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Where Multiplicities Flourish
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As a renowned academic and outspoken human rights activist, Dr. Alanoud Al-Sharekh is
the epitome of a strong, intelligent, and persistent woman. She boldly locates
socioeconomic, political, legal, and cultural nuances, only to raise awareness about such
issues hindering our progress. As a voice, she highlights the cracks that could potentially
instigate productive change in society. Yet, behind her brilliant accomplishments and
irrefutable presence, lies a woman who was raised by an equally-striking family.

On my way to the interview, | was filled with an 148 . ggrue e )8 Lulooy dambo cusS cablall cl>¥ Lanb

unequivocal sense of intellectual exhilaration. | knew
that my encounter with Dr. Al-Sharekh would leave an
unforgettable trace on my life. | have been told that she
was an enriching well of knowledge and I, for one, was
not disappointed with the experience.

I would like to delve into your family history, your father
Mohammed Al-Sharekh is the founder of Sakhr Software
Company. He is the man who introduced Arabic into
computers and technology in 1982. How did that salient
accomplishment affect you as a young girl?

For the longest period of us growing up, Sakhr, technology
and the love of the Arabic language, in particular, and
Arabic culture, as an extension, dominated our childhood.
It gave us the feeling that we were part of a Pan-Arab
project. Sakhr changed the discourse of technology and
Arabic language not just in Kuwait but across the 21 Arab
countries. Our childhood was spent following on Sakhr’s
progress in Jordan, Syria, and Morocco, where the former
King actually honored my father for his accomplishments.
It gave us this feeling of being part of an extended Arab
tribe or network that was very much on the cutting-edge
of this tipping point in technology use.
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In your book The Gulf Family there’s a quote in which you
underscore “the paradox of the persisting importance of
family and tribe in the face of modernization.” Can you
elaborate more on that paradox?

Let’s look at today, the wholehearted embrace of social
media tools by young people. For me, that is about
controlling the narrative. Young people want to say that
yes | come from a conservative country, which Kuwait
is to a point. We are supposed to dress in a certain
way. We’re supposed to get married at a certain age to
somebody from a certain background but let me show you
the curated life of me. This is the food that I like to eat,
this is the way | like to dress, these are the brands I like,
so it becomes more of a lifestyle assertion on difference,
on individualization.

I think today, the importance of their voice as individuals
is paramount to young people in the Gulf, especially in
Kuwait. But when you compare that with the fact that
most young people still live at home, still live with their
family even if they go out, get married, get divorced, they
go back to their family. It doesn’t matter if you were a boy
or a girl, you’re going back home. Even young men aren’t
allowed to live alone. So the persistence of the family
is still there. It doesn’t matter how cool your coffee is,
you’re still going back home to live with mom and dad
even if you were financially able to escape that.

This is what | meant about the paradox. We send our
children in amazing numbers to go study abroad but once
you are back here, you’re back under the rooftop of mom and
dad. It doesn’t matter if you have a PhD in nanotechnology,
they set your curfew. Kuwait went through a period in
the ‘60s and ‘70s, especially in the modern state, where it
was really trying to identify and brand Kuwait, and what it
meant to be Kuwaiti in cultural terms, the theater, arts and
sports. Look at us today in our 2016 elections, who makes
the decision? Tribes. We’ve gone back to defining ourselves
through the tribe. Yes, the persistence of the tribe and the
family is kind of a paradox.
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As a port town, Kuwait was a country that was built
upon the migration and cultural interaction of different
ethnicities, different nationalities, do you think the
combination of discrepant identities is an affirmative
aspect that celebrates diversity, or do you view such
plurality as a downside to Kuwaiti culture?

How can it be a downside? That plurality is Kuwaiti culture.
Look at our national identity. Our national identity, for
me, is this desert sailor. It’s a mixture between “Youm
Al-Bahar,” which celebrates the sea-faring urban aspect
of Kuwait which is based on trade, openness to our
neighbors, importing water from parts of Irag and Iran
and cultural exchanges with India. Multiplicity was the
order of the day alongside the arrival of tribes from the
peninsula. You have this meeting of sand and sea which is
the foundation of the Kuwaiti national identity.

Our currency was Rupees, all of the coast, not just Kuwait.
Before the uniformity of the English language, all of them
spoke Farsi and Urdu because those were the languages
of trade. If you were a learned person, those were the
languages you spoke alongside Arabic. | don’t think we can
escape multiplicity; even today, we are minorities in our
own country. Multiplicity, like it or not, is the order of
the day. | think we need to examine the motives of any
xenophobic rhetoric because there has to be a political
agenda behind it. It has to be serving the purpose of those
that try to instigate this sort of ugly racism.

In the future how will the structure of kin and family
change, in your opinion, especially with the rapid
encroachment of technology and globalization on our
everyday lives? What part will woman play in that system
of organization? Do you think they’ll be disavowed or
included?

In a lot of ways technology and social media have made
physical mobility less of an issue, especially for women
entrepreneurs and women activists online.
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Now you can use social media or Twitter as a litmus test
for anidea to see if it’s acceptable before you do it, to gain
international attention or also just for the exchange of
goods and ideas, | mean look at all the cottage industries
that we have on Instagram. | think Instagram has become
a predominantly female marketplace because of that.
In terms of the family, | think lots of people today are
conducting completely secret lives online in the privacy
of their bedrooms that their families have no control over,
sometimes under anonymous accounts and sometimes
not. And that is empowering yes but also very frightening
because there has to be safety measures, check measures
in place.

So | think what we are seeing more is a move away from
the formal intergenerational hierarchies within a family
into a more individualized space, with more control over
the trajectory of their lives. There are legal barriers to
that happening, and social barriers, but | still think that
the pull of the family is going to continue to be important
even with this increased level of exposure on all fronts.
Our political leaders, religious leaders, intellectual leaders
are all engaging in a free flow of ideas. That will no doubt
lend itself to the loosening of some of the constraints
that are in place because of inherited traditions. Young
people today are picking and choosing what traditions
they want to embrace and what traditions they feel are
no longer suitable for them and that includes the position
of women.

As an academic and an activist what would you say to
your Khaleejesque readers, men and women alike?

I'll say that | think we are in an interesting moment in
our history. It seems that young people are much more
engaged with this idea of expressing national identity
and national angst through cultural production. The very
existence of a magazine like Khaleejesque that focuses
on these sophisticated arguments of Khaleeji existential
woes and Khaleeji artistic production is a reason for
celebration. We are no longer passive participants in our
culture. We are avid consumers and producers of what is
written and conveyed and painted about us.
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Young people are picking and choosing what
traditions they embrace.




