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WHAT’S THE POINT OF THIS BOOKLET?

Dear students,

We put this booklet together because we know that in our part of the world, women often face
unnecessary barriers and obstacles in their careers and professional lives. Despite this, many
women succeed in becoming leaders in their field, and become an inspiration to the next
generation. In this booklet, we’ve collected the stories and insights of Arab women who have
become leading lights in their professional fields: science, medicine, entrepreneurship, theater,
poetry, filmmaking, journalism, and more. We hope their stories inspire you and their insights
and practical suggestions help you on your own career path.

Sincerely,

Dr. Laith Al-Shawaf, Dr. Nadia Bahra, Dr. Sascha Hein, and Dr. Olfa Khelifi
AGYA alumni and members

This project received support from the Arab-German Young Academy of Sciences and
Humanities (AGYA) that has been funded under the German Ministry of Education and Research
(BMBF) grant 01DL20003. The authors remain solely responsible for the content and
recommendations provided in this publication, which do not reflect the positions of AGYA or any
of its funding partners.

About AGYA

The Arab-German Young Academy of Sciences and Humanities (AGY A) brings together
excellent Arab and German scholars to address common challenges and develop solutions
through sustainable research cooperation. It was established in 2013 as the first bilateral young
academy worldwide.

AGYA promotes research cooperation among outstanding early-career researchers from all
disciplines who are affiliated with a research institution in Germany or any Arab country. The
AGY A members initiate and implement interdisciplinary projects and collaborative initiatives on
research topics such as Arab and German Education; Common Heritage and Common
Challenges; Energy, Water and Environment; Health & Society; Innovation and Transformation.
AGYA is funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) and
various Arab and German cooperation partners.
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Name: Dr. Nidal Daou

Occupation: Associate Professor of Psychology and Clinical Behavior Analyst
Country of Residence: United States

Educational Background: BA in Psychology (American University of Beirut),
MA (Queen’s College), Ph.D. in Psychology (University of New York)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

I was drawn to psychology from a young age. Both my parents were psychology graduates. It
was familiar, and an extremely interesting area of study. An undergraduate course introduced me
to behavior analysis. What drew me to it was that it offered an optimistic view of the world. You
can change behavior and important elements of the environment to support desirable changes in
your behavior. I thought this was hopeful and positive. Everything that drew me to psychology
and to behavior analysis led to where I am today as a psychology professor and clinical behavior
analyst.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

I love to teach and to interact with students. A constant in my career, whose particulars have
changed considerably due to various circumstances, has been the strong relationships and great
rapport that I’ve had with my students across universities, cities, cultures, and time. I’'m not sure
that this is an accomplishment, but I treasure it the most. It might be a talent that I am lucky to
have.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

Lack of support from those in positions of power has been the most impactful obstacle that I
faced. And unfortunately, I faced this repeatedly, across contexts and cultures. It is hurtful, and at
times life-changing when colleagues don’t support us. It is most devastating when they campaign
against us. I struggled when I faced these kinds of hurdles, and their effects have been long
lasting. You tend to always remember those moments when you were the most vulnerable and
when you felt like you lost everything you had been working toward through no fault of your
own. I’ve learned a lot from these experiences, however, so I try to focus on that and on the fact
that they got me to better appreciate the goodness in those on the other side of the spectrum —
like students and supportive colleagues, who enthusiastically celebrate my successes, rather than
feel threatened by them.

4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?



I think that competition/territoriality and corruption are at the heart of obstacles that are more
likely to be faced by people in countries like Lebanon. When you’re a woman, the fight against
you might be harsher; more aggressive. It doesn’t mean that the aggressor is necessarily a male.
Many of the hurdles that I faced in Lebanon were consistent with those that I faced in the United
States. Among the obstacles that were particular to Lebanon, in my experience, was the toxic
element of competition and its adverse consequences — and in more general terms, corruption.
Rather than seeking out opportunities to collaborate with a colleague in the field, in a country or
part of the world that suffers from limited support systems, some would go to war to make sure
their interests and privileged positions were not shared, not even for the greater good. Corruption
enabled that kind of territoriality.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

Those who try to balance between all that’s important to them; who advocate for others; who
prioritize their duties/advancement without stomping over others. I was privileged to be raised by
such a role model, my mom, Yola Sowan, who spent her career as a well-loved teacher, and to
study under — and then work with — my first Psychology professor, Dr. May Awaida, the first
example of a woman who pursued her Ph.D. abroad, then returned to her community. It was also
remarkable to me, in the mid-1990s, that she achieved all those things first and then found love
and started a family.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

I think that young women in the Arab world would benefit from two lessons that I learned in
graduate school: know yourself and understand that you will not always get what you want or
deserve. Regarding the first point, take your time to figure out what you really care about, what
you are inspired to achieve, what you feel you have a talent for or a strong desire to work toward.
Regarding the second, realize that it will take a lot of hard work and trial-and-error to achieve the
small goals that will be key in your professional journey. Be persistent and stubborn in the face
of adversity, cultivate an amazing support network that will help you through the difficult times
and give back to that network, and finally identify and minimize/block all sources of hostility or
at least minimize the extent of their impact.

Name: Dr. Hala Alyan

Occupation: Clinical psychologist and writer

Country of Residence: United States of America

Educational Background: BA in Political Science & International Affairs

(American University of Beirut), MA in Psychology, Personality, and




Psychopathology (Columbia University), Doctorate of Psychology
(Rutgers University).

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

In terms of clinical psychology, I majored in political science at the American University of
Beirut, but found myself hungry to think about healing on a more micro level. So that drew me to
learn more about psychotherapy. As for writing, I’ve written since I was a child. It’s always been
my way of making sense of the world and finding entry points into other worlds. I actually think
of the two careers as extremely complementary. I’'m very lucky in that way.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

I honestly think it’s the fact that I’ve been able to balance an artistic life with one where I get to
practice psychotherapy and be a professor. I don’t always strike that balance on a day-to-day
level, but overall I’'m proud that I’ve been able to carve these mutually enriching careers out for
myself. I’'m also very fortunate for the opportunities that have come my way, which have made it
possible.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

Perhaps the biggest obstacle was my own imposter syndrome, or questioning my talent or ability
to accomplish certain things. I do think part of that comes with the territory and dissipates with
time. Like anything, most career pursuits improve with practice. I certainly think that’s true for
psychotherapy and writing. I also think finding a community helped immensely, in particular of
other Arab clinicians and writers.

