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My mother’s childhood was unique

At the age of thirteen she began going to boarding school at Emma 
Willard. While, at the same time, she was also traveling back and 
forth to Saudi Arabia. 



Emma Willard
Emma Willard was an education activist who devoted her 

life to women's education. She founded her first school for 
women's higher education in 1821. 

Being an all girls school, Emma Willard was founded on 
the beliefs that women’s educations and rights are of the 
utmost importance. 



SAUDI ARABIA
Saudi was a major contrast to my Mother’s experience in the 
United States. In Saudi women have no rights.

● Women need permission from their “guardian” in order to: marry. Divorce, 
traven, receive education, get a job, open a bank account, and receive surgery. 

● Women are required to cover and parts of the body that are awrah (not meant to 
be exposed). This includes everything except for the hands and eyes. 

● Sexual segregation which keeps wives, sisters and daughters from contact with 
stranger men, follows from the extreme concern for female purity and family 
honour. The mixing of non-kin men and women at parties or the like is extremely 
rare and limited to some of the modernist Western-educated families. Women who 
are seen socializing with a man who is not a relative, can be harassed by the 
mutaween, even charged with committing adultery, fornication or prostitution.

These are just of the few regulations that women must follow



Her Experience:

My Mother’s experience started in January in 1980 when her 
father moved her family to Saudi. He got a job engineering 
greenhouses which would provide vegetables for the Saudi 
military. 

She stayed with her family in Saudi until September of 1980 
when she began school at Emma Willard. 

During her time in Saudi, she attended a Westerner's 
elementary school. When she finished eighth grade, her 
family was informed that western children were not allowed 
to attend high school in the Kingdom. This was the start of 
a very rocky and unpredictable next six years where she 
would travel back and forth from the United States to Saudi.



I asked my Mother a series of questions that sparked a long 
and informative conversation of the major differences between 
Saudi Arabia and the United States. Although I started with many 
structured questions, I felt that separating my information 
based on the questions was not as beneficial as separating them 
based on the information gathered. Below are the questions that 
I started my interview with.

● What were the significant cultural differences
● How did traditions in Saudi differ from those in the US?
● How did people react/Treat their government?
● Did you feel like an outsider while in Saudi?



Women
Obviously the treatment of women was one of the major contrasts from life in 
the United States. Being at one of the most feminist schools the United States 
had to offer, my mother had polar experiences while traveling back and forth. 
From her experience in Saudi these are some of the major differences she 
remembered:

● Women were not allowed to work

● They had to wear abaya (religious robes) 

● Women were not safe if they did not wear these robes

● Women were basically considered possessions 

● Women who were not accompanied by a man were considered as available which 

made them unsafe

● She felt that she had no freedom→  she had to wait for her father to come 

home from work in order to do anything outside of the house 



Religion
- All other religions (from Islamic) were illegal, so her family was unable to 

celebrate Christmas. So they would leave to country and go to Seattle where 
they could celebrate with their family

- Prayer was a major presence in daily life. No matter what was happening or 
where a person was, when it was the time of day to pray everything was dropped 
and everyone kneeled down to pray. 



Government
- People did what the King told them to. 
- The religious police had as much power as the military or normal police. There was a 

delicate balance between the two. 
- It was very dictatorial and violent. 

- Most feared the religious police more than the military or federal police. They would 
carry around a stick and would come up and beat you if you did not wear the right 
clothing or did not pray when you were supposed to. 

- She recalls a public square in the middle of the town where a person caught stealing 
would get their hand cut off. Therefore there was minimal crime.
- There were no credit cards or checks so everyone would carry around “huge wads of 

money” however, the crime rate was so low, people were not afraid to carry this 
around. 



Celebrations
- In the US it is common to have a day off from school or 

work for celebrations such as the 4th of July or Memorial 
Day. These days are usually associated with relaxing and 
eating and watching fireworks. However, in Saudi there 
were no celebrations that did not surround religion. 

- Celebrations
- All based on the Muslim religion
- During the month of Ramadan all of the stores were 

closed because of religious fasting so they would have 
to go shopping and eating really late at night 



Education
Education was a major traditional difference. In the US 
education is highly valued whereas in Saudi (at the time), 
it had little meaning. Westerners were not allowed to attend 
school in the Kingdom after the 8th grade so my mom had to 
return to the US and go to a boarding school. 



Her Experience
❖ Her family lived in an American compound. There was no way 

she could leave the compound on her own and in turn she 
never interacted with Saudi girls her age.

❖ At the time my Mother was engulfed it two vastly different 
cultures. In the United States, she was valued for her 
gender and taught to stand up to those who oppressed her. In 
Saudi however, she was told that she was less of a person 
and in fact property because of her gender. 

❖ The two cultures were different in most aspects but both 
valued the importance of government and a structured 
society. It is very interesting to see how two cultures that 
are complete opposites still end up having major 
similarities. 



Although my Mother ended up favoring the culture of the United States over that of Saudi, she 
has learned a lot from her experiences in the East. In the end she realized that no matter how 
different cultures may be, all people want the same thing out of life… success. 

In both cultures success is the root to all problems, conflicts, and also joy. Whether this 
comes from raising children to follow the teachings of Islam so they can be in favor with God. Or 
raising children in education where they will get high salary jobs. Human nature drives people to 
seek success in whatever they do in life. This understanding let my mother see that although she 
felt persecuted and unwanted in Saudi, the people really just wanted her to succeed. Their way of 
expressing this was through having women be modest and essentially owned by men. In the Saudi’s 
eyes the most successful women was one who would be obeying and have children that in turn would 
obey their leaders too. She realized that although success for women in Saudi was much different 
than in the United States, it was the way the culture was set up. 

In the United States, a successful woman is portrayed as a good mother who is also an active 
participant in the working world. Our culture sets up girls to learn how to be good mothers and to 
receive education. 

Both countries teach kids from a young age how to become successful however, the major 
cultural difference is the contrast on what success means. This mentality allowed my mother to 
embrace both cultures no matter which one she agreed with. 


