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I think that the current situation of Arab women journalists is really the same as 

all journalists, basically, with the same restrictions in the profession that come from the 

political systems.  However, being a woman journalist you have even more problems and 

more hurdles and more taboos that come in the way.  First of all I could say, just roughly, 

that this is a profession that has not yet received all its credentials of respectability, 

unfortunately, in the Arab world.  Women in the professions, being doctors or architects, 

for example, are very highly respected in the Arab world; however, journalism as such is 

not yet something looked upon as being very positive.  You may have a big name and 

people will respect you for that but this is not a parent’s dream to see his child becoming 

a journalist, for some reason.  It’s still looked upon as being someone who brings trouble, 

rather than positive-ness in society.  There is a lot of méfiance (and that I will say to our 

French-speaking person).  We’re suspicious people because we’re nosy, because we get 

into the affairs of the way that men are running them in our countries, and we’re doing 

what we’re not supposed to do.  So very often, until today, women journalists in countries 

that I’ve covered are often told by their editor-in chief: “Why don’t you go home?  

You’re better off being at home.”  I’m sure that I am very much generalizing but this is 

really still the situation.  Married women continuing with their career is really very rare.  

I remember hearing commands very early like: “Great, your husband allows you to 

work!”  It’s still a green light that we have to get from our male partners, parents, 

whoever is supposed to be responsible for us.  We don’t know yet what is the age of 

maturity for a woman in the Arab world.  There is a time when I would like someone to 

tell me: “Now, you are responsible for yourself.”  Of course we’re imposing it, some of 

us, with trouble, with problems, but the commands are still there.  Proverbs are 

chauvinist.  I am at the same time the chairperson of the Foreign Press Club in Jordan, the 

members are not only foreign journalists but also Jordanians working for foreign media.   

A young girl who had just started in one of the satellite TVs was once detained for a short 
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time and she came back in tears after I made sure that she was released.  She told me that 

the person who was interrogating her for her report (she just filmed a demonstration) told 

her: “I have to remind you that a woman is like a pencil.  Once broken, it can never be 

repaired.”  That was really an eye-opener for me. And I wanted to be sure that this kind 

of comment should never be used.  You still have comments like: “An error of a woman 

is ten times a man’s.”  I don’t know why but if we make an error it’s supposed to be ten 

times more important than if a man does.  I remember my first big complement that I 

received when somebody thought that I was doing a good job.  They told me: “You’re a 

man.”  And that was supposed to please me.  Well, I took it as a complement.  I know 

that in this part of the world you feel offended as a woman in your femininity if someone 

would tell you you’re a man.  This said, the situation is not all as bad as this, but being a 

journalist we always start with the bad news.  If there were no bad news we wouldn’t 

have a job.  Women journalists, in “good” countries are 30% of the journalist workforce.  

But there are countries where they are as low as 5%.  Now, women prefer in some 

countries, probably even in the Gulf from my research, women prefer desk jobs to 

investigative reporting.  You find very few native women of some countries—I think of 

Qatar, for example—appearing on television.  You have very good local televisions but 

most of the broadcasters appearing on TV come from other Arab countries, like Syria, 

like Lebanon, like Egypt.  There’s still a barrier to that.  Just coming out, showing your 

face, having contact with people in your interviews is not yet accepted by all 

communities.  We have a definite social problem.  It’s not only a political problem.  It’s 

not only that the systems in place do not really like journalists.  Let’s put it this way—it’s 

also that the society has not yet been able to understand that a woman can be as 

politicized as a man; that women do not necessarily have to write only about women’s 

issues (children, cooking, makeup, fashion, et cetera) because that’s usually the 

assignment that they are first given.  I’m sorry I’m talking a bit in all directions; I’m not 

very good at being disciplined.  Most of the journalists that I spoke to in Arab countries,  

told me that when they entered a newspaper or magazine, their assignments were always 

the easy assignments.  “That’s for you my dear, just go and see what this painter has to 

say,” with all respect to painters, of course.  But I mean never into hard politics or 

anything of the sort.  I’m not talking about the two major TV stations, Al-Arabiya and 
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Al-Jazira who employ women and really give them assignments, and they have my 

respect for that, but other local TVs, for example, or newspapers.  They tell them: “The 

situation is too bad today.  Just stay put.  We’ll send a man.”  I don’t think it’s really to 

protect the woman. It’s because they don’t think that she’s able to do as good a job.  