4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

I think in many ways, the collectivist culture that many women in the Arab world are part of has
both strengths and limitations to it. There are ways that there can be undue influence and
pressure from family and society on “appropriate” careers, or pressures to prioritize family or
other goals outside of one’s personal pursuits. But I also think that there can be a really
wonderful well of support that comes from belonging to a collectivist background.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

As a teenager, | was blown away by the writings of Suheir Hammad and Nawal El Saadawi.
They definitely influenced me.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?



Seek community and cultivate it. Help others when you come across opportunities that might be
good fits for them. You’re not doing this for transactional reasons, but because it helps create
good citizenship in your field. Try to mentor when you can, and seek out mentors when you need
them. Commit to a lifetime of learning.

Name: Dr. Salma Moussa

Occupation: Assistant Professor of Political Science, Yale University
Country of residence: USA

Educational Background: BS in Foreign Service & International Politics

(Georgetown University), PhD in Political Science (Stanford University)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

I liked following the news, and felt closely tied to the issues of injustice I saw around me in the
Arab world and beyond. I wanted to study these issues at a more systematic level -- because I
wanted to have evidence behind some of the trends I had witnessed anecdotally. So I started by
studying International Politics at Georgetown in Qatar. Then I interned and worked as a research
assistant at various NGOs and research centers. That led me to pursue my PhD in political
science.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

In life, I am proud to have started a family as well as a career! Not easy, but possible.
Professionally, I am proud to have gotten my PhD at Stanford -- after being rejected everywhere
I applied the first time around -- getting a job as a professor at Yale, and publishing a political
science article on the cover of Science.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

Rejection is a natural part of academia. ['ve been rejected from many grants, scholarships,
programs, and journals. You just have to figure out how to improve, or realize it's bad luck and
move on. | have also had lots of challenges arise in the field when conducting fieldwork --
uncooperative authorities, attrition rates, and ethical dilemmas, to name a few. They are almost
always solved by having a positive attitude (“OK, so what can I do now, with what I have
now?”) and hiring an awesome local field team.

4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?



Convincing your parents to let you move halfway around the world for undergrad or grad school
is a challenge -- let alone convincing them that you need to go to a conflict zone for fieldwork!
Given the sheer length of time required to get a PhD (often 6 years in the U.S.), there are also
questions of when you are going to “start your life.” The social sciences are also typically not
viewed with a lot of respect. It can definitely be difficult to get the support structure needed to
embark on all of these things.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

There are many women who do incredible, creative, rigorous research, teach really cool classes,
care about policy impact, and also have children. Dr. Vicky Fouka (Stanford), Dr. Lisa Blaydes
(Stanford), Dr. Betsy Paluck (Princeton), and Dr. Amaney Jamal (Princeton), are just some who
come to mind out of so many who have mentored, guided, or inspired me.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

Just apply! Don't close off doors unnecessarily. There are always a million reasons not to apply -
-- the job description seems too out of your league, the grad program seems too competitive, the
grant application seems too complicated. If you can imagine yourself making use of a valuable
opportunity, then apply.

It's possible to be an academic, care about policy impact and the issues that hit home the hardest,
and also have a family (if that's what you want).

The issues you think are important to study -- but you don't find mainstream research focusing
on -- are important. And you are the best one to research them! Be the first.

Name: Dr. Zeina Moukarzel (born Assaf)

Occupation: Physician (retired) |

Previously Head of Critical Care department

(polyvalent & burn unit) | Founder and President of LAMSA
www.lamsaleb.org

Country of Residence: Lebanon

Educational Background: Doctor of Medicine (Lebanese University)
Master in Health and Hospital Management (Ecole Supérieure de Beyrouth (ESA)



Master Science, Health and Applications - Public health, Management of Health Services Units
(Université Paris VII)

University Diploma in Addiction Medicine (Université Saint-Joseph de Beyrouth)

Certificate in Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) (McGill University)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

The family environment had a determining role in my choice of profession: my father was a
passionate doctor, he practiced his profession with a lot of professionalism but also with a big
heart toward his patients. This touched me a lot professionally and in terms of humanity, and I
naturally found myself in the medical field.

While practicing as an intensive care physician, my heart was filled with compassion for young
people suffering from drug addiction. This led me to found an NGO called “Lamsa” (which
literally means “touch”), to help and support these people.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

As an intensivist, [ am very satisfied that I was able to help my fellow citizens in Lebanon,
especially during the long years of war, even at the cost of my health and well-being. Moreover,
Lamsa is a key source of pride for me: I was able to launch it in 2013 despite the many
difficulties I encountered along the way, and I have been able to continue developing it until
today. As for my personal life, my children are my pride.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

Three major obstacles stood in my way. First, I was working in a very male environment where |
had difficulty finding moral support, especially since I was the head of the burn unit. Secondly, it
was a very demanding job that required my presence 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, depending
on the circumstances. It exhausted me morally and physically and kept me away from my family
sometimes for several days. Finally, I had to follow the evolution of the medical field despite the
fluctuating and at times dramatic situation in my country.

I was able to overcome these obstacles thanks to my will to progress and to my friends who gave
me the support I needed. As for my family, [ was able to get the help of nannies, my mother, and
my mother-in-law to take care of my children during my absence.

4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

The obstacles are numerous. Like any traditional society, a young woman in the Arab and
Eastern world in general, has to get married and take care of her children, even if she has studied
and graduated from university. As for the husband, his role is limited to providing a financial
income. He often does not take care of the children or the housework. Therefore, this culture is
often not conducive to women's personal and professional development. In the professional



world, discrimination against women is more acute. Although women are as competent as men,
directors prefer to hire men. A man is a safe bet for business; he doesn't have to stand by his
children. It is therefore not surprising that few women hold management positions.

At the legal level, women's rights are not always respected. Not all women have access to
education, they cannot pass on nationality to their children, and cannot easily obtain custody of
their children in the event of divorce.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

I would instantly say Dr. Rita Charon. In 2020, I attended a narrative medicine workshop at
Columbia University out of curiosity. I listened with great interest to Dr. Charon, who is a
pioneer in the discipline. She spoke with humility and passion about her patients: “We are
witnesses to the disease,” she said. I learned that physicians should not suppress their emotions
in the face of suffering; rather, sharing them in the form of stories will help them better
understand patients and protect themselves from burnout. Inspired by Dr. Charon's work, I have
since begun to write.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

The young Arab woman is talented and generous; she holds on to her values. She may face
challenges and threats that may discourage her throughout her professional life. Thus, she should
never doubt herself and persevere with confidence, resilience and humility. She must also never
forget that she is not a superwoman. She must know how to say “no.” Whenever necessary, she
must ask for help from her colleagues and reciprocate. She needs to take a break when she needs
it, and to look after her own well-being on a daily basis. These are the golden rules for
maintaining a balance between family, personal, and professional life.

