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ABSTRACT

The Middle East is a region rife with conflict and war, with no shortage of its
own problems. A region that is strategic yet hotly contested by various
powers, from which it derives its rather unique socio-political and cultural
landscape. A common consensus is that due to its relatively outdated values
and constant power struggle, the Middle East region as a whole is one where
vulnerable groups, such as refugees, children, and most notably women,
suffer from mistreatment and lack of adequate rights. Despite that, the region
still shows large gaps in treatment and rights to these groups, even between
neighbors. One of the most striking cases is Saudi Arabia and the UAE.
Despite being direct neighbors, both nations have vastly different approaches
to matters such as gender issues. Where Saudi Arabia still struggles with basic
democratization and emancipation -such as during the Arab Spring wave of
protests- the UAE instead has embraced a more forward way of thinking,
allowing opportunities for women to serve in official government
representative offices. Our study will examine the case between these two
countries, and what factors created this diverging path, using qualitative
observations of the two nations’ stance on gender-related matters.

KEYWORDS: gender-rights development, Middle East, women's emancipation, Saudi
Arabia, United Arab Emirates, gender-disparity, gender-rights transformation.

INTRODUCTION

The Middle East has been a historically diverse region and a strategically
positioned one. It sits at the confluence of the Asian, African, and European
continents, and thus becomes an important link in the flow of trade, goods, and
even people through the ages. Cultures also intersect in this geographic junction,
cross-introducing arts and customs between the people on this ancient trade
route.

Inevitably, civilizations and empires emerge. A region dubbed the “fertile
crescent” stretches between the Mesopotamian river delta towards Aleppo in
Syria, and Alexandria in Egypt. It did not take long for hegemonies, such as the
Persian Sassanids and the Greco-Roman Empire, to expand into the region,
dividing the various tribes and cultures into their own realms. Finally, Islam
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rose. A religion endemic to the Middle Eastern Arabs, and now almost
inseparable from their cultural and national identity. Since its rise in 610 A.D., it
expanded and grew alongside Arabian culture and norms, forming a large
backbone over the Middle Eastern empire and civilization, and most
importantly, its identity. The seat of Middle Eastern power would often change
hands in the years to come: the Umayyads in the immediate post-Rashidun era,
followed by the Abbasids and Fatimids, until eventually they were all succeeded
by the rise of the Ottoman Empire.

A noticeable pattern is visible, and it has been prevalent in Middle Eastern
and Arabic society since the dawn of civilization. The region is rife with conflict,
and with it, countless wars and conquest. Even before the rise of major empires,
the tribal culture of the Middle East revolved around martial prowess, strength,
and conquest, notions that play heavily to masculine traits. These would be
ingrained into later traditions and civilization, and survive until even the fall of
the Ottoman Empire. Moreover, by the end of World War I, most of the Middle
East would fall under the colonial rule of Western powers. The Levant split
between French and British holdings, Egypt under British rule, along with the
territories around the Persian Gulf. Some territories, such as Iraq and Saudi
Arabia, maintained nominal independence; however, the latter would emerge
more as a collection of tribal polities rather than a proper modern state.

The cultural and societal values of Middle Eastern society, as a result,
advanced little from its heyday under the wing of the Islamic caliphates, and
were not helped by being far from the center of Islamic power in Istanbul
during the time of the Ottoman Empire. Arab society, by and large, still revolves
around tribal and traditionalist customs, and its people are still dominated by
either farmers, herders, caravan-traders, or the like. As a result, more modern
notions such as “democracy” as viewed through Western lenses or emancipation
are not prevalent, at least not in a clearly manifested form.

It is not to say that the rise of Islam does little to benefit traditional Arabic
customs. In fact, Islamic law played a significant role in shaping gender
dynamics, particularly in areas such as family, property, and public space.
Women had certain rights under Islamic law, such as access to property and
economic activities, and were included in and able to use the legal system to
enhance their social and economic positions (Tucker, 2020). This by itself is a
massive shift from pre-Islamic Arabia, where rights for women and children are
more grey, or even unprotected (Bimawan et al, 2025). However, the
interpretation of Islamic law often reinforced a patriarchal structure, privileging
men in family and societal roles, and interpretations of laws that benefit power-
holders at the time could limit their practical application (Tucker, 2020).

As a result, despite Islamic family law codifying distinct roles for men and
women, it often emphasizes male authority within the family as a “Leader” in
the household. While women had legal rights in marriage and divorce, the
aforementioned role of males led to patriarchal interpretations and practices,
frequently constraining women’s rights (Louden-Cooke, 2024). Moreover,
reforms in family law during the 19th century remained limited, as Islamic law
remained deeply embedded in socio-cultural practices and the enduring
backbone of Arab and Middle Eastern society and identity. This continuity
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therefore reinforced traditional gender roles, with men retaining significant
control over family and marital decisions (Dahlgren & Lindbekk, 2020).

