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Introduction 

Cigarette smoking is commonly regarded as an unhealthy and hazardous phenomenon 

that has been heavily regulated and sanctioned within public spaces. In order to regulate this 

health hazard, some public enclosed spaces are prohibited to smoke in by law. In addition to the 

dejure rules and regulations that govern smoking for everyone, Kuwait has an unspoken defacto 

addition involving gendered attitudes. While men are able to smoke openly in shared spaces, i.e. 

streets, restaurants, coffee shops and even the confines of the home, it is tacitly assumed that 

women are socially prohibited from and shamed for smoking entirely, irrespective of law. 

Smoking for women is considered inappropriate, shameful, and consequently has an adverse 

effect on social status and reputation.   

Concerns of a woman’s reputation can involve issues of marital prospects, family honor 

and the maintenance of a feminine image. The practice of smoking can easily break down the 

careful constructions of a “clean” or “pure” reputation. For instance, Dar-Odeh & Abu Hammad 

(2011) in discussing the health implication of smoking in Muslim communities single out 

women when they say “[a]mong Muslim populations, smoking is considered inappropriate for 

girls, is unlady-like, and may ruin a girl’s reputation and prospects for marriage” (Dar Odeah & 

Abu Hammad, 1). The widespread stigma in addition to a health discourse that legitimizes 

gendered inequality means that smoking is usually a masked habit for many women in the Arab 

world; women smoke in secrecy, within specific spaces.  

As an Arab woman and a smoker, I was acutely aware of the gendered double standard 

that exists in this informal prohibition of cigarette smoking. My initial interest in women’s 

smoking narratives arose from my everyday experiences as a smoker surrounded by smokers. 

The sight of quick smoke-breaks behind university grounds, as friends keep watch for the 

occasional passersby was quite common. Also common as was the sight and smells of ritualistic 
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perfume spraying to eliminate odors after a smoking session. When probing relatives, friends, 

acquaintances and informants with the question of why this double standard exists and how it 

came to be, I was always met with answers that are quick to place “tradition” as the main reason 

for this contradictory unspoken rule. “Tradition” and “reputation” and the meanings assigned to 

each, are part of the same power assemblages that shape women’s identities. Displayed through 

the study of smoking, with the power it possesses over reputation and image-management, shows 

the fragility in the construction of women’s social identities. This research analyzes women’s 

narratives, experiences and spaces involved in smoking. This research will exhibit the inequality, 

stigma, and femininity in coping with these double standards. Additionally, this research will 

document and describe the creative strategies to maintain image-management, privacy and 

secrecy. Cigarette smoking for women is a habit of concealment and secrecy that reflects the 

power assemblages of gendered inequality, and consequently the spaces that women carve out to 

smoke mirror patterns of resistance.  

Methodology  

This project began at the American University of Kuwait (AUK). I began documenting 

women smokers from September of 2016, and collected about 3 months of continuous fieldwork. 

I relied on the anthropological methods of general observations, participant observation, informal 

interviews and semi-structured recorded interviews. I participated by engaging with the women 

in conversations at the “Smoking Spot,” a term I have given to a popular smoking destination at 

the university. I cultivated relationships by smoking with them between classes. In addition, I 

explored different social circles of female smokers for in-depth interviews, whether apart of or 

outside of the Smoking Spot. I conducted a total of five documented participant observations; 

one informal interview and six semi-structured recorded and transcribed interviews. The 
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interview questions were organized in terms of specific domains, which include family 

dynamics, smoking narratives, space, and finally, concealment habits. The women that I 

interviewed, in addition to the one male participant, have all been given pseudonyms in respect 

of their privacy.   

Literature Review:  

The broad array of literature surrounding the topic of smoking, even when gender is 

examined, is public health related and focused on tobacco cessation. Arab public health experts 

have attempted to discourage smoking by manipulating this notion of a pure reputation.  For 

example, the article quoted in the introduction of this research sets its main focus on finding 

ways to discourage the use of “Nargile” (shisha) by working with the social stigma of cigarette 

smoking, which is problematic in the sense that it seeks to place women at a further 

disadvantage. Dar Odeh & Abu Hammad cite the “permissive role” of society, as the precursor 

for the rise of female Narghile smoking, while also attributing “social pressure” as a mechanism 

to direct women away from tobacco use (Dar Odeh & Abu Hammad 2010).  

Even anthropological works tend to have public health attitudes embedded towards the 

study of cigarette smoking. For example, anthropologist Mimi Nichter (2004) focuses on gender 

in her public health works, although she emphasizes the need for public health researchers to 

avoid using the overdrawn stereotype that young women smoke cigarettes in order to lose 

weight, and provides alternative methods to combat tobacco use among young women (Nichter 

et al 2004). Other anthropologists have conducted studies, which involved smoking within 

spoken narratives. For instance, Iranian-American Anthropologist Lila Abu Lughod (1985) 

challenges the prototype of the oppressed, veiled, hidden Bedouin women, living a secluded and 

guarded life. She claims that sexual segregation among the Bedouin women that she was living 
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with (Awlad Ali) allowed them to construct a space to assert their autonomy. Within those 

spaces, the act of cigarette smoking would take place, away from the gaze of the male members 

of the community. Cigarette smoking acted as a symbol of their autonomy within the spaces that 

they created.   