I would say to her: follow your passion, and if one day you realize you have a new passion,
never think you have failed. Never hesitate to start again, it is never too late. Success has no age!

Name: Nadine Mazloum

Occupation: Associate Communications Officer,
Spokesperson — UNHCR Lebanon

Country of Residence: Lebanon

Educational Background: BA in Communication Arts
(Western Sydney University)

MA in Multimedia Journalism (Lebanese American University)




1. What drew you to journalism, and how did it lead to where you are today?

It all started while I was still a 20-year-old university student pursuing my degree in
communication arts. While I knew I wanted to be in the field, I hadn't yet figured out what path I
would take. And then the Israeli war against Lebanon happened. I found myself unable to remain
on the other side of the screen, watching as the events unfolded. I felt like I had to do my part.
Journalists are not simply witnesses; they are documenters of history. In a very significant way,
journalists are the ones who define and frame that history.

I learned a great deal about journalism and about myself during that time; but there were no
professional organizations or training courses to prepare me for what lay ahead: seeing
Lebanon's infrastructure and people suffer; digging through footage to categorize what was
deemed acceptable for viewers and what was too graphic; watching as families stood over their
loved ones, who had been killed by an Israeli missile; seeing entire families flock from their
homes in a desperate search for safety — families who days before had been going about their
lives as normally as I was. Seeing these events made me feel that being a journalist was my
calling.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

Perseverance. I was only 20 years old when I got into journalism. Since then, I have gone on to
complete both my undergraduate and graduate studies, and have worked in both television and
digital journalism. I have even ventured into humanitarian communication, and have had the
opportunity to work in many countries across the region. I consider myself very fortunate to have
been a part of so many different projects and to have had the chance to work with so many
incredible people. The ability to complete my studies, and go on to graduate school with a degree
in journalism on a full-ride scholarship, is what am most proud of. The dedication that it took for
me to be able to do it has been something I'm continuously trying to maintain. It has been
incredibly challenging.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

Do not underestimate the hurdles that financial difficulties can place in the way of fulfilling your
dreams. I was fortunate enough to be able to pursue my bachelor's degree and my master's all
while working and taking care of my family. [ was very motivated to do so, as I truly believed in
my heart that this is what I wanted to do. But still, trying to balance work and school, and at the
same time being a part of the family — being present for my parents when they needed me — was
a huge challenge that required a lot of time and energy. Women and young girls are not expected
to be ambitious in many parts of the world, and I feel that it's important to make it a point to be
so. There are always going to be people who tell you no and try to place obstacles in your way.
The media is a very powerful tool and I'm fortunate that I have been able to use it for causes that
I believe in.



4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

Women in the region face many challenges — we are discriminated against and laws do not
sufficiently safeguard us from violence. But I believe that many of these things exist to varying
degrees in other parts of the world as well — we all have our obstacles to overcome. However, in
the region, we fight tooth and nail for the basic rights that we are entitled to under international
law. Women here are fighting for each other, with each other, and alongside each other to get
where they need to be in their careers and in their country. But at the same time, as a woman
myself, I feel that it's important that we fight against discrimination in general, for all women
from all segments of society. My dream is to see women taking their rightful places in all walks
of life on the basis of meritocracy and freedom of choice.

The media also plays a huge role in how we view gender roles and stereotypes; how we see
ourselves. The media can either perpetuate gender biases or confront them. It is my hope that
women of and in the region will find themselves depicted as active participants in our society —
and that they are as active in their depiction as they are in any other field.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

My mother, grandmother, and all women I have seen relentlessly fight for the right to exist and
work in dignity and to be heard and respected.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

Be yourself. There is no one who can tell you what to do or how to do it. The only thing that you
can be certain of is that everything you have done before is part of your development as an
individual and a person.

Don't fear failure — don’t fear stepping out of your comfort zone — go after your goals and
ambitions with full force. And if you do fail, it's okay — you learn, and the next time around will
be better. It is okay to be wrong — it’s how we learn and unlearn.

Be compassionate. Nothing is more degrading than to be seen as less than another human being,
to be treated as less worthy of respect and humanity simply because of your skin color, gender,
ethnicity or religion. It is so important to fight for this and to live by example.

All of these things are incredibly difficult to do, but they are what propel us into a better, more
compassionate place. I'd love to see our region truly, deeply engaged in these goals, to be able to
improve our society and make it a place that is better for all of its members.

Name: Dr. Mona Fawaz
Occupation: Professor of Urban Studies and Planning
Country of Residence: Lebanon

Educational Background: PhD in City Planning (MIT, 2004),




Master’s in City Planning, (MIT 1998) and B-Arch in Architecture (AUB, 1995)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

I graduated from high school in 1990. It was the end of the Lebanese civil war, and I was driven
to study/work/intervene in a field where I could be part of a new generation that builds and
transforms the country. I first studied architecture, but it was too fixed on “design” for high-end
goals —not the field itself, but how it was taught. I gradually navigated towards city-planning,
because it allowed me to explore the intersections of social justice and ecological viability with
the built environment.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

The recent establishment of the Beirut Urban Lab, a collaborative research center at AUB, is my
current point of pride. It's a place where I can build knowledge that is meaningful to the context
where I live, help train researchers locally and enhance the value of learning, and also speak and
collaborate with others thinking of the same issues in other colleges. Some of the work we have
produced on the right to housing, curbing real-estate speculation, or post-disaster recovery makes
me proud... and makes it meaningful to be in Lebanon despite the difficulties of the moment.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

On a personal note, the hardest moments for me were when my children were young. My partner
was very supportive, which is unusual, but my children had around them too many people who
had classical family schemes and expectations. I recall one of them asking me: “Why are we not
like other families? Dad works and you stay with us?” It's hard for a young mother to explain to
her kids. The great news is that when they are a bit older, they are glad you are busy.

In many ways, academia offers a good platform and the university where I work (AUB) is
supportive of gender equity. However, when you want to play a public role, it's harder. When I
tried to apply to a position in the public sector where I could serve my city better, I was not taken
seriously. Gender definitely played a role. I also see it with my students. Some have to fight to
work. Others fight to learn and work, but many retreat once they have children. Our expectations
of gendered roles are quite entrenched, and the law (particularly family law) is brutally
repressive of women in our part of the world. That said, women in Lebanon (and the region) are
amazing fighters, and if you look around you, they are making great strides. I am hopeful.