However, this said, women who do go into the field and in war zones, and we’ve seen 

them in Iraq, where unfortunately some of them lost their lives, and we’ve seen then in 

Lebanon, where unfortunately a young woman photographer was killed there—she was 

one of the last casualties of journalists, in this part of the world—and in other areas, 

Algeria.  The problem is that they take the same risks but they don’t have the same 

protection.  They do as hard of a job but they don’t have the same promotions.  Estimates 

say that a woman needs 10 years to have the same promotion that a man would get in a 

year or two if he is doing a good job. The fact is that a woman who would like to 

continue being a mother or become a wife, after she became a journalist, and have 

children doesn’t have a support system.  The families are not necessarily supportive of 

her work so she will have to continue being a good mother, taking care of her children, 

and be asked to keep her house tidy, and go to work, and be as good a worker as the 

others.  On the other hand, a woman journalist in our part of the world could sometimes 

herself be negative to her own career by refusing to go on assignment at night because 

she has to take care of her children because her husband thinks it’s not his job to do that.  

By that she is passing opportunities of improving and being known in her profession.  So 

it’s really a vicious circle and there is no legislation to protect that.  There is also an 

unwritten policy not to employ married women in newspapers because of the risk that 

they’ll get pregnant and they’ll want to leave, which the media consider a big burden.  

They wouldn’t say it as bluntly but suddenly this single person would be chosen over a 

newly married journalist, for example.  There are no systems of support.  There are no 

daycare centers in newspapers for married journalists. And it is not because they didn’t 

ask for it.  I’m talking about particular newspapers where I know people who have 

petitioned for that under our encouragement, really, very wealthy newspapers. All that 

they ask is to have a room where they will have one person taking care of their children at 

their own expense. They just want the space but they are not given the space.  And not for 

financial reasons, just because the newspaper editors said: “We don’t want to transform 
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our respectable newspaper into a daycare where we’ll have children shouting.”  For me, 

after having been a journalist for 26 years in this part of the world, I think what still 

continues to shock me is how difficult it is for a woman to write about particular subjects, 

and that goes beyond a small harassment.  It goes as far as being threatened with your 

life.  If a woman investigates taboo subjects like honor crimes, like prostitution in the 

Arab world, even non-political subjects, very social subjects, this is very badly received.  

Women who write about these things are considered immoral.  They are attacked in their 

morality.  It can go as far as posting on a website threats against their lives.  However, for 

some reason a man who writes about prostitution and honor crimes is considered as a 

wise person who is opening the eyes of society to these dangers.  I really was never able 

to understand why.  Of course, we all know about the case of an Egyptian who wrote 

about prostitution.  She was accused of giving a very bad image of her country and it was 

said that she should be prosecuted.  It went even beyond that with threats of harming her.  

Honor crimes, and I make a point to cover them in Jordan—where it shouldn’t be 

happening; it’s happening a bit too often—are also a field full of mines.  People say: 

“You shouldn’t get close to what is a part of our culture.”  I don’t see where is the culture 

in a father killing a daughter over most of the time a rumor.  A woman calls this wife and 

says: “You know what, we’ve seen your daughter talking to we don’t know whom.”  And 

that’s enough to the husband to ahead and kill his daughter.  But this is not our subject, 

but I think that in the 21st century we shouldn’t even be hearing about honor crimes any 

more.  What is also lacking is that we have very, very capable women in all fields—in 

diplomacy, in politics and economics, (we’ve seen some here) and other fields, art, et 

cetera—but we have very few women who are called in on TV to comment about politics 

or to comment about economics as the expert.  I’m sure it’s happened; I’m not looking 24 

hours at all TVs, but this is very rare.  When the news is presenting an expert in any field 

it’s usually a man.  For some reason, they still cannot view a woman as coming and 

commenting about politics.  Personally, my experience is whenever I was interviewed it 

was to come and talk about my personal life, about how was I able to become a journalist 

and cover war zones while still being a mother of two and not having any problems in my 

marriage.  That was one kind of question that I would have, because one would assume 