Seldom did I find a publication that relied only on narrative data, without any medical or 

public health message or goal. This research does not contain methods to encourage smoking 

cessation; it seeks to add to the existing theoretical approaches to understanding the prevalence 

of cigarette smoking among women, namely Arab women. The concept of performativity, in 

addition to culture’s construction of a gendered identity is relevant in this discussion of Arab 

women’s social prohibition of cigarette smoking. Sociological works of Emilee Gilbert (2007) 

contain narrative data, in addition to concepts that stem from Butler’s concept of performativity. 

She specifically analyzes the use of cigarettes as a way to perform the feminine role. Gilbert 

examined the gendered aspect of smoking by obtaining subjective narratives of cigarettes 

smoking. She conducted in depth semi-structured interviews with 20 women, aged 18-241. The 

article points out that femininity is performed in smoking through the “feminine” ways in which 

cigarettes are held, smoked and ashed, in addition to the choice of cigarette brand. 

  In addition, Catherine Egbe (2014) presents narrative data in her study of the gendered 

inequality involved in cigarette smoking in a Southern Nigerian context. Her study provides a 

specific example of gender discrimination in the field of cigarette smoking. The gendered 

positions were analyzed through in-depth structured interviews, in addition to quantitative 

methods The results displayed that there seems to be a more tolerant attitude towards male 

smoking, as it promotes and strengthens the Nigerian male identity, due to cultural practices 

performed with tobacco. Women smokers in Southern Nigeria, conversely, are labeled as either 
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“too westernized” or stereotyped as commercial sex workers. 

  I have analyzed women’s narratives with theoretical approaches centered on the subjects 

of space, gender, performativity, stigma, resistance and the social aspect of cigarette smoking. 

The literature that I have employed includes broad theoretical approaches from sociological 

scholars, such as Ervin Goffman, Judith Butler, and Michel De Certeau, and Howard Becker. 

Specifically, the gendered lens of Butler will be useful in understanding the narratives of my 

informants. Performing the gender binary, in addition to culture’s construction of a gendered 

identity is relevant in this discussion of Arab women’s social prohibition of cigarette smoking. 

The concepts of strategies and tactics were also applied to understand the patterns of resistance 

displayed in the spaces women occupy to smoke.  

Appropriated Spaces: Smoking Spots and Mobile Plots  

This project came into fruition as a result of my interest in an area of The American 

University of Kuwait (AUK) that I have named “The Smoking Spot”. Students of AUK are 

aware, and often joke about its “smoking culture.” To demonstrate, during an interview with one 

of my youngest informants Afnan, 19, she mentioned that if it had not been for AUK, she would 

not be smoking today. Afnan, much like many of the women at the university, seeks the 

Smoking Spot as an area to smoke free of judgment. I spent a total of three months observing, 

participating and engaging with the women at the Smoking Spot. The Smoking Spot is a 

significant location that holds a mirror up to Kuwaiti society as a whole in subsequence to its 

appropriation as an escape from the grip of “strict” Kuwaiti life within the limits of the 

university. The location of this spot may appear to be strategic in many senses. The corner is 

blocked from the general AUK population’s view. Students and faculty infrequently gravitate 

towards the back of the library or the administration building, for that matter. The corner lies 
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between the two connecting buildings: AUK’S administration and the library. Also, it is hidden 

away from one of the opening gates of AUK (Gate 6), which lesser students and faculty leave 

and enter the campus from. In addition, it is semi-blocked by a large pillar-like “AUK” sign. In a 

way, it acts as a shield, blocking the students from AUK’s gaze. Also, the reflective glasses on 

the exterior walls of the two buildings display the smokers’ reflections, giving an illusion of 

anonymity and seclusion, although the people inside the buildings are able to see from within the 

reflective glass.  

The women usually gathered around three areas of the Smoking Spot: on a bench located on 

the left side of the corner, which is given the label of the bench, the windowsill located on the 

right side of the corner, which is given the label of the window, and the bench that is located on 

the grass directly in front of the corner itself, leaning against the AUK pillar, which is usually 

called the grass bench, making the total amount of benches of this “smoking area” two, 

including the bench leaning against the AUK sign. The benches are moved around the area, 

depending on the people’s need. For such a small corner, there were many trashcans available 

around the space. White cigarette butts pop out of the top of the trashcans, where a pile of sand is 

placed to act as a makeshift ashtray. Many of the cigarette butts were colored with the remnants 

of lipstick marks. The lipstick stains displays that the space was, indeed, a female-dominated 

space, carved out by women to maintain their privacy.  

 The women of the Smoking Spot are connected by shared secrecy. One of my key 

informants, who illustrated this connection, was Shareefa, the first woman that I befriended at 

the Smoking Spot. Shareefa is a twenty-two-year-old Kuwaiti woman, studying English 

Literature. She has been smoking since her freshman year at university (seventeen). She conceals 

her smoking habit from parents, siblings, and most diligently from her boyfriend. Shareefa was 
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adamant about maintaining an image of femininity to her boyfriend, who regarded cigarette 

smoking as “unladylike.” She kept her smoking strictly in the bounds of the Smoking Spot, and 

saw this corner as her “chill spot” that she can share with other women. She mentioned to me 

during our first interview that she sometimes would not know the names of some women, but she 

felt comfortable enough to approach them, bum a cigarette and strike up a conversation. I asked 

her what she thought was the reason why she felt comfortable enough to cultivate relationships at 

the Smoking Spot. She said that it was because they all shared a common reason for approaching 

the area itself; avoiding judgment from other people. She stated, “…The people here make you 

feel comfortable. They all gather to smoke, chill and have fun.” Additionally, she mentioned that 

the number of cigarettes she smokes increases when she is talking to other smokers. She feels 

inclined to have more cigarettes when she is deep in conversation with a fellow smoker. The 

Smoking Spot offers this sense of community that binds these women together. 