Colonialism, however, introduced Western-based perspectives on societal
issues. One of them was the notion of gender emancipation, which became the
seed of the Islamic feminist movement. The late 19th and early 20th centuries
saw the rise of feminist movements in the Middle East, partly influenced by
global women's movements. These movements sought to challenge both
colonial narratives and patriarchal interpretations of Islam, advocating for
reforms in areas like education, marriage, and legal rights (Zachs & Halevi,
2015). However, they took a different approach compared to the mainstream
feminist movement, by reinterpreting religious texts to counter "textual
misogyny" and reclaim the egalitarian principles of the Qur'an. This approach
sought to reconcile feminist ideals with Islamic traditions, offering an
alternative to secular feminist models (Haniffa, 2016).

In places under colonial rule, or those that had peaceful transitions from
their colonial overlords, these ideas easily took root and grew. One of the
earliest was Egypt, where plenty of modern Islamic thinkers emerged, along
with other secular and religious movements seeking to reform both Islamic and
Arab society. However, in this case, I have taken the case of the United Arab
Emirates especially, due to its large and central role in the image of an advanced
Arabic society, and one of the pre-eminent Islamic states in the modern world.
Since its founding in 1971, the UAE has actively promoted women's
empowerment, particularly in politics. Notably, the UAE appointed the first
female minister in 2004 and achieved gender parity in parliament by 2019
(Alzaabi & Yaiche, 2025). These efforts are clearly visible not just in the regional
scope, but through international lenses. In contrast, the Middle East is often
noted for its “backward” connotation towards rights and safety; leadership and
public policies have played a pivotal role in advancing women's political
participation in the UAE, positioning it as a regional model for gender
inclusivity.

Meanwhile, therein also lie old, major regional powers such as Iraq, Iran, or
even Saudi Arabia. All of which have been long independent from any form of
colonialism, and which traditional institutions burrow deep roots in, be it in
statecraft, culture, or even social life and status. Iraq had a long and complicated
history of power struggles, with the then-known Hashemite Kingdom of Iraq’s
leader deposed in 1958 by the 14" of July coup, leading to continuous political
violence which culminated in the demise of the Iraqi Ba’athist party
government of Saddam Hussein. However, to this day, Iraq’s history of violence
continues to hamper progressive initiatives from taking hold, as it becomes
sidelined amidst other more important (or even necessary) efforts like
rebuilding and counter-insurgency, a problem still prevalent in many war-torn
Arab states nowadays.

Iran, meanwhile, to its north, stands as one of the oldest independent states
of the region. The Persianate dynasties may change, but it is overall almost
impervious to any attempt at external invasion or colonization efforts. The
Pahlavi regime saw plenty of progress not only in economic build-up, but also
in societal transformation, mirroring Western societal evolution. This, however,
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would be put to a stop by the Islamic Revolution in 1979. Since then, societal and
even personal freedom has been curtailed in the name of “Religion”, with the
now “Islamic Republic of Iran” becoming a proto-theocratic authoritarian state,
where nearly every facet of its statehood and society is now under control by the
Khomeini regime. This has caused a degradation in personal freedom and
societal progressivism in the nation, of which even the role that women play has
been slowly curtailed since the 90s and 2000s.

However, for our comparison against the UAE, I have taken the nation of
Saudi Arabia as the second subject in this case. An independent state since its
separation from the Ottoman Empire, Saudi Arabia continued to exist as a
collection of tribal polities under a “de jure” rule by House Saud of Nejd. As a
sovereign nation existing on the sidelines of preexisting global superpowers,
they see very little development, both societal and economic. As for gender
discourse, their ideology has historically been rooted in Islamic principles and
tribal traditions, emphasizing the role of women as caregivers confined to the
private sphere. This idealized model of the "Muslim woman" has been central to
Saudi national identity, with men acting as guardians. However, the male
guardianship system and notions of family honor have reinforced gender
segregation and limited women's public roles (Giladi, 2023). Though the
discovery of oil in the 20th century brought economic modernization, it did not
immediately challenge restrictive gender norms, not helped by the secluded,
authoritarian rule of the Saudi dynasty.

My research therefore wishes to delve deeper into the divide between these
two neighboring, yet vastly different states, both in their policies and their
societal culture. Through a qualitative lens on the respective nation’s history and
upbringing, I will provide an overview of how tradition and religion shape the
two countries, and how they affect their present-day policies and outlook.

METHODS

Firstly, I would like to start with the socio-historical aspects, highlighting the
difference between Saudi Arabia (as an independent Tribal Monarchy) and the
United Arab Emirates (as a polity of tribal powers), the latter of which was an ex-
subject of colonial Britain, and also adopts a more democratic-leaning
constitution compared to its Saudi peers. A deeper look at these factors in
context, I believe, can better explain the divergence between the two nations’
different gender outlooks, by not detaching the ideals of feminism from the
reality of Arab society itself. Cross-referencing these with factors such as social
class and tribal values, local cultural and family values, the role of religion as a
backbone that shapes Arab culture and society, whilst taking a specific interest in
the Arab Spring period, one which became the culmination and defined gender
struggle in the Middle East and the Arab world.

