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Abstract 

The status of women in the Gulf States (Khaliji women)1 is a recurring theme in academia and 

policy circles. This workshop examines the role of Gulf women in the public square. The 

workshop will highlight current roles women play, methods of integration into local affairs 

(political, economic, social, religious, or other), and the challenges that ensue.  

                                                
1 This proposal uses the terms Gulf and Khaliji women interchangeably.  
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The Gulf States are prioritising their national interests in a shifting world order. New strategies 

and sectors are emerging due to a host of internal and international changes. Amid these rapid 

transformations, women in the Gulf are increasingly finding their way into new roles. Despite 

the ever changing character of politics, business, and other sectors in the region, the status of 

women remains arbitrary. Women are often left out of the “boys club” while confronting 

ongoing challenges: discrimination, domineering patriarchy, exclusion, and harassment. 

Navigating through these persisting social structures and power struggles while the region 

undergoes socio-economic change makes women’s roles more difficult. This workshop will 

inject an intersectional lens to the way women negotiate opportunities and barriers related to 

their role in the public sphere, bringing to the surface the nuanced experiences of women in the 

Gulf. 

Description and Rationale 

Within a shifting geopolitical climate, state-society relations in the Gulf States are changing to 

face emergent regional and global challenges and opportunities. As this relationship develops, 

women’s participation in the public sphere across the Gulf States is rapidly evolving. It varies 

considerably depending on the government structure and state policies in each country. Some 

states have been more keen on negotiating spaces for women in the past, such as Kuwait and 

Oman. Other states, Saudi Arabia in particular, have more recently made significant strides to 

narrow the gender gap in women’s participation in politics and the labour market. Despite these 

positive shifts, the position of women remains contentious in both social and institutional 

structures. Their status wavers: it is either deteriorating in states where women once held more 

political capital, or they are increasingly viewed as a threat to the status quo in other states even 

when they are gaining political clout and more freedoms.   

Women’s presence in ministerial positions and elected legislative bodies has varied 

considerably in the recent past across the six Gulf States. Gulf cabinets in 2022 have featured 

women ministers at varying rates: UAE 27%, Bahrain 20%, Qatar 16%, Oman 13%, and 

Kuwait 12%. Saudi Arabia is the exception with no women ministers yet, even though the 

government appointed a vice minister in 2022. Therefore, Khaliji women’s representation in 

government is growing, despite it traditionally being far below other Arab States and global 

statistics. Moreover, it has been relatively recent that women gained suffrage in the Arab Gulf 

States. The first country to grant women’s suffrage was Oman in 1994, followed by Qatar in 

1998, Bahrain in 2002, Kuwait in 2005, the UAE in 2006, and Saudi Arabia in 2011 . Despite 

https://uaecabinet.ae/ar/cabinet-members
https://www.bahrain.bh/wps/portal/!ut/p/a1/nZJRT8IwFIX_ijzscfRuZVvn2ySIEkADoqwvZOu6MbO1oxTQf2-BmGgigvbtNufcfufeIormiIpkWxaJLqVIqn1N_cXdA_iOS9wBwTMM0YPfnYQ9cPrgGUH8VQAY9_aC4DF4Dl2fwGV-cEdd575j_KMRQERuJsOn2y5AH5_zvyCKKBO60UsU80JuG6l0Ui24sMBUXImaC23BZs3zTXVVilyq-pDOApakpeB636FhZYZij6Uky0Kwwcuw3fGB2SEJsO0AxyxM8rSTu5_EJ050NvGUiyP1mbkdBL8N5ig4zREb0OAkiekw_WPywQXLLF9XKxqZlUih-ZtG83_uxLxVVDI9fME4EikmBaKK51xx1d4oc73UullfW2DBbrdrF1IWFW8zWVvwk2Up1wbmuxI19WxWE_xuD3r5eGzT1Ku2w6jV-gB8vxKy/dl5/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/
https://www.gco.gov.qa/ar/about-the-gco/%D9%85%D8%AC%D9%84%D8%B3-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D8%B2%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A1/
https://qanoon.om/p/2022/rd2022034/
https://www.cmgs.gov.kw/CurrentMinisterialFormation
https://aawsat.com/home/article/3899526/%D8%A3%D9%85%D8%B1-%D9%85%D9%84%D9%83%D9%8A-%D8%A5%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D8%B4%D9%83%D9%8A%D9%84-%D9%85%D8%AC%D9%84%D8%B3-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D8%B2%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D8%B9%D9%88%D8%AF%D9%8A-%D8%A8%D8%B1%D8%A6%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%85%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%AF-%D8%A8%D9%86-%D8%B3%D9%84%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%86
https://www.arabnews.com/node/2124776/saudi-arabia
https://omanportal.gov.om/wps/portal/index/gov/inclusion/WomenInOman/!ut/p/a1/hc9Nb4JAEAbgX8OVmf0ort62IVhRioYGYS8NNutKAqwBKv58aeOlRu3c3snzJjOgIAPVFKfSFH1pm6L6ycr7jDfEI28xLoV4JygJfeURSykP-AjyEeCDkfhfP9ENbEE9ZevJFTCcI8bTRcSTlCANA_9FJBM6j71bsPyIJFKWBuF05THf51fw5NAQlKns7vfpXDY7JgyoVu91q1v3ux3Xh74_djMHHRyGwTXWmkq7X7Z28F7lYLsesr8SjnV2XpTreis6eQHEWiN1/dl5/d5/L0lKQSEvUUt3SS80RUkhL2Vu/
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/21229
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/21229
https://www.bahrain.bh/new/en/humanrights-women_en.html
https://www.kuna.net.kw/ArticleDetails.aspx?id=2739804&language=en
https://www.gbc.gov.ae/facts.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-election/saudi-arabian-women-vote-for-first-time-in-local-elections-idUSKBN0TV0E520151213
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women voting, it is important to also consider the different forms of political participation and 