 Similarly, Fajer, another regular at the smoking spot, shared the same sentiments about 

it. I met Fajer on a cool November afternoon. She sat on the bench with her head lowered, 

focused on her iPhone. She was wearing an all-black ensemble with pink press-on nails tapping 

against her pink iPhone, and a bright coral purse. I approached her and began to have a 

conversation about the Smoking Spot, and my project. Farah assumed that my project was 

architectural. She started pointing out designing problems with the Smoking Spot that needed to 

be changed. I listened to her suggestions openly. Interestingly, Fajer wanted the Smoking Spot to 

be more private than it already was. To her, AUK should close the spot off, similar to smoking 

cabins you would find in an airport. She also added that they should add an umbrella to ward off 

the sun when it gets warmer, along with an AC extension. Like Shareefa, Farah is also an 

English major, who just recently completed her courses with the Intensive English Program 
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(IEP). She exclusively smokes at AUK due to the fear that her mother, a high school principle, 

would find out. She hides the habit from the AUK population, as the students might have 

attended the same high school, the word of her smoking might spread. When asked about the 

social nature of the Smoking Spot, she stated that she only sees select groups of women smoking 

there daily, and they all seem to know each other, while she sits at the periphery and listens. She 

shared a similar perspective to Shareefa, and stated that she knew some of the women’s names 

without having spoken to them. During my participant observations at the Smoking Spot, the 

nature of secrecy was a topic discussed by the informants. Fajer, during one of our informal 

conversations, once jokingly warned me to “watch out” for the women of this spot, once I finally 

present my project to my professor. She joked that she did not want to see the entire university at 

this spot. Despite her half-hearted comment, she illustrated an urgency to maintain the secrecy of 

the location, lest it ceases to be her hideaway.  

  The Smoking Spot is merely one of many appropriated spaces that women have carved 

out for themselves in order to maintain their smoking habit. One significant area that acts as a 

safe smoking space is the car. The inside of a person’s vehicle is often regarded as an 

untouchable, private space. There are debates about whether the inside of a car is regarded as a 

public or private space, specifically whether women should be able to uncover their Hijabs in the 

confines of their own car.2 The car provides a sense of privacy to my informants, whether in a 

mobile or sedentary state. Dana, a 29-year-old Gulf University of Science and Technology 

(GUST) student, shared her smoking routine with me during our interview. Dana comes from a 

“family of smokers” as she described it. She has been smoking cigarettes since she was 13 years 

old.  Being the oldest of my informants, she has had a wide range of experiences with smoking.  

She did not hesitate at the thought of participating in a recorded interview.  Her first experiences 
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with a cigarette, she recalls with a hint of humor, began with thievery. She used to steal cigarette 

butts from the closest ashtrays around the house, and inhale the remaining part of the cigarette. 

She quickly realized that stealing cigarette butts would not give her the full experience of 

smoking an entire cigarette, but it nonetheless gave her enough curiosity to start stealing 

cigarettes from her mother and older brother. At this point in her life, she became “hooked”. One 

never became enough. High school was a period of her life where her smoking habit started to 

peak to what it is today.  

Her habit continued, despite numerous times of her “getting caught” by her mother and 

brother. She recalls during the times in which she was caught that her mother would “go easy on 

her”, while her brother reacted more recklessly. 

 “I feel like he knew about it (her habit), but he did not confront me until the day 

came. I was smoking in my room and he just left the house. My window is on the 

street (looking out on the street), and I think he saw me, went back home and 

started knocking on the door, like, ‘what are you doing? Open the door!’ He 

opened the door and went crazy on me.” 

The punishment she received involved confiscating her cell phone for the day, which she 

had trouble remembering during the interview. She seemed to focus on her brother’s violent 

reaction more than the punishment. Her brother’s reaction involved beating and swearing. She 

said that the reason for her brother’s “crazy” reaction was because of the rigidity of society’s 

gendered norms and standards. Dana believes that smoking, and women’s behavior in a general 

sense, affects the male family member’s social status,  

"Even though it is selfish, in my opinion, to not only be careful and watch out for 

your sister or something. It’s more like, no, I don’t want to get my reputation 

ruined or my friends might look at me in a different image. You know, how men 

would think. If I want to analyze his feelings and his actions, I wouldn’t 
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understand because it's more like a violent reaction. You rarely see men who will 

sit down and talk to you logically.” 

  Essentially, his sister's behavior affects his reputation and other male counterparts of the 

family, which enables him and other men, in Dana’s opinion, to react violently in efforts to 

control women’s behavior. The man will appear to be “less of a man” if he cannot control “his” 

women’s behavior. In terms of space, Dana began to discuss the common areas she feels 

comfortable smoking in. At the university, Dana mostly smokes during break hours, just as many 

of my informants do. During break hours, she heads directly to the car to smoke her cigarette. 

She describes her car to be her outdoor comfort zone, 

 “It is not somewhere obvious, it’s still in your comfort zone, something that you 

own, it is your entity. No one can pass that limit.”   

 Similarly, Rihaf, 22, sees her car as a safe space to smoke in private. Rihaf exclusively 

smokes while driving on the highway, where she can easily flick the cigarette out of the car, and 

“run away” from men who might harass her. Rihaf states, “I see my car as a safe haven. I can run 

away anytime I want, if I see anybody. As long as I'm in my car, some guy can’t hit on me if I 

can just roll the windows up.”  The privacy of the car provides the smoker with a sense of 

anonymity, and the mobility of the car provides the smoker with a quick escape when needed. 

