
The abaya, the traditional Arabic dress 
for women, has been in existence in the 
Gulf region for generations. Historically it 
consisted of a large, plain, black square of 
silk or wool fabric that women would wear 
draped from head to toe. The cape would 
cover the entire body except for the hands 
and face, to ensure modesty at all times.  
Today it is considered the cultural norm 
for Khaleeji women to wear abayas when 
they are out of their homes or in the 
presence of male non-family members.

Yet the status of the abaya has seen a 
radical change in the past two decades, 
especially among the younger women who 
want to be fashionable while maintaining 
their Islamic and Gulf identity. 

According to Amal Murad, founder 
of Emirati fashion label REDAA, this 
transformation was predictable.
 'With the region's young women becoming 
increasingly educated, self-confident and 
self-aware, in conjunction with globalisation 
bringing cultures closer together and opening 
windows for young people to look outside of their 
own world, young Gulf women are becoming 
more and more influenced by international 
fashion. They are also incorporating these 
trends into their style, creating a distinctive 
new form of fashion that is modern, while 

in keeping with the traditions and moral 
framework of their culture,' she tells us. 

In recognition of the development of the 
abaya as a fashion item, reality TV show - 
Arwa'a Abaya -  on MBC1's 'Sabah Al Khair 
Ya Arab' between May and June,  will feature 
seven  contestants competing each week to 
design an abaya with a different theme - red 
carpet, casual and business, for example. 

Now in its fourth season, the programme 
will not only be searching for a talented 
new designer, but it will also offer the 
winner training with established abaya 
workshops, exposure to all forms of media 
and sponsorship for their first show.

Murad, one of the judges on the programme, 
will act as mentor to the contestants. 
Instrumental in selecting the participants, 
she explains what makes a potential winner. 
'We are looking for ideas that are innovative 
and commercially viable.  To win, a designer 
has to retain the abaya's core objective in 
accordance with our Islamic and Gulf Arab 
identity whilst simultaneously demonstrating 
knowledge of international trends which 
can be adapted to their abaya designs.'

Recent research by Persil discovered the 
female audience in the Middle East to be 

receptive to fashion, specifically abaya fashion.
They are women who use abayas as a way of 
expressing themselves. The television show 
was conceived to engage with this same target 
audience and to discover young emerging talent. 

New for this year, as a finale to Arwa'a Abaya, 
The Abaya Award will not only announce the 
winner of the show, but it will also acknowledge 
the talent of already established designers, 
who run sustainable, successful businesses 
in the region. Each designer will submit three 
of their best designs and the public will vote 
on which one of the three is its favourite. 

The designers will be awarded a trophy for their 
best design whilst the winner will be awarded 
not only a trophy but also a prize of crystals from 
Swarovski to embellish their debut collection. 

They will also be extended backing 
from Persil Abaya Shampoo to enter 
award-winning fashion shows. 
Murad concludes: 'The Award will show the 
degree of importance now afforded  
to our deep traditions and cultural heritage 
through our women's garments. It is the right 
time for the abaya to be recognised as a fashion 
item as well. The Abaya Award thus plays a 
very important role in establishing a platform 
for abaya designers to be lauded by the fashion 
industry both nationally and internationally.'
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The Abaya:
The fourth season of Arwa’a Abaya, a reality TV 
competition for up-and-coming abaya designers, will 
be aired this month on MBC1. It will be followed by The 
Abaya Award ceremony, the first event to recognise 
established abaya designers
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