The research would lean heavily into the Constructivist theory’s lens,
coupled with a deeper look into the role of Feminism in not just civilian lives,
but also state politics. For example, on the UAE side, their gender policies are
not just functional but also symbolic, projecting an image of progressiveness
while maintaining cultural authenticity. This duality is evident in how Emirati
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women are portrayed as mediators between tradition and modernity,
reinforcing national identity while appealing to global audiences (Goby, 2026),
itself leaning into a constructivist understanding of how policies can shape and
be shaped by collective beliefs about gender roles.

The historical aspect would be done through the lens of Postcolonial theory,
as it can explain an alternative perspective on the issues faced by the UAE as a
post-colonial country, Saudi Arabia as a largely independent country, and how it
often differs from the primarily “Western Ideal” of things. In the UAE, for
example, colonial legacies influence contemporary policies, particularly in areas
like labor and migration. Historical narratives around trafficking and the
regulation of women’s movement during British colonial rule continue to shape
gendered policies, disproportionately affecting marginalized groups such as
working-class and Muslim women (Wright, 2025). Postcolonialism theory
highlights how these policies perpetuate uneven power dynamics rooted in
colonial histories, challenging Western feminist frameworks that often overlook
the unique lived experiences and agency of women in the Middle East.

The method I would therefore take would lean more into an institutional-
interpretative approach. By looking with a qualitative lens at the various factors
mentioned before through a qualitative lens, cross-referencing them with each
other as well as present-day factors such as Saudi Arabian or United Arab
Emirates policies. By reading deeper into the various socio-cultural, traditional,
or even religious contexts of the people in the region, and pairing it with
present-day realities and policies, I hope to piece together a more concrete,
contextually sensitive picture of the present-day situation regarding gender
equality in both Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

Thus, the research would combine all these factors and analyze them
through a qualitative lens, bridging the differing factors to create a hypothesis
that may explain the gulf in gender development and policies between these two
neighboring countries.

DISCUSSION

Despite the Islamic world being notable for its advances in many fields, even
in social sciences and rights compared to its European peers in the past, for
modern standards -especially in the Middle-East- the reputation of rights and
equality in the Arabic sphere of influence is not one that is viewed in a good
light. It is not helped by the non-religious, antiquated values held by traditional
Arab societies, which are often enshrined by countries, especially like Saudi
Arabia, which places an emphasis on a single, strong ruler who possesses martial
prowess or other forms of power.

Of course, these social classes and tribal identities play a critical role in
shaping women’s opportunities. Women from tribal backgrounds often face
additional barriers due to traditional norms and expectations tied to their tribal
identity. For instance, tribal women engaging in entrepreneurship must
navigate identity conflicts and societal expectations, which influence their
ability to develop entrepreneurial identities (Alzahrani et al., 2026). Additionally,
Riansyah (Riansyah & Juned, 2024) stated that tribal norms, such as the concept
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of ayb (shame), reinforce gender segregation and restrict women’s professional
opportunities.

Notably, traditional family values also play a role in limiting opportunities.
Almalki (Almalki, 2020) elaborates that Arabic family values emphasize
obedience (4!-Birr) and male protection (4I-Wali), which perpetuate traditional
gender roles. These values are deeply rooted in an interpretation of Islamic
traditions and are reinforced through parenting practices. Whilst on the
religion-front itself, Syed (Syed et al., 2018) highlights the role of religious
ideologies, especially with how they deeply intersect with cultural norms to
sustain gender disparities, and certain interpretations of religious texts create a
bigger gulf between both genders. That is on top of basic Islamic concepts such
as hudud (invisible boundaries) and the male guardianship system, which restrict
women’s autonomy and reinforce traditional gender roles.

In this research, they have managed to show the individual problems and
challenges hampering advancements in gender equality in both Saudi Arabia
and the UAE. However, there is still a lack of research on how the intersection
between those multiple factors (e.g., class, tribal identity, and religion) uniquely
shapes gender inequality in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, nor does it show how
socio-historical contexts shape the societies that define the current gender
norms, nor how it affects the formation of such norms. While limited research
exists on sector-specific gender disparities, such as healthcare, education, and
leadership, in both countries, there is a scarcity of longitudinal and quantitative
studies comparing gender equality metrics between Saudi Arabia and the UAE
(Omair et al., 2020; Wirayuda et al., 2023).

Nevertheless, across both countries, women’s experiences are shaped by the
intersection of multiple identities, including class, ethnicity, and religion. For
example, women from lower social classes or minority ethnic groups face
compounded disadvantages in patriarchal systems that stratify women based on
wealth, ethnicity, and chastity (Aldeeb, 2021). These factors combined create
complex barriers to gender equality in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, and introduce
the main metrics which I would like to research.