The car is a space that is controlled by the person operating the vehicle. Speed, temperature, and 

destination are all factors manipulated by the driver. These conditions can alter the state of mind 

of an individual into perceiving the car as a mobile “home away from home”, and in this case, a 

moving Smoking Spot.  
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What’s in a Name? 

  

The mobility provided by cars is not always readily available, and not possible during all 

times of the day, which is why the women turned to the Smoking Spot. I have established 

throughout this research that this corner is called the Smoking Spot, which is my personal name 

for it. I was curious to see the names that of my informants have given the area, so I added the 

question: “what do you call this place?” as a protocol question that I asked informants during my 

participant observations. This question simply served my curiosity at first, though the answers 

that I received spoke to a larger theme of creation and re-purposing of safe spaces. I asked this 

question to Shareefa while I was having a cigarette with her on the grass-bench. “You don’t want 

to know what I call this place”, she exclaimed to me while giggling. After I insisted, she began 

by pointing out the spaces at AUK where she previously smoked. She previously smoked in the 

area that was between AUK’s diner and the gym. It was a narrow hallway-type structure that was 

barred off by a gate because of a student’s misconduct of smoking marijuana. She said that the 

people who occupied that area started going to the Smoking Spot, as a result of its closure. She 

mentioned another area she used to smoke in. It was a small area that had a bench, adjacent to 

the university’s counseling center. I jokingly said that it seemed that she jumped from area to 

area. She laughed and said that she would move to any area where she would not be easily seen. 

Her movement depended on the watchful eyes of the AUK student body. “…And that’s why I 

now come here” she stated, as she took another puff of her cigarette. During the days when she 

used to smoke at the previous spot, she and her friends (including her boyfriend) would call it 

Mukkan Albawale’e, which translates to Sewage Area, not so creatively named because of the 

existence of a sewage drain. Once it became off-limits to smoke there, her group of friends 

decided to switch to the Smoking Spot, while keeping the same name: Sewage Area.  
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Deena, another key informant weighed in on previous areas where she used to smoke; 

alongside the names she contributed to each area. Deena is a twenty-two year old 

Communications and Media student with an intense disdain for university life. I befriended her 

after a lengthy conversation about marijuana smoking, which she was much more passionate 

about. Deena invited me to her home to conduct an interview, where she mentioned that she 

smoked in the exact same “Sewage Area that Shareefa pointed out, but named it “The Corner.” 

Similarly, after the administration closed it off, she moved to the Smoking Spot while also giving 

it the exact same label: The Corner. This enforces that the Smoking Spot acted as a substitute for 

a previous safe space. The current Smoking Spot seemed to have developed as a result of: 1) the 

general, judgmental gaze of the campus population. 2) The Sewage Area or the Corner’s closure. 

They seem to maintain the labels given to the area, even though it is now located in a completely 

different area of the university. The function remains the same, irrespective of the space. The 

space is short-lived, depending on the perceived privacy it provides.   

Appropriated Spaces as Tactics 

 This secrecy, privacy and sanctuaries found in the Smoking Spot, The Sewage Area, and 

the car could be seen as coping mechanisms to the strategies of managing image in Kuwaiti life. 

The concepts of Strategies and Tactics in Michel De Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life 

(1988) can be applied in describing the narratives of my informants. In his works, De Certeau 

claims that the city is made up of different “strategies”. These include governmental buildings, 

corporations, and companies that make up a city, which are embedded in power structures. 

Tactics refer to the ways in which people cope with the rigid structures created by the 

confinements of the strategies. Because of the creative tactics, the walker of the city would be 

able to seek shortcuts instead of following the strict guidelines by which the city is made up. 
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Tactics act, according to De Certeau, as creative acts of resistance. In other words, the tactics 

exist in opposition to their strategies (De Certeau 1988, 35).   

De Ceartau sees tactics as existing within the vision of the strategy. He describes tactics 

as opportunistic in the sense that they occur spontaneously, in accordance with the strategy: “The 

space of a tactic is the space of the other. Thus it must play on and with a terrain imposed on it 

and organized by the law of a foreign power” (Ibid, 37). Moreover, tactics cannot exist without 

the context of the strategies. As he describes, tactics operate “within the enemy’s field of vision” 

(Ibid). I argue that the university is made up of different authoritative strategies, like classrooms, 

buildings, the library, the main hallways, Starbucks, among other official spaces. Within these 

spaces are embedded rules on how one should perform in a public setting. One such rule is the 

way in which women should conduct themselves. It is a tacit rule that women should avoid 

smoking around the AUK population. For the women of the smoking spot, the tactic lies in the 

way that they cope with and escape the pressures of their strategies. In other words, the “creative 

resistance” to this rule is manifested as Smoking Spot.    

In a more general sense, Kuwait is made up of numerous strategies, from which rigid 

rules are developed. As a result, the car also acts as a mobile tactic that has been employed by 

women to carry out a stigmatizing habit. De Ceartau further describes the nature of tactics. He 

explains that tactics form impulsively in an isolated fashion. In other words, it depends on 

opportunities that form within their strategies. The changing nature of the Smoking Spot displays 

the spontaneity of tactics. The name of the location remained the same, while the actual location 

differed. The women, in their choice of a smoking space, reacted to the changing nature of their 

AUK strategies with their dynamic tactics. The tactics are opportunistic, as they are functioning 

through the university, or Kuwait’s official highways, streets, buildings, and population. As De 
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Certeau points out, tactics are “guileful,” and adaptable (Ibid, 34). The women’s forms of escape, 

whether the Smoking Spot or the car, involve calculation and timing, which in turn displays 

agency and resistance. These “everyday acts of resistance”3 do not necessitate overt opposition to 

the status quo, but can operate within these forces. It comes as no surprise that Fajer was warning 

me against writing down the location of her personal tactic.   