4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

I think professional women still face sexist biases everywhere: In any meeting/presentation, we
fight twice to be heard. First, we fight to be heard and be taken seriously as women, and then we
fight for our ideas. In planning discussions (e.g., municipality, planning agencies), but also with
relief agencies and beyond, I'm typically in contexts where I am the only woman in the room.



There is a lot of sexism — you notice that you may say something and no one hears it until a male
participant repeats it a few minutes later... So you fight to be heard, and you walk the tightrope of
forcing people to listen, without placing yourself at the 'center’ of attention since you don't want
the meeting to be about you. It's not easy.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

When I went to MIT, Professor Lisa Peattie was a brilliant researcher and a wonderful activist
who was often on the street with community groups. I loved her and she quickly became the
person I looked up to. After that, I met many professionals who strike this kind of brilliant
balance. The late Vanessa Watson (in South Africa) was fighting for urban justice and producing
inspiring work. I also deeply admire Faranak Miraftab as a radical planner and thinker. There are
many others today I could name if needed.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

I think young women are amazing, they are way ahead of the men in their belief in the public
good and their commitment to change. My generation was asked to sacrifice personal lives for
professional careers. I would tell young women to refuse to sacrifice their personal lives (and I
really don't mean just family and marriage, that is only one option for one’s personal life) for
careers — men aren’t forced to make this choice and they shouldn’t have to either.

Name: Dr. Suhair Sunoqrot

Occupation: Associate Professor of Drug Delivery and Nanomedicine
Country of Residence: Jordan

Educational Background: BS in Pharmacy (University of Jordan),

PhD in Biopharmaceutical Sciences (University of Illinois at Chicago)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

Growing up, I always had a passion for the natural sciences, especially chemistry and biology.
Pharmacy is strongly connected to both fields, and it also happened to be my family business, so
I decided to do my undergraduate studies in pharmacy. Being a scientist at heart, I went on to
complete my PhD in Biopharmaceutical Sciences. After graduating and returning to my home



country, I started my career in academia, where I could pursue my research interests while
actively taking part in training the next generation of pharmaceutical scientists.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

My proudest accomplishments are being able to start a nanomedicine research lab from scratch
in a country with limited resources and making a name for myself as a female Jordanian
scientist.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

There were definitely some obstacles along the way. Leaving home to study abroad in a foreign
country was a challenge on many levels, including having to dispel misconceptions and
stereotypes about my country and the Arab region in general. As I started my academic career, I
had to cope with the fact that the resources that were taken for granted during my PhD were hard
to come by or even non-existent at home. There were also limited experts in my specific field
who could provide the necessary mentorship and guidance. All these hurdles made me all the
more determined to find alternative solutions and out-of-the-box ideas, so I sought out
international collaborators and applied to any funding source I could find, and slowly but surely
began building my research lab.

4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

Most of the obstacles women face in the Arab world are rooted in patriarchy. For example, the
expectation that women won’t pursue professional careers after they are married, or the notion
that a woman’s career should not outshine her partner’s. In academia, we see a very small
percentage of women occupying decision-making positions, despite the fact that a more
significant percentage of women than men pursue academic careers.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

My favorite female role models are Marie Curie, Frances Arnold, and Jennifer Doudna, for their
trailblazing work that won them the Nobel Prize in Chemistry.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

The most important advice I can give is to follow your passion; as long as you are doing
something that you love and care about, then success should come naturally — but be patient!
Look for mentors who have been where you are and learn from their experiences. Never stop
learning and exploring, and take the time to self-reflect.




Name: Dr. Nuhad Yazbik Dumit

Occupation: Professor of Nursing, Nurse

Country of Residence: Lebanon

Educational Background: BS nursing & MA education (American

University of Beirut), PhD nursing (University of Colorado)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

As a young female in my village, I was active in the social and athletic club, and I discovered
how much I enjoy working with people for people. At that time, I watched a Lebanese series
about the life experience of a nurse; I fell in love with that role, and I realized it fit me. Finishing
high school during wartime in 1977, I had to choose whether to stay in my village and be a
schoolteacher or venture out, going to the American University of Beirut to study nursing — a
tough decision for a girl from the village.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

First, the many leaders in nursing that I taught and mentored to serve the health of people in
Lebanon and beyond. Second, the international visibility of the Order of Nurses in Lebanon that
I contributed to as a former president and the recognition of the value of the profession in the
Lebanese context. Third, transforming myself into a scholar-activist who uses her experience in
teaching and research to serve communities at the grassroots and policy levels.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

I faced many hurdles in my career, some were gender-based, others were professional/political, a
few were economic. All were opportunities to make myself stronger.

I faced gender-based obstacles, but I remembered my grandparents’ words of “believe in
yourself and your abilities”, my parents’ trust in me, and my faith that I can reach where I want if
I work hard and gain knowledge and experience. I made my voice heard loud, and louder still
when I was told not to do things because “you are a female ...”. I replied assertively because I
am a female and an intelligent one, I can do it.

Building my power base in gaining knowledge and experience from grassroots to policy helped
me overcome professional and political challenges. I taught myself to face, dare, and stand up for
myself whenever I was treated unfairly or with discrimination. I led by example for my fellow
nurses and students, and I’'m proud of that.



4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

The main obstacle girls and women face is the expectations of family and society, which often
become her own expectations of herself as she grows up. Expectations such as pursuing specific
professions and not others, getting married and having family but not pursuing a career, “you
cannot do things alone without a man in your life”, etc. Such expectations put a woman in a cage
— one that she sometimes agrees to confine herself in.

Other impediments relate to the stereotypical image of women as an instrument to do things to
please her family as a young girl, and then to please a man by her looks when she is older, as if
her role is to please everybody other than herself. The media contributes greatly to this image in
the Arab world. Whether within family or society, girls and women are brainwashed to think and
act as they are told, and this is often reinforced by the media.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

Florence Nightingale was the first to establish modern nursing in the sense of nursing education
based on a program of study, not on-the-job training. She was the first to professionalize nursing
roles for women. She was a social reformer, a scientist, a statistician, and a pioneer in data
visualization. She dared to challenge social norms, questioned medical society care practices at
the time, and served humbly to improve the healthcare of all people. She is an example of a
scholar-activist who used her knowledge in science, her experience, and her power to serve
humanity beyond her country.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

Being a female does not make you a child of a lesser god. You are born with diverse capacities,
intelligences, and talents, just as males are. You need to discover what you have and what you
can do, strengthen your power base of knowledge, experience, and communication the way you
like [speaking, drawing, dancing, writing ...], and use it effectively to serve yourself and society.
This needs to be coupled with a belief in self, faith, and passion in what you are pursuing.

