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A Clash Of Cultures In Qatar

Elissa Lemer
Special To The Jewish Week

18 like in Qratar, and why it is important to be experiencing

it. How is it that I'm adjusting to sezing women in nigabs
and burqas everywhere | go? That hearing the muczzin's call
to prayer five times a day is mundanc rather than strange™” 'That
hearing the Koran over the radio in a cab or in my friend’s
bedroom is no longer threatening? It’s not the costumme, or the
song and dance that jar me, bul the content of the script and
the motivations of the actors that remind me why first-hand
experience is so critical these days.

I never imagined my desire to study Arabic would bring
me to Doha, Qatar, mere months afier graduating from Duke
University. At Qatar Universily s Arubic Program for Non-Na-
tive Speakers, L, along with around 50 other students, mostly
Muslim, from around the world — including Bosnia, Nigenia
and South Korea — have had the opportunity not only (o leam
Arabic but to live in one of the most culturally and economi-
cally promising states in the Gulf.

Quatar regularly mukes headlines for Education Clty, the Doha
Dehates, and the recent opening of the Museum of Islamic Arts
{which is as wonderful as they say). But there is a gap hetween
the luture-onented upper echelons lauded in the media for their
quest to blend tradition with modemity, and others whose con-
servative values cling powerfully to the ground.

I've been living in the women's hostel - the Qatar term
for dorm. Aside from the campus® gender segregation, cultural
values goveming the hostel impose a strict 10 p.m. curfew on

?or months I've been trying Lo explain to myself what life

lemale students, who may only leave the compound once u day
aside from going to university, The women must follow a very
modest dress code, even within the women-only walls. And
regardless of a woman's age, permission to leave the hostel
reqjuires obtaining her father's signature.

Yet these rules don’t prevent the girls here [rom letting their
hair down (literally and figuratively), from watching music
video channels, or from throwing impromptu dance parties.
The girls here have intricate methods of clandestinely (lirting
with guys. and somehow manage to tailor their concealing
black abayas to show off their ligures. The system, for the mo-
ment, is meant 1o be bent, not broken.

But beyond the clothes and the malls and the movies —
which provide a kind of common language — there remains
that impenetrable fortress of religion, 1 have a few non-Muslim
friends here. They appreciale the weirdness of not being part of
the dominant religious cullure, and I think they enjov the mangin-
alization of it, But for me, and for any Jew who has tried living
outside of 4 large and supportive Jewish commumnity, marginal-
ization is commonplace, It's the immediacy and interdependence
of religion and politics here, though, that slap you in the face.

The students, both on my program and in the hostel, have
been talking a lot about politics, given the hype surrounding the
Amcrican election. This inevitably yields a comment, typically
negative, about the relationship between America and Israel.
Perfectly nice, respectable people who 1 still count among
my friends and acquaintances will say things like, America’s
foreign policy is controlled by Isracl. Or that the Jews run
American politics. (When I clarified to one [riend that I was
Jewish, he apologized and said he knows not all Jews are had,

he just meant the Zionists). Or, my personal [avorite, that Israel
in fact doesn’t exist; it’s just the name of & picee of land “they”
stole out of Pulestine,

I live, joke, cat and socialize with these people, and some-
times I even exchange ideas with them, I rernind myself that
they aren't saying these things (o be mean or hateful, hut that
it’s jusl the rhelone and masinformation that has surounded
them since birth.

And my expenience has convinced me that change can hap-
pen. In Sepember, my [iends und [ went w the desert to cel-
ebrate Fid Al-Fitr. The entire country was on holiday, marking
the end of Ramadan, and T did my best to join the festivities.
It was moving to think that our Jewish and Muslim ancestors
had stared out into the same Arabian cndlessness of stars and
sand I was situng 1n, bat it was also jaming to think that no one
could really appreciate that with me.

That night when we came home, 1 sat alone in my room,
sdid a few blessings over apples and honey, and took a moment
to appreciate the irony that Rosh HaShanah was that same day.
Holidays are lor family, and T definitely did not have one here.
Then again, Hangis, our nigab-wearing on-call nurse from
China-controlled 'Turkistan, who understands what it means
to be a minority, remembered 1o wish me a happy new year
the next day. And my friend, who had never urered the word
“Israel” in her life, now does. So who knows, maybe Il fry up
some latkes for Chanukah and see who bites. i
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