority de-
pends on their leaders’ ability to incorporate
human rights into the Islamic framework. Is-
lamic feminism plays an important role in
achieving this, because it proposes an evolution
that begins with religion. And that is less fright-
ening than a revolution.  

Farian Sabahi is a columnist for Corriere della Sera
for Iran and writes about Islamic culture for Il Sole24Ore.

YAn Arab woman in a
car simulator at a
driving school. Dozens
of Saudi women have
been arrested in recent
months for having
defied the ban on
female drivers.
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