You need to take challenges as opportunities for growth and development, and for building your
experience in successfully beating obstacles. Believe that what does not break you makes you
stronger. Believe in your capabilities, and at the same time be humble so that you can read the
realities of life and act accordingly. Reflect daily to learn about yourself and others, and accept
failures graciously only to make things better the next time.




Name: Zeina Hashem Beck

Occupation: Writer

Country of Residence: USA

Educational Background: BA and MA in English Literature

from the American University of Beirut

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

I’ve always been drawn to the condensed language of poetry, always felt it both belonged to this
world and transcended it. Ever since we were asked to read and recite poems in school, I felt
there was something almost magical about them, and I suppose this eventually translated into
writing poetry myself.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

I try not to think about life in terms of accomplishments because this is what a capitalistic society
focused on relentless production trains us to do. I prefer not to center moments of success, and
instead cultivate slowness, connection, present-ness, and learning. Having said this, I’'m happy to
have recently released O, a poetry collection that currently feels closest to my heart. I hope to
remain curious and take risks in my writing.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

Oh yes! Lots and lots of rejections! I developed a thick skin, kept submitting my work, and kept
reading poetry and learning more about writing poems.

4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

I try not to make sweeping statements about women in the Arab world because there are always
different elements at play — factors like class, sexual orientation, location, etc. Perhaps one of the
most difficult things women face is to freely exist in, and speak about, their bodies.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

I try not to idealize and idolize people, but I love the art and fierceness of the following women:
Audre Lorde, Etel Adnan, Nawal Al Saadawi, Radwa Ashour, Belle Hooks, Toni Morrison,
Sabah, Umm Kulthum, Dalida, and Walladah Bint Al-Mustakfi.



6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

You’re young and full of potential, and that’s a powerful place to be, so use this power to learn
about yourself and the directions you’d like to take. Create a space for you and you only, and,
should you want a partner, choose one who understands and respects this. If you become a
mother, don’t feel guilty about catering to your own needs, and don’t lose sight of what you
want. Form strong friendships with women, walk away from spaces that don’t support you, and
build communities that uplift you. And dance.

Name : Sobhiya Najjar

Occupation: Journalist and Producer

Country of Residence: Lebanon

Educational Background: BA in tourism management (Lebanese

university)

MA in cultural management (Université de Perpignan Via Domitia)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

Passion gets you to do the things necessary to grow and improve. Instead of going through the
motions in life, you push on and work harder to solve problems. You learn what it really takes to
be successful. You don’t give up at the first sign of struggle.

My passion for journalism and defending people prompted me to apply to be a journalist and
fight the battle without any help. Note that I did not study journalism, but when we are at school,
we don’t necessarily know what the best journey for us is. I know very well that I loved
defending people's rights, showing the truth, and defending marginalized groups in Lebanon and
the world. I succeeded, and I remember that in my first interview, all of my friends told me that
I’'m crazy, how could I apply for a job in this field despite never having studied journalism. I
insisted, I tried many times, and I reached my goal. When my interviewers read my resume, they
were a bit surprised that I had zero experience in journalism. I told them that I have passion — try
my work, and if you don’t like it, don’t hire me. So I started my professional career and I began
to teach myself. Passion is the key to success.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

What I was most proud of was standing on the side of the truth, and I didn’t hesitate to raise
people’s voice through my journalistic and field work.

What makes me most professionally proud is that I made a name in the world of journalism in
Lebanon that is characterized by professionalism and credibility.



In my personal life, the most important thing I have accomplished is that I made a lovely family
and had a child.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

Working in the field of media in Lebanon is a challenge in itself, given the sectarian and partisan
divisions that drive media institutions in Lebanon.

I overcame these difficulties through awareness, experience, and acceptance of others and their
differences.

The biggest difficulty was when I worked in a prestigious and internationally renowned media
organization, but my manager had a very sharp personality and refused to accept that there are
young people in their early years who are enthusiastic about work and have interesting ideas that
they want to share with their surroundings. This director never accepted to listen to younger
professionals. All she did was complain about all kinds of things and fabricate accusations
against me and my team.

I did persevere, I endured all the difficulties, and I proved that I am able to accomplish my work
with professionalism and passion.

Shortly after, I searched for a new job and resigned from my old one because this treatment
negatively affected my mental health and my love for my profession.

4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

Women in the Arab world continue to face legislation and laws that discriminate against them at
every stage of their professional and social lives. This is in addition to differences in income
levels. Some women still find it difficult to access education or health care, and others are
fighting for better wages. Women also face real risks to their safety, including the risk of female
genital mutilation, domestic violence, or sexual assault and early marriage. According to the
International Labour Organization, “The Arab region has the world’s lowest rate of female
economic participation - 26% compared to the global average of 56 per cent. By contrast, male
labor force participation rates, at 76%, are above the global average of 74 %. These numbers
have remained stubbornly resistant to change despite increasing levels of education amongst
women”.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

My role model in professional life is every journalist who defends people's rights with fairness
and transparency, and especially those who cover stories with professionalism and without being
linked to the political agenda of any political party or politician. Every journalist who refused all
kinds of material temptations and emphasized truth, accuracy, and transparency in conveying the
news to the public. My role model in my specific field is the journalist Marie Catherine



Colvin who worked as a foreign affairs correspondent for a British newspaper in Syria. She was
a journalist who loved her profession, was brave, did not give up, and pursued her work with
precision and objectivity. She is a female journalist who pursued her passion until her death.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

Take initiative and do not hesitate to work toward your goals and achieve professional progress.
We know very well that in the Arab world we are still fragile in terms of laws and rights,
especially when it comes to women’s rights. Every girl in the Arab world should know that there
is no difference between a man and a woman in professional life — we are all equal. You must
have confidence in yourself and know that you can achieve your dreams and professional
aspirations. You should also not accept the status quo regarding low wages. Love yourself and
believe in yourself.

No matter how difficult the circumstances you are going through, do not give up. Make sure that
you surround yourself with women who will support you and be by your side. Raise your voice
do not accept injustice. Tell everyone your success stories and the successes of those around you.
Be yourself, work on developing your capabilities, and don’t imitate anyone else. But do get to
know the stories of successful women to learn from them and seek their mentorship.

Name: Dr. Maya Bizri

Occupation: Adult Psychiatrist and Psychosomatic Medicine,
Director of Consultation Liaison Psychiatry and

Director of Psycho-oncology at AUBMC

Country of Residence: Lebanon

Educational Background: MD (American University of Beirut)
-MPH (Tufts University)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

I’ve always been interested in behavior. The way people behave, make choices, react to
situations — it’s sobering once you realize there’s a science to it and you can learn it. Medicine in
general is a rewarding career choice — you get to both do what you enjoy, and you get to see it
meaningfully affecting others. I don’t think physicians are special in any way (that is important
to highlight :)); the field itself is what’s interesting. With psychiatry — and even more so with
psychosomatic medicine (which studies the mind-body interaction) — you see people at their
most vulnerable. That automatically adds more meaning to your work.



