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Wadjda
Country:  Saudi Arabia, Germany (2013)
Documentary  (98 mins)
Writer & Director: Haifa Al Mansour
Cinematography :  Lutz Reitemeier
Main Cast: Waad Mohammed (Wadjda), 

Reem Abdullah (Mother), Ahd (Ms. Hussa),
Abdullrahman Al Gohani (Abdullah), 
Sultan Al Assaf (Father), Alanoud Sajini (Fatin), 
Rafa Al Sanea (Fatima), Dana Abdullilah (Salma)

It  would be hard not to like Wadjda, a new film from Saudi 
Arabia and the first  to be directed by a woman in the male-
dominated kingdom. A rare cinematic glimpse of a barely 
known country, the film tells the story of an independent-
minded, cheeky young girl, Wadjda, who wants to buy a 
bike so she can race with her neighbour, Abdullah (who she 
shouldn't be playing with).
Some of Saudi's multiple, choking, all-encompassing 
controls over women are thereby exposed: the prohibition 
on women driving or mixing with men; the taboos over 
laughing or talking in public, or riding bicycles as these 
might  defile virginity. However, the women in Wadjda – 
and the titular hero especially – are not depicted as wholly 
passive victims, but  rather come across as striving, 
enterprising and possessing some agency within the 
constraints imposed upon them.
It  has brought Saudi Arabia into the spotlight  at  a time when 
there are mixed reports about the country's emerging social 
changes, or lack of them. In January, the Saudi monarchy 
announced that  women would for the first  time be appointed 
to the Shura council (the country's closest thing to a 
parliament) and soon be given the vote in municipal 
elections. Last  year, Saudi female athletes took part in the 
Olympics for the first time. Earlier this year, the kingdom 
lifted a ban on women working on supermarket  checkouts, 
in lingerie stores and on cosmetics counters. Then, last 
month, it  was announced that women could ride bikes – 
albeit clothed head-to-toe, accompanied by a male guardian, 
in restricted areas and for recreation only. Responding to the 
bike shift, Wadjda's director, Haifaa al-Mansour, has said: 
"We should be happy that  changes like this are taking place. 
I know they seem like they are small and they don't  mean 
much, but it  shows that  attitudes towards women are 
changing, and women are getting more liberties, even if it  is 
very slowly. There is still a long, long way to go, but 
hopefully things like this pave the way for bigger changes."
Others have been outraged at  a minuscule and practically 
meaningless concession – some Saudi commentators 
apparently wondered if the ruling was an April fool's joke. 
And of course the overriding system of subjugating women 
endures – a shocking reminder of that  came a week ago, as 
two of Saudi's prominent women's right activists, Wajeha al-
Huwaider and Fawzia al-Ayouni, were sentenced to 10 
months in prison and a two-year travel ban, for "kidnapping" 
a Canadian woman (who was trying to flee an abusive 
marriage and reach the Canadian embassy in Riyadh).
But  Wadjda, and the conversations around it, seem to be part 
of a wider debate over feminism, women's rights and the 
Muslim world – and it has several layers. One concern is that 