The Bitch Myth  

 The topic of stigma was common among my informants, whether in casual conversations 

at the Smoking Spot or during in-depth interviews. It was by far the most discussed subject in the 

entirety of my fieldwork experience. Oftentimes, informants expressed their grievances about the 

labels associated with female smokers. Shareefa, in her answer to the question of why women 

should not be allowed to smoke in public, gave a relevant selection of traits. She described that 

women are expected to be “clean” and that they should “smell good.” She added that people 

would view her as troubled and a “bitch” at the sight of her smoking a cigarette. To Shareefa, 

women who smoke are also seen as “troubled girls”, who do not have their lives in order. On the 

same note, Afnan also mentioned that she was once labeled as a “scarred good girl gone bad” 

due to her picking up the habit herself. In Kuwaiti slang, a bitch is usually used interchangeably 

with the negative labels of ‘slut’ or ‘whore’. Furthermore, Shareefa described people’s negative 

perception of female smokers as ‘easy to get’. Among other informants, this hypersexual image 

is seen as desirable or “edgy”, as Afnan suggested. The negative connotation becomes 

sexualized. Dana explained to me that her aunt picked up the habit of smoking because of this 

“sexy” appearance:  

“Some people have that kind of image and perspective of, you know, a girl who 

smokes that looks sexy. It is attractive and sexy and so on and so forth. Actually, 
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this is one of the reasons why one of my aunts smoked. She thinks a lady with red 

nail polish, holding a cigarette would look sexy.”   

Whether it is unclean, slutty, edgy, undesirable, sexy, old Hollywood-esque, the varying 

labels applied here demonstrate that Arab women’s identities are precarious in nature. Lama 

Abu-Odeh claims that the construction of gender in “shame-based” societies revolves around the 

discourse on virginity (Abu-Odeh 2010). The performance of female is to perform virginity. 

Preforming virginity involves avoiding any activity that leads to (or is associated with) sexual 

activity. Refraining from these anti-virginal activities, such as drinking, staying out “too late”, 

and smoking produces the “public effect of virginity” (Ibid, 12). To demonstrate, Afnan 

explained that smoking puts women’s prospects for marriage at a setback. Sara also sees that she 

needs to hide her cigarette habit in order to uphold her father’s reputation, “Reputation would be 

the only thing he is worried about, especially his only daughter”. Failure to perform this social 

act of virginity leads to sanctions, resulting in the extreme case of honor killing, or through 

physical punishments (Ibid, 13). In less extreme cases, it leads to taking away liberties that 

confine women to the boundaries of the home. Rihaf’s anxieties surrounding family honor and 

liberties can be cited here. Rihaf, 22, comes from a diplomatic background, which is the main 

reason for her political inclination in her studies at the university. She considers herself to be an 

outspoken feminist, which was one of the reasons for her interest in my project. Her smoking 

habit is concealed from her father, who is high in ranking at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Her 

father spends the majority of his time out of the country, so her anxieties surrounding smoking 

increase when he returns for the occasional visit. She often worries about her father’s reputation, 

and by extension, her own. She imagined a situation whereby her father would “catch her in the 

act” of smoking. She attempted to formulate a hypothetical response:  
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I’m a lot older, I go to university, I drive a car. What are you gonna do? Take my 

car? I don’t think that that's something he would do, but he would be very 

disappointed. I think I’ll have a stricter curfew. They will probably search through 

my stuff to make sure I don’t have cigarettes on me. 

 Smoking disrupts the act of “hymenizing” the body (Ibid, 12), and the sanctions need to 

involve controlling her public image: her mobility, communication, as with the case of Rihaf. 

Her symbolic virginity is fought to be restored in order to preserve family honor. There is a 

particular chain-reaction of associations that take place with the sight of a woman smoking, 

which was emphasized by Sara, 22. Sara is an International Relations student, who conceals her 

smoking habit from her immediate as well as extended family. We sat at the Smoking Spot on a 

windy November evening. We sat smoking cigarettes, sharing a bar of chocolate and conversing 

as the sun went down.  She expressed a particular “chain reaction” of associations that take place 

with the sight of a woman smoking cigarettes. A woman smoking (a male-centered activity) is 

associated with an increased interaction with men. The association then leads to sexual activity 

with said men. Afnan’s description of a Kuwaiti “bitch” coincides with Sara’s chain reaction. A 

woman smoking will be associated with her exposure to men, who she “hooks up” with, which 

grants her the label as a sexually active deviant. The female smoker, thus, is seen as either an 

object of desire, a slut, or unclean, undesirable and masculine, revealing the fragile nature of this 

identity. The social performance of virginity is jeopardized by the activity of smoking. This 

violation mobilizes the institution of social gossip, which I argue is manifested in the form of 

staring, which will be discussed below.  

