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What women want
Middle Eastern women gathered at the World Science Forum in Jordan to discuss  

the obstacles they face in becoming research leaders, Eleni Courea reports.

‘Many  

perceptions  

about the 

oppression of 

Middle Eastern 

women are  

not true.’

i n s i d e r

On 7 November, important men were whisked into the 
World Science Forum on the coast of the Dead Sea: 
Jordan’s King Abdullah II first, then his uncle Prince 
Hassan. When they left, the women got to work. Despite 
the venue being adorned with a portrait of the king, it 
was Princess Sumaya—who heads the Royal Scientific 
Society of Jordan—and her step-aunt Queen Noor who 
were the stars of the show.

“What is little understood about Jordan is that men 
and women have been collaborating in science for a long 
time,” said Queen Noor at a discussion on female leader-
ship. The biggest challenge the country faces, she says, 
is familiar everywhere: keeping women in science jobs, 
particularly once they’ve started having families.

Niveen Khashab told the conference that she strug-
gles to juggle raising three children with her job as a 
chemistry researcher at Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah 
University of Science and Technology. “I have a husband 
who expects dinner ready and the kids fed,” she said. 
Such challenges are a fact of Arab culture, she joked, but 
they are ones that many woman can identify with.

Adhra Al Mawali, a researcher at Jordan’s health min-
istry, described sitting in front of a computer for up to 
16 hours a day while studying for a masters and PhD: “I 
spent months away from my nine-month-old child; he 
was in childcare from morning to night.”

Rana Dajani, who chaired the forum’s gender summit 
on 10 November, agrees that female researchers face 
lots of the same problems wherever they are. But many 
common perceptions in the West about the oppression 
of Middle Eastern women are not true, she argues. For 
example, an upside of Middle Eastern societies’ values is 
that they make it easier for a woman to take time out of 
her research to have a child or spend time with her fam-
ily. “It’s not frowned upon as if you’re not serious about 
your work. It’s expected,” she said.

In Jordan, this cultural acceptance is coupled with 
three months of statutory paid maternity leave, plus 
three months’ pay for the company to hire a temporary 
replacement. “That’s very progressive compared with, 
say, the United States, where there’s no obligation to 
provide paid maternity leave,” Dajani said. “And in the 
US, if you put your family first, it’s assumed that you’re 
not committed to your research.” 

Another difference Dajani has observed is in women’s 
confidence levels. “In the Arab world women know that 
they’re good enough. They feel valued more than women 

in the West do, because their role in taking care of the 
family is respected, and that confidence shines through 
in their work,” she said. 

By contrast, Éva Kondorosi, the vice-president of the 
European Research Council, told a panel on leadership 
that European women’s lack of confidence was a serious 
impediment to their careers. “In ERC grant applications 
women are more modest [than men] about their achieve-
ments,” she said. 

This could be because women go through life 
being second-guessed. Kondorosi says that female 
researchers’ independence is questioned “much more 
frequently” than their male colleagues. ERC application 
evaluators often caveat women’s  impressive publica-
tion records with comments such as “but she has very 
often collaborated with the head of department”, 
Kondorosi says, meaning that they rely too much on 
their superiors’ work. 

That sort of sexism is a global problem, and there may 
be globally applicable solutions. For example, the funder 
Science Foundation Ireland tackled its low application 
rate from women by doubling the number of grants and 
ring-fencing half of them for women. “Universities said 
there just weren’t enough excellent female candidates to 
fill the positions, but they were wrong,” Mark Ferguson, 
who heads the foundation, told the conference. 

Women also have much to gain from softer types of 
support such as mentoring schemes, said attendees. Such 
initiatives are now appearing. For example, the Jordan 
Society for Scientific Research has set up a mentoring 
network, Three Circles of Alemat, which targets women.

“At the undergraduate and graduate levels you 
might find a few successful female academics. But 
numbers plummet as you move up the ranks,” said Tala 
Haddad, a researcher at Jordan’s King Hussein Cancer 
Center. This creates another problem: a 
lack of role models. 

“People in the Middle East only ever 
read about male scientists, or female sci-
entists from the West,” Dajani said. “Never 
female scientists from their own countries. 
That needs to change, so that girls can 
see themselves as scientists and boys can 
expect their sisters, wives and daughters 
to assume that role.” 
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