whether this leads to more empowerment. The right to vote in the Gulf States does not always 

translate into an elevated status or tangible outcomes for women, and they have frequently lost 

out in elections in the past decade. In fact, labour force participation rates illustrate that the 

right to vote does not necessarily lead to more economic opportunities, as illustrated below.    

The six Gulf States scored among the lowest 25 countries out of 146 countries in the economic 

participation and opportunities subindex of the Global Gender Gap Index 2022 (Page 10). 

Kuwait ranked (123), followed by Saudi Arabia (128), Bahrain (131), UAE (132), Qatar (133), 

and finally Oman ranked (137). This indicates a barrier to effective participation in different 

areas across the public domain. 

Women’s labour force participation within the GCC averages 18.87%, which is below the 

global average of 39.3%. As of 2021, according to the World Bank, Kuwaiti women have the 

highest labour force participation rate (as a percentage of the total labour force), representing 

25% of the labour force. This is followed by Bahrain (21.1%), Saudi Arabia (20.4%), the UAE 

(16.6%), Qatar (15.3%), and finally Oman (14.8%).  

Focusing on the economic participation of women is essential, as the number of women in 

productive jobs is set to more than double by 2030. Properly integrating women into a changing 

workforce will require an investment in their physical, cognitive, social and technological 

skills.   

Anecdotal evidence (and limited organic upward mobility) suggests that encouraging women’s 

participation in the public and private sectors is often considered a convenient box-checking 

activity by the men that dominate these spaces. This is evidenced by the more frequent 

appointment of women into positions of power compared to climbing the ladder through well-

deserved promotions. Women leaving their fate to men inevitably restricts their agency and 

control over the opportunities they have. It reinforces the mainstream belief that women are ill-

prepared for decision-making positions. While women strive to claim ownership of their social 

and political roles, they are often side-lined and pushed into positions that are deemed gender 

appropriate, or met with a glass ceiling that limits their growth into ultimate decision-making 

positions. 

 

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mec/2021/02/01/kuwaiti-womens-political-experience-a-khaleeji-affair/
https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-report-2022/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.TOTL.FE.ZS
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.TOTL.FE.ZS?locations=AE-OM-BH-KW-QA-SA
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/featured%20insights/middle%20east%20and%20africa/women%20at%20work%20in%20the%20middle%20east/women-at-work-in-the-middle-east.pdf
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mec/2021/04/16/women-without-wasta-the-importance-of-increasing-saudi-womens-leadership-roles/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/mec/2021/04/16/women-without-wasta-the-importance-of-increasing-saudi-womens-leadership-roles/
https://www.lse.ac.uk/middle-east-centre/events/2021/womens-political-participation-in-kuwait
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Objectives  

This workshop aims to understand how Gulf Women navigate through social and institutional 

challenges and opportunities to gain power in the public domain. It aims to: 

 Highlight local perspectives on women’s development and positionality within 

domestic politics in the Gulf States, 

 Examine key policymaking domains that women mainly contribute to, 

 Study the impact of the unprecedented openness in some of the Gulf States on the next 

generation of women leaders in spaces beyond policymaking, 

 Amplify the voices of Khaliji women actively participating in decision-making,  

 Give voice to women who are left behind, 

 Shed light on the contradictions, pathways and opportunities that are emerging in 

today’s geopolitical landscape.  