2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

I wouldn’t call myself ‘accomplished’. I think I was lucky with opportunities. But then again,
I’ve said ‘yes’ to opportunities that came along even when I was not entirely sure I had the right
qualifications, and then I learned how to do them. So maybe that.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

I’m sure I must have; they just feel so trivial in retrospect. Licensing issues, trying to pursue
further training abroad, accreditation challenges. I think a common challenge that physicians
from Lower-Middle Income Countries (or just from this part of the world) face is trying to carve
a way into their field, whether that’s in research or with training...it’s a just more convoluted
path, and quite competitive. But doors do open eventually, and I think the trick is to make sure
you’re well prepared for them when they do.

4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

Unpopular opinion here — there’s been a cultural shift in this conversation. Obviously, some
biases will exist in some workplace cultures (and by extension some societies, whether Arab or
Western) that perpetuate the image of assertive women as bossy or focus on a woman’s image
rather than her productivity. But people with this mindset are now quickly (fortunately) shut
down — or at the very least made uncomfortable to speak.

At the same time, there’s an empowering space now for women (perhaps more in the West, but
also growing here) to showcase their competencies. Women coming into the workplace now
should not focus on proving they’re talented or hard-working women, but rather talented and
hardworking individuals.

I don’t mean to undo decades of feminists” work; on the contrary, I mean to highlight that all the
work done in the generations before us has led to this improved platform that we now stand on.
And I realize I say this having been privileged with a workplace that’s not gender-blind, but is
very gender-neutral.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

She just happens to be a woman — but really if you read about how Psycho-oncology was
founded by psychiatrist Dr. Jimmie Holland, you can see her lobbying for it to be recognized as
an unmet need among patients with cancer, to standardize it, measure it, create guidelines for it.
She even — obviously oncology research was much better funded than psychiatric research —
pushed to put behavioral research on the agenda of cancer societies. This was all at a time when
patients with cancer didn’t even name it, and survivors were expected to just be grateful that
they’re cancer-free with no other psychological consequences addressed or treated.



6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

Not to be redundant, but in general I’d say we should forget about gender bias being this huge
roadblock. There are biases that exist every day, whether consciously or not, in every decision
we make. The mindset shouldn’t have to be “I’m coming into this unfairly because of my gender
(or age, or background, etc.), but instead “what can I do to advocate for myself as a talented
employee?”, and most of the time the answer has nothing to do with gender (or age or
background). Another thing which I'd been notoriously bad at and have made an effort to
improve (it’s a work in progress for me, it’s my shortcoming) is to be punctual :)) ’'m now more
deliberate in framing punctuality as a way of respecting other people’s time.

Name: Ayah Bdeir

Occupation: Entrepreneur

Country of Residence: USA

Educational Background: BEng (American University of Beirut),

Masters (MIT, Media Lab)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

I always had a tech and science bent. When I was a kid, [ was very good at Math and Science,
and I loved tinkering. I would take things apart to see how they were made, I would spend lots of
time with construction toys, I would keep a little notebook with my inventions. I went to school
for engineering, but kept doing creative projects on the side, and this dual interest led me to
invent my own product and start my company. I believe the most interesting projects come from
the combination of creativity and rigor, from the intersection of tech, design and society. It’s
what fuels me to this day.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

On top of the list would be taking an invention from a sketch in 2009 to a product that today
touches the lives of over 2 million kids and has changed the face of STEAM education. I'm also
proud of the activism I did to get more girls into tech, including the importance of starting early,
of creating gender-neutral products,



and helping underrepresented groups feel like they have an important place in the world of
technology.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

Anyone building a product and starting a company faces obstacles such as getting attention from
manufacturers, building credibility with customers, raising money, building a stellar team, etc.
But I’'ll focus here on personal obstacles. As a woman and an immigrant in tech, I am part of a
small minority. Less than 2% of venture funding goes to women, and there are decades of bias
that need to be overcome. It took a lot of internal calm, persistence, and not letting these
experiences get to me. I always say to deal with bias, you have to look at it like a rainy day.
There is no arguing with the rain, there is no complaining about it, it just is. You either take an
umbrella and go out, or you get wet, or you don’t go out at all. I chose to protect myself and use
an umbrella. That enables me to keep all my energy focused on what I need to get done to
accomplish my goals.

4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

Women everywhere face issues of discrimination, bias and abuse. They are also paid less for
equal work, and they have to work harder to inspire confidence in their businesses and their
leadership potential. But in the Arab world the problem is even more aggravated. In addition to
the above, they have the outsized share of family care. This means that they work full time jobs,
and come home to have to manage a household, take care of children, take care of the elderly,
and also take care of all social and family engagements, of course in addition to being the ones
who bear children. This means that effectively, women have 2 or 3 fulltime jobs, and they often
don’t get any time to take care of themselves, to rest, to socialize in order to push their careers, or
to do professional development to advance in their work.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?
N/A

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

The Arab world may not act like it, but it needs women to succeed in their careers for several
reasons: financial, security reasons and quality of life. Studies published by BCG and leading
American venture capital firms found that female-founded or co-founded companies performed
more than twice as well as all-male founded companies. According to the IFC, women reinvest
90 percent of their income into their communities (compared to 30% for men) and help to break
the cycle of poverty. Also, a global scientific study by Texas A&M showed that the highest



predictor of poverty and violent instability is the place of women in that nation (Source: The
Economist). Women have been shown to lead with empathy, compassion, and an ability to show
support in a way that is necessary in this day and age. In short, our region needs women — it
needs women to succeed, it needs women to have their voices heard, and it needs women to
build inclusive communities and teams. Don’t let the obstacles discourage you or wear you
down.