Dana echoed both Shareefa and Rihaf’s thoughts on the labels placed on cigarette 

smokers. During our interview, she expressed her grievances to me about harassment she faces 

while smoking: “It is because of the society. Men, and even women, have this link between - I 
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am sorry for the phrase - prostitute and a smoker girl. I think there is completely no relation, but 

they have this link. Since she smokes, she’s so easy.” Dana emphasized that this stigma does not 

affect her anymore. She sees herself as capable of smoking in a public setting, without being 

phased by the judgment. Dana remains to be undecided about the source of the stigma 

surrounding female smoking. She found herself frustrated with the double standard as a young 

teenager, but well into her adulthood, she does not feel the same frustration. She expressed to me 

that her grievances lied with questions:  

“…Why are we not allowed to smoke in public? Why do we have to hide? 

It was more like questions. I still can’t give you an answer. I will say it’s tradition, 

but what does it mean? I have no idea. The frustration has decreased to the minus. 

I still complain about it every once and a while, but you live for yourself.”  

The questions that Dana addressed are indeed relevant to this research, and what I am 

intending to uncover. My interpretations, aided by the explanations of my informants contribute 

to a dialog about the construction of femininity. Similar questions were addressed and dissected 

in my interview with Rihaf. She shared her point of view about the judgment that female 

smokers face. She also discussed her view on what constitutes as a “typical” person, and how the 

female smoker does not fit into this category. My informants have all discussed the concept of a 

“typical” people, or the personality of a Typical Kuwaiti (TK).  Rihaf attributes the societal 

aversion to female smoking to the fact that it is seen as a masculine activity: “we have very strict 

rules on what masculine and feminine is, so that to me is a “typical” person, who see women as 

just feminine and men, as just masculine and you can’t interchange.” Indeed, the categories of 

masculine and feminine are rigid in nature. Rihaf’s understanding of the smoking aversion 

relates to Judith Butler’s theory of gender, and the meanings assigned to it. To Butler, gender is 

not a category, but a particular kind of process. Specifically, she describes gender as a stylization 

of the body, and “a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame” that construct a 



Alhunayan 19 

 

gendered subject (Butler 1990, 43). These particular acts are strictly predetermined and 

constructed as absolute. She asserts that the process gender is performed to paint a picture of a 

masculine man or a feminine woman. The performance thus reinforces the gender binary. The 

gendered subject becomes pressured to uphold a performance of a gender. For my purposes, the 

assigned “law” involved in the portrayal of gender would be the masculinity of cigarettes.  

Cigarettes do not contribute to a complete picture of femininity, so the process of portraying a 

“woman” becomes deterred, which creates the unnatural conditions for social danger. 

 Butler draws on the works of anthropologist Mary Douglas to extend her argument on 

the construction of gendered bodies. The gender binary has left the body vulnerable to cultural 

inscription, which operates to keep the body bounded by rigid gender roles. Douglas asserts that 

the boundaries of the body exist in order to clearly mark the codes of conduct in which the 

bodies operate. The body becomes a “synecdochal” expression of society as a whole (Ibid, 168). 

The convergence of boundaries creates a polluted and dangerous environment, making those 

convergences taboo and unnatural. Butler uses this analysis of the polluted individual to 

explicate the perceived “unnaturalness” of homosexuality. I would extend this argument further 

to the smoker. In specific, the Arab woman’s body becomes a symbol of the family, as well as a 

symbol of purity and virginity. The woman smoker is crossing the boundary of what constitutes a 

unadulterated, virginal Arab woman, leading to inciting “untidiness” and danger onto the family 

and society as a whole. An Arab woman must be “clean”, virginal and feminine in order to 

maintain the honorable familial reputation.  
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Moral Entrepreneurs: The Art of Staring  

Butler describes the selective processes involved with performing the role of woman is a 

“forcible citation of a norm” (Butler 1993, 232). The norms and regulations are developed and 

maintained as a result of discipline, regulation and punishment. The social conduct of a woman 

is maintained with the same methods. The social regulation by way of staring was a common 

thread in several of my participant observations and interviews. Regulation is kept up through 

stares, gossip, and judgmental figures or “moral entrepreneurs” (Becker 1963), as in the case of 

Dana, Deena and Reem. Moral entrepreneurs are personified as “typical”, judgmental members 

of society who maintain the status quo. During one of my participant observations, I asked Fajer, 

while she was smoking on the bench, if she ever would smoke in the main outdoor hallways of 

the university. She shook her head with a look of disdain, stating that she would never smoke 

there. She mentioned that she would see some women smoke in the main hallways, but people 

would judge them harshly for it. It is worth mentioning that she said this in Arabic, by saying 

that people give you a “bad look”. Dana described that the one thing that she “despises” the most 

when she is smoking is the stares that she receives when she smokes. Rihaf also weighed in on 

the topic of staring. I asked her to describe an experience she had when she felt judged for 

smoking. At first, she scoffed and mentioned that there were too many to list, but she distinctly 

remembered one that occurred during her first semester at university: “So when I first came to 

AUK, I was 18 and I already had friends there. So we were all sitting at Starbucks, which is 

known as the Kuwaiti hangout place, and I lit up a cigarette, like it’s all good. Everyone was 

staring at me, so I said, ‘Tariq, what the hell?’” Tariq, the friend that she was addressing, was 

aware of the social stigma surrounding female smoking, but chose to ignore the stares she was 

receiving. As Rihaf describes, “Tariq tries to deny sexism in society, he hates to admit it.” She 
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consequently realized that she needed to be more cautious about where she can smoke at the 

university to avoid receiving the same kind of uncomfortable stares.  