Historical Aspect

Firstly, the upbringing of both states is an important consideration, as
historical factors play a major role in explaining why Saudi Arabia and the UAE
developed different approaches to gender reform itself. Saudi Arabia’s identity
was formed through independent tribal-monarchical unification, and was
formally unified as a kingdom in 1982 under Ibn Saud, and its political structure
preserved strong links between monarchy, tribal authority, and conservative
religious legitimacy; this more traditional-leaning background leads to the
preservation of older, tribal codifices and customs, and becomes a historical
foundation which helps maintain patriarchal institutions such as gender
segregation and male guardianship for much of the twentieth century (al-
Rasheed, 2010). While the UAE, in contrast, emerged from the British-protected
Trucial States and was only officially formed in 1971 after Britain withdrew from
treaty relations with the Trucial States, meaning its post-independence state-
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building was shaped by federation, external diplomatic engagement, and rapid
modernization (Zahlan, 1978), despite the fact that the UAE's gender policies are
deeply intertwined with its cultural and societal evolution. Its colonial past and
subsequent independence resulted in a framework that emphasizes more
Western values than the likes of Saudi Arabia, and the end product resulted in
balancing modernization with the preservation of Islamic and tribal traditions,
which continue to influence gender roles and expectations.

This difference is visible in contemporary gender-policy outcomes: the UAE
mandated 50% female representation in its Federal National Council in 2019,
whilst female-run businesses and enterprises have existed since the 90s in the
UAE. On the other hand, Saudi Arabia’s “rude awakening” on the issue only
came about after the Arab Spring, followed by promises of gender reforms that
are set to accelerate more recently under Vision 2030 (Al et al., 2025).
Therefore, historical context in one scope or another matters, as visible through
the case of Saudi Arabia’s independent formation reinforcing traditional
religious-tribal legitimacy, whereas the UAE’s former British-protected status
and later federal modernization of the postcolonial era encouraged the former
Trucial States to adopt a more “modern” ideological basis of statecraft and
policies.

Social Class and Traditional Values

Our second study parameter would revolve around social class and
traditional/ethnic values, and how they influence gender equality and policy in
Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Both nations descended from similar Arabic tribes
and cultures, and were held together by large Islamic empires of the past. The
values inherited from these continue to shape the modern Middle Eastern social
landscape, as gender equality is not merely a lack of equal access and
opportunities, but also how powerful families and clans shape which people,
even women, benefit most from reform and how far reforms can challenge
patriarchal social expectations.

In Saudi Arabia, gender inequality has historically been reinforced by family
authority, tribal norms, and male guardianship, where parents and male
authority figures strongly influence whether women work outside the home
(HRW, 2016). However, heeding lessons from the Arab Spring and their push for
reforms, Vision 2030 has pushed policy reform, with women’s labor-force
participation rising from around 207% in 2017 to a target of roughly 80% in 2020,
and World Bank data later recording Saudi female labor-force participation at
about 34% in 2025 (STUDYLIB, n.d.) (Worldbank, 2024). Meanwhile in the UAE,
state policy presents women’s empowerment as part of national modernization,
with constitutional equality, equal-pay measures, domestic-violence protection,
and 50% female representation in the Federal National Council; despite this
however, class and ethnic hierarchy remain visible because Emirati women are
more directly included in empowerment policies, while many migrant and
domestic women workers remain vulnerable under labor-migration systems
(pchr, n.d.).
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One can infer from this that policy reform can improve women’s public
participation; however, social class and family backgrounds in both countries
still heavily affect access to education, work, mobility, and professional
networks. Moreover, especially in the case of the UAE, the representation can
sometimes be inferred as mere “quota-filling” rather than a case of properly
bridging the gender gap, as evident by the lack of extended access to migrant
women in their empowerment policies. Therefore, in both countries, gender
policies and women's empowerment are still heavily affected, or even hampered
by traditional values and social hierarchy, and they do not simply disappear
through legal reform; instead, they shape how gender-equality policies are
implemented, who gains access to empowerment, and which groups of women
remain structurally disadvantaged. It signifies a carry-over of the older tribal
culture and the systems it brought with it, something endemic to not just the
two nations, but to every Middle Eastern country, and is a link to how these
values are affected by historical upbringing.

Cultural and Family Values

Our third study revolves around the cultural & family values aspect in the
Middle East, and how they—I would argue—most directly affect how gender
equality is realized in the region. For example, in Saudi Arabia, cultural and
family values strongly influence gender equality by positioning the family as a
hierarchical institution in which male authority remains central to women’s
social and legal autonomy, in line with traditional Arabic customs and upheld by
interpretation of Islamic teachings. This can be seen in the 2022 Personal Status
Law, which, in spite of pushes for reforms driven by protests such as the Arab
Spring, still requires women to obtain male guardian involvement in marriage
and preserves unequal rights in areas such as divorce, custody, and marital
authority, showing that family-based patriarchy continues to shape gender
policy even after recent modernization reforms (amnesty.org, 2022). In
addition, research on women’s employment in Saudi Arabia shows that family
approval, especially from parents and male authority figures, remains one of the
most important factors affecting whether women participate in work outside the
home; although women’s labor-force participation increased from around 207%
in 2017 to roughly 30% in 2020, cultural expectations about women’s family
roles still influence how reforms are experienced in daily life (Agboola, 2021)
(Alotaibi et al., 2021). Therefore, Saudi gender policy is not only shaped by law
or economic reform, but also by deeply rooted family norms that continue to
regulate women’s mobility, marriage, employment, and public participation
(amnesty.org, 2022).