Name: Dana Ballout

Occupation: Documentary filmmaker and podcaster
Country of residence: USA

Educational background: BA University of California,
Irvine (International Studies)

MS Northwestern University (Journalism)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

I was drawn to journalism because I felt the region I grew up in, the Middle East, was being
misconstrued by the press, who covered only one angle of our incredibly rich home, and was also
being exploited for “exotic” stories. I wanted to be a part of the change. That’s why I got into
journalism and, eventually, documentary and podcasting as an extension of that work.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

Co-founding the Kerning Cultures podcast is probably one of my proudest accomplishments.
Since its inception seven years ago, the podcast has told human-centered and nuanced stories
from the Middle East and North Africa and its diaspora. I’'m also proud of having been an
Emmy-nominated producer for the National Geographic show Trafficked with Mariana van
Zeller, where we bring empathy to reporting on black markets.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

I face two main challenges which I’'m sure are not unique: First, the work I care about most tends
to be the work that yields the least financial gains. It’s a struggle to find time and money for
projects I deeply care about. So the challenge is always balancing passion projects that I love
with work that pays better but doesn’t necessarily feed my soul. Second, as an Arab woman in



the West, I feel a responsibility to represent where I come from in a way that is thoughtful and
true to my origins, history and values. And in doing so, I try to ensure a seat at the table in the
media industry, especially in Hollywood, while being neither exoticized nor tokenized. I
overcome this by putting one foot in front of the other every day and having a strong community
and support system around me that welcomes frequent venting sessions.

4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

The Arab world is massive and varies on this issue. The easy answer is to say that culturally, we
do not prioritize gender equality in our society, homes and workspaces. But in no way do I think
the Arab world uniquely discriminates against women or that we face challenges that are not in
some way universal. We, along with the rest of the world, have a long way to go in terms of
giving women equal rights that allow us to live freely, with dignity and truth. That said, Arab
women, wherever [ encounter them, have been the most powerful, intelligent, brave, and
ambitious women I’ve come across.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

Christiane Amanpour for breaking the ceiling for female journalists from the Middle East. Leila
Fadel for being the first Arab woman to host NPR’s biggest radio show. Nadine Labaki, who put
Lebanese film on the international stage in an unprecedented way. And all the countless Arab
journalists, podcasters, editors, producers and filmmakers that are too many to name. They are all
my role models.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

I’ve learned over the years to relieve myself of the shame of asking for what I actually want. A
better role, a different project, more time, more money. Be courageous enough to ask for what
you think isn’t possible and more. I’m still learning that myself. For my fellow people-pleasing
professionals: learn to set boundaries. You can be friendly, kind, and likable without being a
constant yes-person. Protect yourself and your energy. Also, someone told me this and I’ve held
on to it for many years: adopt the mindset that you are your own boss. Every job needs to work
for YOU. A company may have chosen you to work with them, but do you choose them back?
How does it serve you and the career and life you’re trying to live? And lastly, no one has
anything truly figured out. We’re all a work in progress.

Name: Dr. Lina Abyad
Occupation: Associate Professor, Theatre,

Lebanese American University, Beirut,




Lebanon

Country of Residence: Beirut, Lebanon

Educational Background: BA in Psychology (American University of Beirut),
Master’s in Theater Studies (Sorbonne Nouvelle, Paris III),

Doctorate in theatre (The Sorbonne Nouvelle- Paris III)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

At school, I was bored. A friend of mine proposed we prepare a few scenes from a play we had
studied. The schoolteacher played along, reserved the school theatre for us, and invited a few
classes to watch our performance. It seemed I was good. But, most importantly I felt good about
myself. I realized that day that I could be good at something. I found my place in the class and in
the school. I became a studious and enthusiastic student (at least in literature and in the arts)!

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

As a faculty member in an American university, students take my theatre classes as an elective
course. | am extremely proud to have inspired a few of them to change their major and pursue
theatre as a career (as they wanted to, but were afraid or not supported by their families.) To
inspire and assist a student in achieving his/her dream, (totally aware of the challenges awaiting
him/her), to help them find the courage to plunge into this battle and delve into what they truly
want to study is one of the most rewarding parts. I also find it rewarding when they come back a
few years later: I have staged the plays of two of my former students and watched a few of them
on the screen!

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

The most challenging obstacle came from my parents. They were deeply worried about my
likelihood of earning a living from theatre. So, they asked me to aim for a doctorate in theatre
studies. They were right: I teach in a university and I am financially independent. The second
most challenging element is to do theatre in a country where the political situation is volatile.
During the 20 years of my practice, the rehearsals or opening nights have often been interrupted
or postponed. I learned to stay focused on the goal, to navigate around this situation and guide
my actors through frustration or disappointment. Finally, due to the economic collapse Lebanon
has been going through recently, I had to simplify the different set designs of my plays. This has
been challenging. I have experimented with new concepts and material while maintaining the
aesthetics of the work.



4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

The term itself “artist” for a performer has a pejorative connotation in the Arab world. It is often
used to refer to prostitutes, because mainly they work during the night. Traditionally, in the Arab
world, the girl and later the woman was kept away from the public sphere. From the veil or the
niqgab to the mashrabiyya, all these elements (personal or architectural) made women less visible
in the public sphere. Making theatre demands from its practitioners to break two anchored
traditions: a girl/woman should be at home before sunset and be kept away from public sphere.
We can imagine how difficult it is for a girl to choose this career and for parents to approve and
support. And finally, the freedom demanded by this career could be considered a threat to her
reputation: travelling, wearing revealing costumes, daring to portray different characters which
could be provocative, flirtatious (or more), strong, or devilish.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

On the international level, I am inspired by Arianne Mnouchkine for what she has created at the
Cartoucherie de Vincennes. She not only imposed a style in acting and directing, but fought to
have a theatre, a company, and a space. Mnouchkine is a privileged director, but she grounded
her plays in the social and political problems of the world. Her theatre addresses crucial
contemporary issues we face, be it religious extremism, the struggle for independence (India and
later Pakistan), the stories of refugees and immigrants fleeing war zones. Her theatre talks about
our humanity. The other stage director is Naima Zitan. I recently visited Rabat, where Zitan
practices theatre. She has created a community of enthusiasts, a cohort of dedicated people who
are not theatre makers but who want theatre to thrive in their city.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

1. You must be passionate about theatre.

2. You must be trained in theatre to acquire certain tools and skills.

3. You must be aware that this education doesn’t stop after you have graduated and obtained a
degree.

4. You must challenge yourself on every new project.

5. You must be honest and (try) to choose the projects you work on.

6. You must be aware that theatre is teamwork. You are one among a group.

7. You must work with love, dedication, enthusiasm, and humility.

8. You must be aware that theatre is about exploring our humanity.




Name: Dr. Lina Choueiri

Occupation: Professor of Linguistics in the Department
of English

and Deputy Provost at AUB

Country of Residence: Lebanon

Educational Background: PhD in Linguistics (USC, Los
Angeles),

MS in Linguistics (Georgetown,

Washington D.C.), BS in Mathematics (AUB, Beirut),
BA in French Literature (USJ, Beirut)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