the Saudi example is all too often held up as some cookie-cutter of 
practices in the Middle East  – when it  obviously is not. Then there 
is the problem of separating out  grassroots support  from 
hypocritical government  hyperbole. Britain waged wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, ostensibly, in part, to "liberate" women (incidentally, 
a well-worn colonial pretext) and at the same time maintains close 
ties to Saudi Arabia, the very worst offender on that front.
Meanwhile, there's a lingering suspicion of the very term "Muslim 
feminism" – as though this is somehow an oxymoron. Shelina 
Zahra Janmohamed, author of Love in a Headscarf and a 
commentator on Muslim women, says there permeates a view 
among western feminism that  "you can't be a proper feminist if you 
are a woman of faith". From the anti-Muslim, breast-baring slogans 
of Femen ("topless jihad day", anyone?) through to the French 
burqa-banning advocates, there's a recurring desire to "liberate" 
women from oppressive religion – an impulse sometimes referred 
to as "white saviour feminism". Nowhere in these supposedly well-
meaning endeavours is the voice of Muslim feminists who talk 
about reclaiming their religion, striving to untangle it where needed 
from patriarchies that  dominate and misconstrue it. Wadjda nods to 
that sentiment  in scenes where the camera stops over mother and 
daughter at prayer together – their faith a part of their femininity 
and not at odds with it.
One blogger, Randa Abdel-Fattah, writes: "Ultimately, I do not 
see Islam as the problem; I see it as the platform for change. I 
believe in gender equality – including the rights of Muslim 
women to dress as they please – because, as a Muslim feminist, I 
value agency, choice and autonomy."
And yet  there persists a notion that Muslim women across the 
Middle East  have all somehow internalised their own oppression. 
Feminists who try to tackle subjugation of women from within 
faiths, within differences and within their own communities are 
asking to be heard – but who is listening? One New Zealand-
based blogger, Saziah Bashir, has written: "You have Muslim 
women talking to Facebook and Twitter and Tumblr and 
screaming 'Listen to me!' and yet  western feminists are instead 
choosing to do the equivalent  of patting us on the head and 
saying, 'No, dear, no'."
Hopefully a film like Wadjda will expose not only the systematic 
denial of women's rights in Saudi Arabia, but  also make us think 
more about the actual women in that  country, trying to deal with 
it all and trying to challenge it from within.
 Rachel Shabi, Guardian
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To me, Haifaa Al-Mansour's beautiful  film 
Wadjda represents everything that is right  with 
the world. The Arab world. I make  such a 
statement because at this year's Dubai 
International  Film Festival, more than 40 
percent  of  the featured filmmakers were women 
(compared to 10 percent  at  Cannes in 2013), 
and because I  find the  stories that have been 
coming out of  the  region, the  MENA  region, 
especially  in the last few  years are  touching, 
truthful and wonderfully human.
Yet  in  the Western world these poignant stories 
get  caught  up in politics, misconceptions and just 
plain ignorance. Overlooked by  both the 
Hollywood Foreign  Press Association for  the 
Golden Globes and the Academy  of  Motion 
Pictures for  a Foreign Language  Oscar 
nomination, Wadjda holds up  a mirror  to all  that 
is wrong with the cinematic elite. If  we look  at 
numbers, the Academy  voting members are 94 
percent  white, 77  percent  male, 14 percent  under  the age  of  50, and 
have a median age  of  62. The only  thing I can  see that's not completely 
demoralizing there is that their  recently  elected president  is Cheryl 
Boone Isaacs. But  really, for  a medium that is watched mainly  by  men 
and women under  25, in  all  parts of  the world, it's disheartening to see 
who's making their "best of the best" choices.
And don't  even get me  started about how groundbreaking and 
pioneering Al-Mansour  is, being the  first female filmmaker  from 
Saudi  Arabia who managed to also make the first  feature film shot  in 
the country. A  nod from the Academy  would have proven  that  the 
seventh art  can transcend politics and forego all  that other  chaos-
inducing stuff. Too bad the voting members were so shortsighted.
But beyond what  I  think of  Al-Mansour, her  stunning film and the 
way  her  soulful  storytelling managed to take hold of  my  heart  and 
never let go, it's undeniable  that Wadjda has created a wave, with 
ripples and tides felt  around the world. Following is my  exclusive 
interview with Al-Mansour for Shawati' Abu Dhabi.
What story would you tell, if  you had  complete  creative 
autonomy and open financial backing?
I  want to tell more stories  in Saudi Arabia. I  think  it is  more than 
just creative  autonomy and financial backing; there are a lot of 
other factors  that go into making films  in this part of the world. 
People are  very sensitive  and you have to be considerate of the 
world they live in if you want to reach them. I  want to make film 
as  a medium seem  less  threatening  to people  here, especially  for 
those that don't accept cinema. I  think of the  people I  grew  up with 
and our neighbors in  the  small town  in Saudi that I  am from. I 
want to tell their stories  in  a way  that they  understand, and  in  a 
way  that doesn't offend  them. It is difficult sometimes, but I  think 
working within this  framework  is  the only  way to lay the 
foundation on which to further develop a film culture here. 
What was the last movie you watched which moved you?
The  Act of Killing was a  very powerful and troubling  film. Josh, 
the director, did  an incredible  job of showing  the depths  of 
inhumanity we are all capable of. It was very moving, and 
haunting, in so many ways. 
Who are your top two  favorite  directors, and if you had  to 
choose to only work with one, which would that be and why?
I  like  brother directing teams: the Dardenne brothers and the Coen 
brothers  were both  big influences  on me. I  would love  to work  with 
either of them. Rosetta  by the Dardene brothers is  such a brave 
film, since  it really requires  an audience that will invest in it, but 
the way  they made it has  so much emotional weight. I  would  love 
to learn more about their process.
Who are your favorite  actor and favorite actress, and 
again, if you could only work with one, who would it be?
I  really liked working with  some of the first-time, amateur actors 
on my film. It was  an emotional journey that we embarked  on 
together, and  we explored  the  themes and story together in this 
very fresh  and exciting way. And they were  very  eager to prove 
themselves, so I  felt like  they  worked  even  harder than some  of the 
more experienced actors. I  guess  I  would  like to work  with an 
actor who feels  they  haven't reached their full potential yet. Maybe 
someone  like Lindsay Lohan, I  think  I  could  get a great 
performance out of her!