Similarly in the UAE, traditional Arabic cultural and family values also
influence gender equality. However, the state views -and thus, frames- family
stability and women’s empowerment as complementary rather than
contradictory. The UAE’s National Policy for Empowerment of Emirati Women
20238-20381 explicitly includes the goal of building “strong, cohesive, and
supportive families” while also integrating women into the labor market,
leadership, entrepreneurship, and future economic sectors, with heavy
emphasis on cross-integration between fields (uaelegislation, 2023). Such
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policies show that the UAE does not reject traditional family values outright,
instead incorporating them into a modernization agenda where women are
encouraged to contribute to national development while maintaining socially
accepted family roles, itself a different perspective on gender empowerment
from the traditional (Western) perspective of feminism. The UAE’s policy
direction is also reflected in legal and institutional measures such as equal-pay
legislation, protection against domestic violence, women’s access to education
and employment, and the requirement that women hold 50% of Federal
National Council seats UAEL (uaelegislation, 2023; pchr, n.d.). Thus, while
cultural expectations remain important in Emirati society, they are increasingly
used by the state to legitimize women’s public participation rather than restrict
it, which is part of the UAE’s agenda to showcase its relative “modernity” in
comparison to its neighbors.

The comparison highlighted above shows that both Saudi Arabia and the
UAE are nonetheless still shaped by conservative cultural and family values.
However, they differ in how those values are translated into gender policy,
either as a result of differing ideologies on the national level, or by subtle
cultural differences between Arab tribes. In Saudi Arabia, for example, family
authority has historically operated as a mechanism of control, especially
through male guardianship and legal rules governing marriage and family
relations. However, in the UAE, family values are presented as part of a national
empowerment model, where women’s participation in politics, work, and
leadership is viewed as beneficial to both the family and the nation. Therefore,
in these aspects, cultural and family values do not automatically prevent gender
reform; rather, I would argue that their impact depends on how the state
interprets and institutionalizes them within national policy.

State-Led Reform and the Politics of Gender Modernization

The comparison between Saudi Arabia and the UAE becomes more
significant when gender reform is understood not simply as a response to social
pressure, but as a form of state-building. In both countries, gender equality has
increasingly become connected to national development, international
reputation, economic diversification, and the construction of a modern national
identity. This suggests that gender reform cannot be understood only through
the traditional opposition between “conservative” and “progressive” societies.
Rather, the two cases demonstrate different ways in which authoritarian or
highly centralized states can selectively reinterpret existing cultural norms in
order to accommodate new economic and political objectives.

The UAE provides a particularly clear example of state-led gender
modernization. = Women's  participation in  politics, = government,
entrepreneurship, and professional life has increasingly been incorporated into
the official narrative of national development. The National Policy for
Empowerment of Emirati Women 2023-2031, for instance, does not frame
women's empowerment as a rejection of family or cultural values. Instead, it
presents women's participation as compatible with strong families, national
cohesion, economic development, and social stability (uaelegislation, 2028). This
is important because it demonstrates that gender reform does not necessarily
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require the state to abandon traditional cultural legitimacy. The UAE instead
reconstructs the meaning of tradition so that women's public participation
becomes compatible with national identity.

From a constructivist perspective, this represents an important
transformation in the social meaning of gender. Gender roles are not simply
fixed cultural structures; they are continuously reproduced through institutions,
discourse, and political practice. When the state begins to describe women as
political representatives, entrepreneurs, professionals, and contributors to
national development, it gradually changes the socially legitimate meaning of
womanhood. Goby (2026), for example, demonstrates how Emirati womanhood
can be framed through the simultaneous language of heritage and modernity.
Women become symbols of a nation that is able to modernize without
abandoning its cultural identity. Consequently, the image of the “modern
Emirati woman” is not necessarily constructed as a rejection of Arab or Islamic
traditions. Instead, she becomes evidence that the UAE can selectively combine
tradition with modernization.

This is different from a model in which feminism is necessarily understood
as opposition to patriarchal institutions. In the UAE case, women's
empowerment can be incorporated into the existing political order. The state
does not necessarily need to dismantle the traditional family structure in order
to promote women's participation in public life. Instead, it can redefine
women's public participation as beneficial to the family and the nation. This
explains why policies concerning women's leadership, education, employment,
and political representation can coexist with a political system that remains
highly centralized.