that my husband would have left me by now because of my job. I have several papers in 
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front of me but I didn’t even look at them, so I’m going to jump immediately on the 

suggestions.  I think Dr. Rima Khalaf said it yesterday—and this is a keyword—it’s 

education.  There are countries in the Arab world where once you have the lowest grade 

on your finals, or A-levels as you call it in Britain, your only hope of going into 

university is to go and study journalism.  That shows you the level of respect for this kind 

of profession.  In Jordan, for example, lowest grades go to sharia, which is Islamic 

teaching, and journalism.  Higher grades you go, for example, to architecture.  Even 

higher grades to medicine, et cetera.  We’ve been requesting that those who go to study 

journalism will be required to have some very decent level of grades in order to guarantee 

a certain level of people.  And that should apply also, in my opinion, to Islamic studies 

because you want very enlightened people to study Islam so that they will give the right 

image of Islam and not a distorted one.  But that is again, not our subject.  We’ve been 

asking for this.  We don’t know if this will happen, but I must tell you there is hope 

because there is a new generation of journalists.  We’ve seen it in the Gulf.  It started 

maybe ten years ago.  People who were educated in the schools of journalism, either in 

their own country or other countries, people who have a very modern approach, who will 

not take the nonsense that was going around in the past.  We have women editors-in-

chief, not yet in political newspapers but in magazines.  I must admit I was one of those 

who looked not with a lot of seriousness at the plethora of magazines coming out in the 

Arab world.  Every country now has 20, maybe 25, glossy, beautiful magazines.  But I 

found there is something good about it, even though for a long time I looked at them and 

said: “Oh my God, what is this?”  You will see them in a waiting hall at the doctor or 

mostly in a hairdresser’s.  But then I said, “At least it gives jobs to women,” because 

those magazines are run by women and have 90% of their staff as women.  At the end of 

the day, slowly, slowly, even if most of them are being done through the internet or as 

cuttings, one or two reports are enough to give those women self-respect and incentive 

and to impose themselves slowly, with a hidden drawer maybe.  But I think this is a 

clever way.  I don’t know if those were the intentions.  Probably the intention was to 

make money, because they do.  They make plenty of money through their ads, et cetera.  

But at least it was an opening, a kind of media that was left alone because it is non-

political, so the authorities were not looking closely at them.  And that was great.  If that 
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was their intention then I salute them.  It was very clever.  I can tell you as recently as the 

day before yesterday, at the airport I looked at one of the magazines and I was 

mesmerized.  It was in English but it was Arabic—I mean made in the Arab world.  

There was a big article about sexuality,  about the needs of a woman with her sexuality.  I 

looked at it and said, “Am I really reading an Arabic-made magazine?” And it was.  You 

can get away with a lot more when you write in English.  I myself have a column in a 

local Jordanian newspaper called The Jordan Times and I’ve always gotten away with so 

many more political things than people who write in the Arabic newspapers. My articles 

cannot be translated into Arabic because they would be banned.  But I can get away with 

it in English because they assume it’s the foreigners, it’s a certain category of people who 

are reading it.  This was a good way to introduce and impose things without having to go 

into the traditional system of things.  There is still censorship in most of the Arab 

countries.  The unions are run usually by the state, by the government.  In Jordan they put 

one woman in the union board just because they want to say, “Okay, we’re giving women 

rights,” the same way that they give quotas in parliaments and in other places.  We talked 

of the reforms and of the recipe of reforms that the West is sending us.  We’ve all heard 

about the new Middle East that the United States had designed for us.  Some countries, 

mostly the allies of the United States, have gone ahead with the reforms because they 

needed to, because it was a condition for their financial help. The women, I think, were 

the biggest recipients of those reforms. In my opinion it’s a fake reform for women.  

Women were appointed in jobs not necessarily based on their skills or expertise but just 

because they needed to say: “Okay, we’re having women here.”  I gave the example of 

the unions, et cetera, but it is mostly cosmetic changes to show that there was an effort to 

give women their rights.  We need women to be able to get where they want to be based 

on their own merits.  This is one of the efforts that should be done.  I think that I will end 

by saying that the day that we will reach the point where regimes will not be afraid of 

media and of reforms, this is the day that we can be sure we can go ahead and have a 

decent position in our jobs. 
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