One of my informants, Waleed, is a male member of the Smoking Spot, who I would 

regularly see smoking with groups of women. It was uncommon for men to approach the 

Smoking Spot, not to mention as regularly as he did. He passionately proclaimed to me during a 

participant observation his hatred for the hypocrisy involved in Kuwaiti society’s judgment of 

homosexuality and female smoking. Waleed continued passionately interjecting his reasons why 

people chose to smoke at the Smoking Spot. Fajer and Waleed were both present, smoking from 

brightly colored cigarettes, which Fajer shared with us. He said that the members gravitated there 

because they wanted to evade Starbucks People. The students who sit in Starbucks, typically 

Kuwaiti, have a hypocritical tendency to judge people for activities that they themselves might 

perform in secret. In fact, he claims that they “do worse”, in terms of performing taboo activities, 

such as drinking or smoking. He stated that he hated them, to which Fajer nodded in agreement. 

His reaction to the judgment was to include himself in this tactic that is shared by the women of 

the Smoking Spot. The people are specified usually as ‘typical’ or given the label as Typical 

Kuwaitis (TK), specifically by Rihaf, Waleed and Shareefa, and ‘strict’ Kuwaitis who usually 

gather in Starbucks: Starbucks People.  

The figures that constitute the typical, strict, TK, traditional, etc, Kuwaitis act as what 

Howard Becker deems as “moral entrepreneurs”. These members of a particular social stratum 

abide by the status quo and seek to maintain it (Ibid). The moral entrepreneurs work with the 

social institutions of stares and gossip in order to preserve the status quo and determine the label 

of the deviant. Gossip reinforces the status of the deviant. Becker additionally discusses the 
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nature of the social deviant, “The deviant is one to whom the label has successfully been applied; 

deviant behavior is behavior that people so label” (Ibid, 9). In other words, the moral 

entrepreneur creates and maintains the rules, and the infringement of those rules constructs the 

deviant person. The deviant woman is monitored by the social institutions of gossip and, more 

specifically among my informants: staring. Staring can be designated as a method to maintain 

social order. The moral entrepreneurs or the Starbucks People maintain the status quo by giving 

‘stares’, ‘bad looks’ and passing judgments that my informants discussed. The deviant act has 

constructed a deviant identity attributed to the female smoker: “bitch”, “easy”, “unclean”, etc. 

These constructions are aided by the misogynistic understandings of femininity, and what 

constitutes as a gendered deviant. The reaction by the smokers is to find alternative ways to 

continue their habit: a tactic. Their overarching method is to conceal the stigmatizing habit that 

has led them to be vulnerable to labeling. To escape the moral entrepreneur, and maintain their 

place in the status quo, they seek out the safe spaces that the Smoking Spot or the car provides.  

Sweet Smell of Stigma: Concealment Methods  

I have come across a pattern of denial with the women I participated with and 

interviewed towards their smoking habit.  Some women who habitually smoke will not identify 

themselves with the label of a “smoker,” so much so that they will never carry a pack with them. 

They will continue to “bum” cigarettes from friends, without needing to carry a pack of their 

own. Owning and carrying a pack of cigarettes is considered a mark of addiction, or a sign that 

one has “gone too deep”.  Notably, informants who I have interviewed while smoking will end 

the interview by spraying copious amounts of perfume to mask the scent. Every interview 

outdoors began with the strong scent of cigarettes, and concluded with sweetness of perfume in 
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the air. The various labels associated with female smoking have shaped a stigmatized identity 

that they will try to deny or heavily conceal. The female smoker thus becomes a “spoiled 

identity” (Goffman 1963). Ervin Goffman defines the concept of stigma, and assesses the 

challenges of living with a stigmatized identity. A “stigma” is an “attribute that is deeply 

discrediting” to the individual, one that he/she attempts to conceal. There are some apparent 

symbols that contribute to a stigmatized identity, such as skin color, a specific deformity or face-

tattoos. Goffman also discussed what is perceived as “normal” and stigmatized people’s 

relationship with the status quo.  Stigmatized people are regularly striving to maintain a 

“normal” identity by masking (covering) their stigma. Specifically, masking or “passing” 

becomes achievable if their stigma is discreditable, less visible and easily concealed (Ibid, 55). 

The stigmatized identity in question here is that of a female-smoker. The cigarette becomes the 

symbol of this denounced identity; it is the marker of their stigma. Their stigma marker is a 

cigarette stick or a pack that is mobile and constantly at risk of becoming exposed, which 

explains the apprehension towards owning and carrying a pack of cigarettes. Their concealment 

habits, which will be discussed in the following section, contribute to the process of Stigma 

Management, as described by Goffman.  

The women interviewed partake in extensive, calculated methods of concealing the odor 

of cigarettes. During the first few weeks of my participant observations at the Smoking Spot, I 

would sit at the sidelines and observe the location thoroughly. Through my observations, I 

noticed the general smell concealment process of the women who smoked there. The spraying of 

perfume before exiting the premises was the most common procedure. Undeniably, the women 

who I interviewed considered perfume spraying to be the age-old method, although a plethora of 

methods exist. Shareefa, along with many women who must conceal their habit, feels compelled 
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to “clean up” after smoking. Shareefa has a specific routine using a variety of products to wipe 

clean the evidence of her habit. As aforementioned, Shareefa keeps her smoking habit a secret 

from her boyfriend, whom she is most cautious around. The reason for her excessive worry is 

that she believes that smoking is unattractive to him. Her process involves carrying a toothbrush 

and toothpaste with her at all times. Also, she washes her face, and proceeds to re-apply makeup 

to her face. She also expressed annoyance with the fact that she will start smoking again after 

this long cleaning procedure. The process itself seems inconvenient, especially for women with 

heavier smoking habits, as with the case of Shareefa, who smokes about one pack of Lucky 

Strikes4 cigarettes every day, although the frequency of smoking depends on stress levels and 

hours spent at the university. Fajer, on the other hand, does not consider the odor a problem, 

because she has a specific routine that works for her. In addition, she does not smoke at the same 

rate as Shareefa, specifying between 5-10 cigarettes a day. Her routine involves sanitizing, 

applying lotion, and spraying perfume on her hands and hair to conceal the smell successfully.  