Saudi Arabia demonstrates a somewhat different trajectory. Historically, the
Saudi political order developed through the close relationship between
monarchy, tribal authority, and religious legitimacy. Al-Rasheed (2010) shows
how the formation of the Saudi state cannot be separated from these political
and religious foundations. Gender arrangements therefore became embedded
not merely in individual social attitudes but in broader structures of authority.
Male guardianship and gender segregation were consequently connected to a
wider political and social order in which male authority was normalized through
family, religion, and state institutions.

Recent reforms nevertheless demonstrate that these structures are not
completely immutable. Vision 2080 has increasingly connected women's
economic participation with national development. The rise in female labor-
force participation is particularly important because it demonstrates that
changes in economic policy can generate changes in gender relations. However,
the persistence of family expectations and patriarchal interpretations means
that formal reform does not automatically eliminate older social structures.
Agboola (2021) and Syed et al. (2018) both demonstrate that women's
employment decisions continue to be influenced by family relations and
broader social expectations.

Therefore, the key distinction between the UAE and Saudi Arabia is not
simply that one country is “modern” while the other is “traditional.” Both
remain deeply connected to traditional cultural and familial structures. Rather,
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the difference concerns the political interpretation and institutionalization of
those structures. The UAE has more consistently incorporated women's public
participation into its national modernization narrative, whereas Saudi Arabia
has historically treated women's public autonomy as more closely connected to
questions of family authority, religious legitimacy, and social order. Recent
Saudi reforms indicate movement away from this older model, but the
transition remains incomplete.

The Arab Spring and the Acceleration of Gender Reform

The Arab Spring is another important factor in understanding the
divergence between the two countries. Although the political consequences of
the Arab Spring varied considerably across the Middle East, the uprisings
fundamentally challenged existing assumptions about political authority,
citizenship, and social participation. Gender was part of this broader
transformation because women were not simply passive observers of political
change. Women's participation in protest movements also challenged the
assumption that political activity belonged primarily to men.

For Saudi Arabia, the Arab Spring created an important political context in
which questions of citizenship, participation, and women's rights became
increasingly difficult to separate from broader discussions of political
legitimacy. Although Saudi Arabia did not experience a regime change
comparable to other Arab countries, the regional upheaval demonstrated the
potential risks associated with social dissatisfaction. Gender reform
subsequently became increasingly visible within a broader strategy of controlled
modernization.

This helps explain why Saudi reforms have often occurred through state
initiatives rather than through a fundamental transformation of the political
system. The lifting of restrictions on women's driving, the expansion of
women's employment, and changes in women's participation in public life
represent significant transformations. Yet these reforms have been carefully
incorporated into the existing political order. In other words, the Saudi state has
attempted to modernize gender relations without surrendering its broader
political authority.

The 2022 Personal Status Law illustrates the complexity of this process.
Amnesty International (2022) and Human Rights Watch (2023) argue that
although Saudi Arabia has introduced significant reforms, legal structures
continue to institutionalize aspects of male guardianship and gender
discrimination. This creates a contradiction between economic and social
modernization on the one hand and the persistence of patriarchal legal
structures on the other. Women can therefore experience greater opportunities
in employment and public life while simultaneously encountering restrictions
within family law.

This contradiction is analytically important because it challenges the
assumption that gender equality progresses uniformly across different domains.
A country may perform strongly in women's employment while continuing to
produce inequality in marriage, divorce, custody, or family authority. Similarly,
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political representation can increase without necessarily producing a
redistribution of political power. Gender reform therefore needs to be
examined as a multidimensional process rather than reduced to a single
indicator.

The UAE demonstrates a more institutionally coordinated approach.
Women's empowerment has become integrated into national policy, political
representation, economic development, and international image-making. The
50 percent representation requirement for women in the Federal National
Council is especially significant because it demonstrates the state's willingness to
use institutional mechanisms to accelerate women's political presence. Alzaabi
and Yaiche (2025) identify the UAE as a distinctive model of women's political
participation in the region.

However, this achievement should not automatically be equated with
complete political equality. Representation and empowerment are not
synonymous. A quota can alter the demographic composition of a political
institution while leaving broader structures of political authority unchanged.
This is particularly important in the UAE because political participation
operates within a highly centralized political system. The existence of women in
formal representative positions therefore demonstrates state recognition of
women's political legitimacy, but it does not necessarily demonstrate the
existence of unrestricted democratic participation.

The comparison consequently reveals two different models of state-led
gender reform. Saudi Arabia has increasingly pursued reform through
controlled liberalization, in which selected restrictions are removed while the
wider political structure remains intact. The UAE has more consistently pursued
institutionalized empowerment, in which women's participation is
incorporated into the state's modernization and nation-branding strategies.
Both approaches are state-centered, but their historical trajectories and
institutional mechanisms differ.

Intersectionality: Which Women Benefit from Reform?