Who is your greatest inspiration?
B o t h  o f m y  p a r e n t s  a r e m y 
inspiration. My  father was a poet and 
philosopher who thought far beyond the 
borders  of the tiny  town he was from in 
the middle of the  country. And my mother 
is  a  free spirit. They never listened to 
people who criticized their way of life, 
and never limited opportunities  for their 
children. It is  incredibly brave to stand 
up for what you believe  in, and neither of 
them ever backed down.
What is your greatest passion?
I  love developing  stories, and looking for 
the meaning  behind the  adventures  and 
episodes  of every  day  life. I  think  Saudi is 
such  a great environment for drama, 
since  there are so many  restrictions. I 
think  the spaces  that people create for 

themselves and the ways they work around the system are so fascinating.
If you could not be a filmmaker, what would you be?
If not a filmmaker, I  would  still want to be involved in story telling 
somehow. Writing is  such a difficult but rewarding  experience. I  think  I 
would always  want to be  writing, if not for film maybe just writing 
fiction or short stories.
What single personal philosophy guides you through your daily life?
Be positive, and don't be a victim. It is  so easy to throw  up your hands  and 
accept your place in the system, and it can be so discouraging  to go against 
what is  expected for you and  the  ways people  think you should act. But it is 
always worth standing up for what you believe in and moving forward.
The one  moment in your career you are most grateful for? And 
the one you most regret?
I  am really grateful that I  found my German producers, Roman and 
Gerhard from Razor Film. When they  came  on board I  knew  that we were 
going to find  a way to get the film  made. They stood  by my vision and 
helped me  bring together a  great team to pull  off my  film. I  don't like  to 
focus on regrets, since all of the difficulties  we faced in developing this  film 
ultimately  made it a stronger movie, but I  guess  I  regret spending so much 
time trying to convince reluctant partners  to believe in the  film. Still, it was 
a valuable learning experience, and good pitching practice!
What types  of  films do  you think  the world  needs to  watch 
more of, and less of?
I  think the  world, especially the Middle East, needs  more hopeful 
stories! It is easy to be  pessimistic, and to feel like  a victim, but we need 
films that inspire  us  to go out and change things  for the better. We have 
plenty of tragedy  in  real life  in  this  part of the world; we don't need  films 
to reinforce an already pervasive sense of despair.
What important lessons  have you learned from your years  in 
the film industry?
There are  no sure things! Financing is  an incredibly long, difficult 
process. It can all fall  apart so easily. But hang  in there, you can always 
rebuild  and  find new  avenues. The extra  time it took  me  to finance  my 
film benefitted the project tremendously. It gave me time  to develop  the 
story and to make it better. If you constantly  have  to pitch  your film, it 
gives you the chance to get feedback and further review the details.
What advice  do you have for those new  to the industry? And 
what do you hope your legacy will be?
My advice is  build partnerships and  don't be afraid to take advice. It is 
difficult to take criticism if you feel passionately  about your project, but 
if everyone is  telling you  it needs to be  changed, it probably  needs to be 
changed. Don't be afraid  to step  out of your own perspective and try and 
see your work from  their viewpoint. Filmmaking is a very collaborative 
art form, so learn to compromise.
If you could choose one film in history, which would it be, and why?
Movies  are  like  music, and I  think  we will have  favorite films and songs 
as  we grow  and change through the course of our lives. Film has  the 
power to bring you  back to the  place and time when you first 
experienced it. So for me  the movies  of my youth, even the  Hollywood 
blockbusters, are so special  because  I  remember that feeling  of being 
transported to another world and  the exhilaration of seeing the  outside 
world. In a lot of ways  I  feel as strongly  about Snow  White and  all those 
Jackie Chan movies  I  watched as  a kid  as  I  do about Bicycle Thieves or 
Jafar Panahi. They are all incredibly important to me and  instrumental 
in every decision I make as a director. E. Nina Rothe 

Our	  previous	  presentation:	  
Based on the feedback slips returned on the night, you rated Blue Ruin, screened on Thursday, November 20th, 3.53 stars out of 5.  
Please visit the current season page at http://www.chelmsford-filmclub.co.uk to read all the feedback comments.
You can still provide feedback on this, or any other film, by visiting the Discussions page:	  	  	  	  	  	  	  h#p://www.chelmsford-‐filmclub.co.uk/discussion/

Next	  CFC	  presentation
Tuesday 6th January: Nebraska (USA, 2013, dir. Alexander Payne)
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