In addition, Rihaf has an extensive routine that she follows in the case her father is in the 

country. Considering that she smokes half a pack to a pack every day, Rihaf is extremely 

cautious when her father visits the country. She tries to avoid smoking all together. If she cannot 

avoid it, she profusely sprays perfume after cigarettes. She usually smokes in her car, where she 

will leave the window cracked open at all times, regardless of whether her father is in the country 

or not. Her concealment process involves tying her long hair up before smoking a cigarette, to 

prevent it from the smell adhering to her hair. Additionally, she stashes strong-smelling bukhoor 

in her car.5 She would usually plug in the cigarette lighter receptacle, add some bukhoor to the 

lighter and the strong-smelling smoke that rises will then coat her hair, eliminating the smell of 

cigarettes. She also washes her hands thoroughly and applies lotion after she completes this 
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process. Sara pointed out her method to conceal the smell from the safe haven of her car 

specifically. After spraying perfume on her hands, she will spray perfume into the A.C. ducts of 

the car, and turn on the air on full blast, which eliminates the smell.  

Afnan conceals her previous habit from her family, especially her father. During 

university hours, she would attempt to finish a pack of cigarettes a day, solely because she did 

not want to carry the pack home, worrying about it from her father and siblings. She explained 

her concealment routine to me during our interview. Afnan was initially nervous about 

participating in an interview about smoking. I noticed that she was conscious about my notebook 

that contained the complete list of questions. I responded by tossing the notebook across the 

room, and reassured her that our interview was merely a conversation between the both of us. 

Immediately, her tense disposition relaxed, and she began to open up about her experiences. 

Afnan’s anxieties reflect an ongoing pattern of secrecy that my informants uphold in order to 

secure their reputations. Upon returning home, Afnan would enter from the backdoor, and rush 

to the bathroom. She would then proceed to wash her hands with toothpaste, which she sees as 

the best method to eliminate the smell of smoke entirely. Along with her pack of cigarettes, she 

would carry mint gum, mints, and four different kinds of heavy-smelling perfume in her purse. 

Rihaf expressed her contempt for the fact that she must uphold this process. Rihaf repeatedly 

emphasized the uncomfortable provisions she had to take: “there is a lot that people have to take 

in order to hide that from their families.” Whether it’s lotion, perfume, sanitizers, or bukhoor, the 

extensive processes that women undertake speak to the necessity and the pressures involving in 

maintaining this “clean” reputation.   
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Conclusion 

 My ethnography was dedicated to describing the gendered disparities in cigarette 

smoking, which is seldom discussed in the Arab region. The descriptions of space, femininity, 

image, privacy and concealment involved in the act of smoking display the varying forces that 

construct the identity of the Arab woman. Namely, the personification of the Moral 

Entrepreneurs, otherwise known as Starbucks People, or “typical people” who seek to enforce 

the status quo are one of such forces that build the “hymenized” female identity. Women 

appropriate spaces like The Smoking Spot and the car in order to steer the powers that shape 

their reputations in the direction that serves them. The stigmatized identity of the female smoker 

displays the fragility their identity as a whole. The cigarette is seen as either a benchmark of 

masculinity, or a “bitch-stick”, which further obscures the identity of women in Kuwait. Societal 

aversion to female smoking is a strong rejection towards mixing boundaries of male and female 

bodies, potentially destroying the careful constructions of the gender binary. Alternatively, 

smoking is also viewed as a “bitch” marker that leads women into sexual deviance. In order to 

escape these pressures, women have established fleeting and changing boundaries to maintain 

their reputations as well as their smoking habits. The Smoking Spot and the vehicle are both 

significant locations that hold a mirror up to Kuwaiti society, which was displayed through the 

narratives of my informants. These locations, in all their secrecy and mobility, confirm women’s 

agency in an environment that is monitored and controlled by the strategies of Kuwaiti space. 

 

 

 



Alhunayan 27 

 

Notes 

 
1 Gilbert’s age group is comparable to the age group of my interviewees, with the exception of 

Dana (29). The age group of my ethnography is limited and speaks to a younger generation. My 

recommendations for the extension of this research would be to interview women from a wider 

age group  
2 Saeed Kamali Dehghan (2017) reported on an increasing number of Iranian women removing 

the Hijab within the confines of their cars, which has previously lead to women getting pulled 

over on account that it is a violation of the compulsory covering. This has sparked much debate 

and resistance from women and religious figures in Iran, many of whom assert that the car is a 

private space, which authorities have no legal right to interfere with  
3 Phrase taken from James Scott (1987), Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant 

Resistance 
4 This is one of the least common types of cigarettes smoked by my informants. Predominantly, 

they smoke Parliament and Marlboro cigarettes, specifically White or Gold   
5 Bukhoor is a type of strong smelling incense made from organic material and oils  
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