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Introduction 
In the past two decades, women’s rights have achieved much media and political attention in the Gulf 
region. It has become part of national visions in some countries and one of the core principles of foreign 
policy and international image building for others. As we see photos of Gulf women as ambassadors, 
ministers, and leaders in local and international media increasingly being normalized, at the same time, 
we witness the arrests of women activists, censorship, and increased women asylum seekers from Gulf 
to the Western countries.  

Undoubtedly, women’s rights have become one of the most urgent issues in the Gulf with worldwide 
attention. Nevertheless, it is a topic full of controversies, tokenism, political agendas, gaps, and loopholes.  

Adding on to these layers is the ‘internationalization’ of women’s rights issues in the Gulf region by 
international institutions including the politicization of ‘human rights’ and neo-oriental approach to 
women’s issues as indicators of modernity/progress by Western standards. This approach has often 
informed numerous reports that often build on the selected and dominant narratives on women’s rights 
in the region. 

Though significant changes have been made with some success stories, there is still a long way to go. The 
starting point would be to use a more comprehensive and inclusive approach to women’s rights in the 
region and to acknowledge women’s various intersectionalities that impact different levels of their 
discrimination. This series of articles on Gulf women aims to engage with women from various groups in 
the region as they narrate their own stories and write about their own experiences, insights at various 
intersectionalities on women’s rights issues in the region. 

 

The Contextualization of Women’s Rights in The Gulf  
Although women’s rights debate and related work has been on-going, the discourse and efforts have 
developed and changed throughout the region. It is necessary to avoid generalization about the region 
when writing about women’s rights. Despite cultural similarities, each country has specific context and 
laws and politics. The purpose of this article is to introduce the  framework of discussion for the upcoming 
articles in the series and possible for future directions of research on women in the Gulf.  

Women’s rights in terms of laws, policies relating to education, health, family, and politics have been 
integral to statecraft and national identity construction since independence in almost all Gulf countries. 
As post-colonial states, the governments have used the image of women as both the measure of progress 
and the carrier of tradition. This inherent paradox and symbolic use of women has often led to the state 
feminism approach through which the state assumes the responsibility of women empowerment  in line 
with their own political agendas. This approach does not always address the diversity and complexity of 
the issues that women face.  

Similarly, the role of international organizations in advancing women’s rights in the region is not always 
positive, as it often leads to a neo-orientalist and reductionist approaches to women’s rights. The 
governments respond to these pressures by introducing agendas for women’s empowerment with the 
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state as the grantor of these rights and women’s voices as being hidden and even marginalized in the 
process. 

 

Feminism and Intersectionality in the Gulf 
More recently, the debate on women’s rights has been articulated through the debate on ‘Feminism’ as 
an ideology and framework for gender equality without a clear conceptualization of what the term means 
in the Gulf context. As ‘feminism’ has been used as a blanket term by some, it has created two camps 
within Gulf societies. The advocates of feminism claim to use this ideology/concept as means to achieve 
political, economic, and social rights. While those against consider it as a Western concept without the 
contextual underpinnings of the Gulf society. These debates have created further polarization in the 
societies where now the discussion centers on the meaning of the concept rather than the rights of 
women.  

Feminism is not a uniform concept; it can be many different things for different people. It can be an idea 
(Cameron, 2018), a political project or an intellectual framework (Hooks 1984). Yet, there are different 
strands of feminism such as (communist, liberal, Islamic) to indicate that feminism is more than just 
‘gender equality’. This equality cannot be treated as a uniform/universal category without any 
consideration to women’s multiple identities. Women are inherently diverse group and so are their 
struggles. Being a woman means different things in different contexts-gender identity and discrimination 
is contingent to  women’s contextual and structural realties. The question of multi-layered identities is 
central to debates on feminism worldwide. However, these debates are still lacking in the Gulf context. 

This is where intersectionality comes in. The notion of ‘diversity’  informs ‘intersectional feminism’. It is 
the understanding that ‘women’ is not homogenous group (Crenshaw, 2017). Intersectional feminism as 
a term originates to black women’s rights movement in US, as a term coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 
1989. Intersectionality acknowledges that women's experiences are not just shaped by their gender but 
also other aspects of their identity such as social class, race, and ethnicity. Therefore, different groups of 
women suffer differently. The extent of women’s discrimination is determined by the intersectionality of 
their multiple identities.  

Intersectional Feminism brings the attention to women’s multiple identities and on structures of 
oppression. The focus on structures highlights the importance of social and institutional practices in 
perpetuating gender-based discrimination. It is crucial to use intersectionality-as a framework of 
understanding domination and oppression and how they overlap in individual social identities. 
Therefore, a conversation on women’s rights in the Gulf is not complete without the lens of 
intersectionality. 

The core theme of intersectional feminism is to recognize that women are more than a gender and that 
certain women too can sometimes contribute to the oppression of other groups of women. In the Gulf 
states, where the space to discuss women’s right is limited, the discussion on intersectionality is largely 
missing. Although in Kuwait the conversation has been started by some academics and activists, in other 
countries like Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, these discussions are missing. Women of certain groups and 
intersectionalities are invisible and cannot claim their space or agency.  

Though the governments in some countries in the region (Saudi Arabia, Qatar) have introduced new 
reforms relating to women’s rights, these have mostly been top-down without much involvement from 
women in the society. Saudi Arabia recently introduced drastic reforms such as those on women driving, 
lenient dress code and change minimum marriage age and travel policy. International media and 
institutions have applauded these reforms as success stories but completely ignored with the deep 
structural issues different women face.  

These reforms may have benefited certain groups of women, those enabled by legal structures and 
system, however, other groups of women remain marginalized, and their issues remain undiscussed. 
Some of the most pressing issues in the region remain overlooked. These include domestic violence, 
discrimination and abuse in workplace, gender pay gap, lack of access to resources or to legal systems 
for certain groups of women: ‘Bidoon’ (stateless), residents and migrant workers. These women are 
essentially invisible discourse of ‘women’s rights.’  

At present, the current discussions on women’s rights whether by state, social institutions, or women 
themselves remain focused only on one category: the citizen and certain group with these citizens. If the 
conversation is exclusive to certain categories of women without tackling the systematic and structural 
issues, women’s rights movements will remain incomplete and stuck in vicious circles of oppression. 
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 The conversation must be set about class, identity, systematic and structural discrimination, and 
privilege. For example, a citizen woman of privileged class may be able to drive without the permission 
of her guardian (a success story for Western media) but she may within her professional workspace or 
personal space perpetuate gender-based discrimination against women from other ethnic/legal status. 
The point here is that privilege allows one woman to gain certain rights while still discriminating against 
other groups of women. 

 

Moving Forward 
The articles in this ‘Gulf Women Series’ will contextualize some aspects of intersectional feminism in the 
Gulf. The starting point of introducing the intersectional lens to the study of gender and women’s rights 
discourse in the region is by starting the right questions:  

1- What identities are prevalent in the Gulf and are more privileged than others?  

2- Which groups of women are structurally and systematically privileged than others and which 
structures discriminate certain groups of women over others? 

3- Which groups of women are invisible to the discussion?  

Seeing as current discussions on women’s rights in the region are limited and not always with equal 
representation and protection for vulnerable groups of women. It is, therefore, not just a question of 
who you are as a woman but who you are in relation to the structures and system. Moving forward, the 
focus should be on structures of oppression and to problematize those structures. 
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Disclaimer 
The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect 
the beliefs and positions of the Regional Program of the Gulf States at Konrad- Adenauer-Stiftung.  
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