Another important dimension of the comparison concerns the question of
which women actually benefit from gender reform. The concept of “women”
should not be treated as a homogeneous category. Gender intersects with class,
nationality, ethnicity, migration status, family background, and social position.
Consequently, improvements in the legal or political status of elite or citizen
women may coexist with significant vulnerabilities among migrant, working-
class, or domestic workers.

This issue is particularly important in the UAE. The country's international
image of women's empowerment primarily concerns Emirati citizens and their
participation in political and economic institutions. Yet the UAE also contains a
very large migrant population, including women employed in domestic and
other low-wage sectors. The existence of gender-equality policies does not
necessarily mean that these women experience the same benefits. This creates a
distinction between citizen-centered gender empowerment and universal
gender equality.
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The same issue appears in Saudi Arabia, although in different institutional
forms. Alzahrani et al. (2026) demonstrate that tribal origin can influence
women's entrepreneurial identity and the ways in which women negotiate
expectations surrounding gender and social belonging. This finding is
significant because it shows that women's empowerment cannot be measured
simply through labor-force participation or the number of women entering
entrepreneurship. Women must also negotiate the social meanings attached to
family, tribe, reputation, and appropriate femininity.

The concept of ayb, discussed by Riansyah and Juned (2024), further
illustrates how social expectations can operate outside formal law. Even when
legislation permits women to work or participate in professional life, social
sanctions and expectations may influence what kinds of work are considered
acceptable. This means that legal reform can create formal opportunities
without necessarily eliminating informal barriers.

The intersectional dimension therefore modifies the comparison between
Saudi Arabia and the UAE. The UAE may perform better in institutional
indicators of women's political participation, while Saudi Arabia may
demonstrate rapid improvement in labor-force participation. Yet neither
development should automatically be interpreted as universal emancipation.
The crucial question is whether reforms reach women across different social
classes and legal statuses.

A more complete analysis should therefore distinguish between formal
equality, substantive equality, and symbolic equality. Formal equality concerns
legal rights and institutional access. Substantive equality concerns whether
women are actually able to exercise those rights in everyday life. Symbolic
equality concerns the extent to which women are represented as legitimate
participants in national identity and public discourse. The UAE appears
particularly strong in symbolic and institutional dimensions, while Saudi Arabia
has demonstrated rapid movement in substantive economic participation but
continues to face legal and familial constraints. Neither country can therefore be
described adequately through a simple ranking of “more” or “less” progressive.

Religion, Tradition, and the Limits of the “Backward Middle East” Narrative

The analysis also needs to avoid reproducing a simplistic Western binary in
which Islam and Arab culture are automatically positioned as obstacles to
women's emancipation. Such a framework would undermine the postcolonial
dimension of this study. The historical record demonstrates that Islamic law
itself provided women with certain property, marital, and economic rights that
differed from some pre-Islamic practices (Tucker, 2020). The problem is
therefore not Islam as an undifferentiated category, but the ways in which
religious texts, legal traditions, political institutions, and social customs are
interpreted and institutionalized.

Islamic feminism is important in this regard because it demonstrates that
Muslim women can challenge patriarchal practices through engagement with
Islamic traditions rather than through rejection of religion. Haniffa (2016)
explains how gender debates within Islam can involve reinterpretation of
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religious texts and attempts to recover egalitarian principles. Zachs and Halevi
(2015) similarly demonstrate the historical development of feminist movements
that challenged both colonial representations and patriarchal interpretations of
Middle Eastern societies.

This perspective changes the interpretation of Saudi and UAE reforms.
Gender reform does not necessarily represent the replacement of Islamic
culture by Western values. Instead, it can involve competing interpretations of
what Islamic, Arab, or national identity should mean in contemporary society.
The UAE's approach illustrates this particularly clearly: women are presented as
capable of participating in modern political and economic institutions without
ceasing to be Emirati or Muslim.

Saudi Arabia also demonstrates that religious legitimacy can be reinterpreted
rather than simply abandoned. The country's recent reforms suggest that the
relationship between religion, state authority, and gender is dynamic. What was
previously presented as culturally or religiously necessary can become subject to
reinterpretation when political and economic priorities change. This reinforces
the constructivist argument that norms are not static structures but are
continually reproduced and contested.

The comparison therefore suggests that gender reform in the Middle East
should not be evaluated according to how closely a country approaches a
predetermined Western model. Instead, analysis should examine how states,
families, religious institutions, and women themselves negotiate the meanings
of equality within particular historical contexts. This is also where postcolonial
theory becomes especially useful. It allows the researcher to recognize that
modernization does not have a single universal pathway and that women's
agency cannot be measured solely according to Western liberal assumptions.

Comparative Synthesis: Two Models of Gender Reform

Taken together, the evidence suggests that the divergence between Saudi
Arabia and the UAE is best explained through the interaction of four major
factors: historical state formation, the relationship between political authority
and religion, the institutional interpretation of family and tribal values, and the
strategic use of women's empowerment in national development.