I bumped into Generative Linguistics by accident, when as an undergraduate student I was
assigned to read Chomsky’s Syntactic Structures (1957). I didn’t understand much of it at the
time, but was fascinated by its formal approach to the study of language. I was intrigued by the
view of language as an innate human ability, and I wanted to learn how to argue for such a view,
a radical departure from the prevailing thinking on what language is and how it is acquired. I
continue to be inspired as a teacher and a researcher to ask new questions about Arabic and its
varieties and find excitement in pursuing them.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

I have achieved a lot over the past two decades since I joined AUB as an Assistant Professor. My
proudest accomplishments represent different phases of this journey. Chief among them is
leading the Department of English through a difficult period of transition within AUB and in
Lebanon, receiving the AUB Teaching Excellence Award and being recognized by students as a
successful mentor, and the collaborative interdisciplinary work on personality psychology in the
Arab world that resulted in several original publications.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

The obstacles I have faced throughout my career are those that most women with professional
aspirations face in the Arab world. Some are also due to a general lack of understanding of
linguistics as a field of study. In the Arab world in particular, people are unaware of linguistics
and its contributions to our understanding of human beings and their behavior. Most people think
that linguists are the ‘language police’. Throughout my career, I have collaborated with
educators, psychologists, and cognitive scientists in an effort to deepen our shared understanding
and to overcome disciplinary silos. The biggest hurdle I’ve had to face was difficult to pinpoint.
Systemic bias is still part of our culture and institutions, and it has a profound negative impact on
women’s professional lives. In addition to being demoralizing, having my work undervalued and



unrecognized slowed my career advancement. Mentors provided guidance, helped me build
connections, and persist.

4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

Female literacy in the Arab world has been on the rise, and women are becoming the majority in
colleges and universities. Nevertheless, gender disparities remain, especially in the workplace,
and, unlike elsewhere in the world, more higher education opportunities for women in the Arab
world do not translate into increased participation in the labor force. Women in the Arab world
might also face discrimination or systemic and unconscious bias based on their gender to a larger
extent than elsewhere. In higher education in the Arab world, women are still underrepresented
in leadership positions, and they are often paid less than men for doing the same work. Women
may be passed over for promotions, recognition, award nominations, or they may be judged
more harshly than their male counterparts for the same actions or behaviors. Systemic bias and
discrimination limit women’s opportunities and hinder their achievements and professional
success.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

The absence of female role models in my field has shaped my thinking about the importance of
mentoring young women scholars in generative linguistics, especially those from the Arab world.
It has also encouraged me to take action in support of career development and professional
success of young women everywhere.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

Many factors can contribute to the professional success and career development of young women
in the Arab world, and these will vary depending on their specific goals and circumstances. My
general advice, however, is to look at professional success as a journey rather than a goal.
Specifically, this means being committed to continuous learning and building professional
connections to be better equipped to navigate change and new challenges, access new
opportunities, and grow. Building a successful career also means being persistent and willing to
take initiative and risks. Mentors and role models can provide guidance and support in dealing
with the constantly evolving professional landscape and in staying motivated. What has also
helped me in that regard is using the unique obstacles and setbacks that we, as women, still face
in our career development to push back against societal limitations, challenge expectations, and
redefine what professional success means.




Name: Dr. Amira Kassis
Occupation: Scientific consultant

Country of Residence: Switzerland

Educational Background: BS in nutrition (American University of Beirut),
MS in human nutrition (McGill University),
PhD in human Nutrition (McGill University)

1. What drew you to your field, and how did it lead to where you are today?

Food has always been a very important part of my life, but my interest in the health aspects of
food really started when a family member was diagnosed with diabetes. This brought me to study
nutrition from my BSC to my PhD. Although I loved being part of the academic world, I realized
that I wanted to get closer to the final product of research. So, I decided to join the food industry,
and for 13 years I worked as a scientist at Nestle Research supporting product innovation. Then I
took a leap of faith and started my own scientific consulting company, which I still run today.

2. What are your proudest accomplishments in your career and life?

I have always been grateful for the opportunities given to me throughout my academic and
professional career. I feel very proud today of having grabbed these opportunities and having
taken the risk of jumping into the unknown, whether it was moving far away from home to a
foreign country, representing Nestle in the great but daunting adventure of Solar Impulse, or
following my dream of starting my own company. But mostly I am proud of having achieved a
work-life balance that allows me to be there for my family.

3. Did you face any hurdles or obstacles in your career pursuits? If so, how did you
overcome them?

In our professional lives we meet people who lift us up and others who hold us back. I would say
the hurdles I faced in my career were mostly from colleagues and managers who closed doors
because they were afraid of taking risks, or were too comfortable with the status quo. Many
times, | have seen my ideas rejected because they were not within a predefined frame or strategy.
The way I overcame these hurdles was through effective communication, trying to understand
and address the other party’s needs. I’ve also overcome hurdles placed by “no” people by
surrounding myself with a motivated team of enablers that believed in what we could achieve
together.



4. What obstacles do you think women face in the Arab world that they may not face
elsewhere, or that they may face to a lesser extent elsewhere?

Although a lot has been done in the Middle East concerning gender equality in the workplace, |
think more progress is needed. In addition to the hurdles men face in their career, Arab women
are confronted with the difficulty in merging career and motherhood with very short paid
maternity leaves (for example). Work-life balance is generally not optimal today for women in
the Arab world. Generating change may require a shift in the general mindset and overcoming
prejudices regarding the ability of women in the workplace, especially in managerial positions.

5. Who are your favorite female role models in your field (or in related disciplines) and
why?

It’s hard to name ONE, but I greatly admire women scientists who had to overcome adversity to
achieve greatness; examples being Dr. Mary Maynard Daly who was the first black woman to
obtain a PhD in Chemistry at a time (1960) when racial discrimination was very powerful in the
US and when it was extremely rare to find a black woman with a college degree. Dr. Maynard
Daly’s work led to the ground-breaking discovery that cholesterol causes atherosclerotic plaque.
Another great female scientist is Rosalind Franklin, who played a key role in the discovery of the
DNA double helix in the 1950s, although she got overshadowed by her male colleagues at the
time.

6. What should young women in the Arab world know about professional success and
career development? What advice or words of wisdom would you offer them?

I think it is important to know that we don’t all have to fit one mold, and that success has many
different facets and can look different for different people. In my opinion, defining your own
success and setting your own path is the way to success. It may take some time to determine
what you want, but it is worth the journey. A couple of words of advice:

-Be curious, don’t be shy to embrace diversity and learn from others.

-Be brave, you will only know what you are capable of after you actually DO it.

-Be resilient, adversity can create opportunity.
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