Scope and Agenda 

The workshop welcomes papers that consider the role and status of Khaliji women in politics 

and policymaking, the economy, science, the arts, and academia, to name a few fields. It also 

welcomes papers that examine the strategies that women draw on to navigate social barriers, 

power struggles and access to positions of leadership. The workshop further welcomes papers 

that question women’s impact on the current status quo and their role in future state and social 

developments. Papers can address topics such as:  

● Women in government and legislative bodies 

○ Women’s representation in national politics 

○ Women’s roles in local and national governance  

○ Geographic/regional inequalities at the state level 

○ Women members of parliament experiences and legacies 

○ The role of civil society in promoting women’s representation in government 

and parliament 

○ State Feminism  

● Legal status of women 

○ The shifting legal status of women  

○ Women in the judiciary  
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○ Women in the military  

○ Islamic family law  

● Socio-cultural status of women 

○ Power relations and negotiation dynamics   

○ The role of women in public and private spaces  

○ Role of Islam: how religion shapes women’s decision making  

○ Perceptions of women’s role in society  

● Economic status of women 

○ Women’s representation on boards and in industries  

○ Role of women in the creative industries   

○ Women leaders in science, technology, medicine, and other fields 

○ Feminine and masculine depictions of talent and work 

○ The role of women in education  

○ Entrepreneurship and enterprising efforts  

○ Market Feminism  

 

Workshop Contributions to the field of Gulf Studies 

The workshop aims to bridge the academic and policy worlds by both contributing to the 

literature and informing policymakers. The workshop addresses gender in vital policymaking 

areas away from rentierism and the oil curse discourses. It employs a holistic approach that 

tackles the implications and challenges of the political culture, political economy, changing 

state-society relations in the Gulf, and international influences on Khaliji women. The 

workshop will bring together multi-disciplinary researchers from higher education, gender 

studies, comparative politics, the humanities, cultural Gulf studies and beyond to facilitate a 

conversation across a wide range of paradigms. This is timely given the recent and rapid 

changes in economic statecraft and the regional challenges that warrant women’s inclusion in 

national affairs.  

 

While there has been impactful and important scholarship on women in the Gulf, there is room 

to contribute to this literature by situating new studies in the current geopolitical and local 

political contexts. Studies on women in the Gulf include policy-oriented research by think tanks 

and international organisations, which is helpful in reporting on progress in social, legal and 

employment statuses. Yet robust academic interrogation of the current state of affairs and new 
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empirical evidence will help further our understanding of the nuances driving women’s 

experiences.  

Publication Plan 

Edited Book 

 

The workshop directors are planning to bring together an edited volume containing 

contributions from the GRM Meeting 2023, Women in the GCC: Negotiating Leadership, 

Power, and Change. The book is envisioned with Springer Publishers, Gulf series.  

 

We Acknowledge and Agree to the Workshop Director and Publication Guidelines.   
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https://blogs.worldbank.org/arabvoices/women-gulf-countries-perceptions-and-reality
https://blogs.worldbank.org/arabvoices/women-gulf-countries-perceptions-and-reality
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/86691
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/86691
https://agsiw.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Aldosari_ONLINE.pdf
https://agsiw.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Aldosari_ONLINE.pdf
https://www.proquest.com/openview/c510b05733a4db25f30cef05048722c1/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=31168
https://www.proquest.com/openview/c510b05733a4db25f30cef05048722c1/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=31168
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/the-gulf-is-lagging-behind-on-gender-equality-heres-how-it-can-catch-up/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/the-gulf-is-lagging-behind-on-gender-equality-heres-how-it-can-catch-up/
https://scholarship.rice.edu/bitstream/handle/1911/99713/bi-brief-011818-wrme-femalelabor.pdf?sequence=1
https://scholarship.rice.edu/bitstream/handle/1911/99713/bi-brief-011818-wrme-femalelabor.pdf?sequence=1
https://agsiw.org/series/women-in-the-gulf/
https://agsiw.org/series/women-in-the-gulf/
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2019/3/8/gulf-women-have-come-a-long-way
file://///UXENSVR/Users/balsaif/Downloads/The%20Euro-Gulf%20Information%20Centre.%20%22Women%20in%20the%20Gulf.%22%20The%20Europ%20Gulf%20Information%20Centre,%20https:/www.egic.info/towards-gender-equality-bahrain.
file://///UXENSVR/Users/balsaif/Downloads/The%20Euro-Gulf%20Information%20Centre.%20%22Women%20in%20the%20Gulf.%22%20The%20Europ%20Gulf%20Information%20Centre,%20https:/www.egic.info/towards-gender-equality-bahrain.
https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-report-2022/in-full/1-benchmarking-gender-gaps-2022#1-5-performance-by-region
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