Saudi Arabia inherited a particularly strong connection between monarchy,
tribal legitimacy, and religious authority. These institutions historically
reinforced a model of gender relations centered on male guardianship and
family authority. The country's recent economic transformation has disrupted
some of these arrangements, particularly through women's employment and
public participation. Nevertheless, the persistence of patriarchal family-law
structures demonstrates that economic modernization does not necessarily
produce comprehensive gender equality.

The UAE, by contrast, emerged from a federation of former Trucial States
and subsequently developed a political identity strongly associated with rapid
modernization, international engagement, and economic diversification. The
state has therefore had greater incentive to incorporate women's participation
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into its image of national advancement. Women's empowerment becomes not
only a gender policy but also a component of state legitimacy, international
reputation, and national soft power.

This does not mean that the UAE has completely overcome patriarchy.
Rather, it demonstrates a different strategy for managing it. Instead of
presenting women's public participation as a challenge to tradition, the state
incorporates women's participation into a revised understanding of tradition.
Women can become representatives of both cultural continuity and modernity.
This is precisely why the UAE case is theoretically valuable: it demonstrates that
conservative cultural values and women's empowerment can coexist when
political institutions redefine their relationship.

The principal difference between the two countries, therefore, is not the
complete presence or absence of tradition. Both societies continue to be shaped
by family, religion, tribal identity, and hierarchical social structures. The
difference lies in how state institutions transform those structures into political
narratives and policy mechanisms. Saudi Arabia has historically used tradition
to constrain women's autonomy but is increasingly redefining gender relations
through economic modernization. The UAE has more successfully incorporated
women's empowerment into the existing national narrative, turning women's
public participation into evidence of modernization itself.

Consequently, the study proposes that gender reform in Saudi Arabia and
the UAE should be understood as a process of negotiated modernization.
Reform does not necessarily replace tradition; rather, it selectively reorganizes
tradition. Some elements are weakened, others are retained, and still others are
given new meanings. Women's empowerment is therefore neither simply a
Western import nor a complete product of indigenous tradition. It emerges
through interaction between global norms, national development strategies,
religious interpretation, family structures, economic interests, and women's own
demands for participation.

This comparative perspective also explains why progress remains uneven. If
reform is primarily state-led, governments can accelerate change in selected
areas while leaving other patriarchal structures untouched. Political
representation may increase while migrant women remain vulnerable.
Women's employment may rise while family-law inequalities remain. Public
discourse may celebrate women's leadership while informal expectations
continue to regulate women's behavior. These contradictions are not anomalies;
they are central characteristics of state-managed gender reform.

The broader implication is that gender equality in Saudi Arabia and the UAE
should therefore be evaluated not simply by asking which country is “more
progressive,” but by asking what kind of reform is occurring, who benefits
from it, which institutions remain unchanged, and how women themselves
negotiate the new opportunities and constraints created by reform. Such an
approach provides a more nuanced explanation of the divergence between the
two neighboring states and avoids reproducing the simplistic assumption that
modernization automatically equals emancipation.
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CONCLUSION

The Middle East is still a place fraught with conflict, and tensions both
between states and even sectarian tensions still dominate the space of the people
who live in it. However, still, changes are happening at a rapid pace. Conflicts
between Iran and Israel (along with its allies) continue to heat up, whilst regions
like Syria, previously devastated by war, are slowly rebuilding. Places like Iraq,
Egypt and Oman are continuously building up their economies, whilst regional
powerhouses such as Qatar, the UAE and Saudi Arabia seek to consolidate their
place as emerging powers not just in the region, but also on the world stage.

The Arab revolution, otherwise known as the Arab Spring of the 2010s,
remains a work in progress, as the ramifications of the events continue to help
shape how modern Middle Eastern and Arabic states would become,
economically, ideologically, and, in our topic, in the realm of gender
empowerment. Whereas the United Arab Emirates seemed comparatively well-
progressed in the role that women play in their society, Saudi Arabia is
comparatively lagging behind in terms of concrete policies and initiatives.
Although restrictions on women, notably regarding driving, have been lifted,
critics still lodge complaints at the regional powerhouse over the pace of its
progress in gender emancipation. However, both countries are still notably
affected by restrictive, monolithic “traditions” that shape law and policymaking
in the region, most of which are designed to maintain the stake of power-
holders (in this case, the patriarchal society of Arab tribes-then-nations) in
equilibrium. Thus, although the UAE symbolically triumphs over Saudi Arabia
due to its more “liberal” views, it is nonetheless constrained by the same
traditions and antiquated values.

Despite all this, however, the increased voicing of concerns from young
Arabs, both men and women, remains key to the development of newer policies
in the region, be it Saudi Arabia or the UAE. However, most importantly, such
changes would not come as a complete overhaul of the current underlying
system (at least, at first), but instead come as a slow and steady progress that
incorporates many of the preexisting cultural and societal customs, just as how
Islamic laws and values helped shape the form that is modern Arabic culture.
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