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Resumo
A minha investigacgao incluird uma visdo geral da literatura sobre a situagdo actual dos direitos
das mulheres na Ardbia Saudita, uma vez que o pais esta a passar por mudangas importantes que
também tém efeitos nos direitos das mulheres.
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Abstract

My research will include literature overview of the current situation of women rights in Saudi Arabia

since the country is going through important changes that have effect on women rights as well.
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Introduction

The contemporary socio-political landscape of Saudi Arabia, shaped by the intertwining forces of
Islamic jurisprudence and modernization, presents a compelling arena for scholarly inquiry into the rights
of women. Situated at the nexus of tradition and progress, the Kingdom's adherence to Sharia law,
grounded in the Quran and the Sunnah, engenders a discourse that is both nuanced and contentious,
particularly concerning gender equity. In recent years, amidst global movements advocating for
liberalization and human rights, Saudi Arabia has faced heightened scrutiny, especially regarding the
rights of women within its societal framework.

The urgency of investigating this subject matter is underscored by the prevalent calls for the
emancipation of Saudi women, which often emanate from a superficial understanding of the historical
context, cultural traditions, and the unique dynamics of Saudi Muslim society. Such calls reflect broader
narratives of liberal feminism, which, while well-intentioned, may overlook the complexities inherent in
the socio-cultural fabric of Saudi Arabia. Therefore, this dissertation endeavors to elucidate the intricate
interplay between Islamic precepts, societal norms, and legal frameworks concerning women's rights in
Saudi Arabia. By examining the tenets of Islam related to gender relations and analyzing the evolving
trends within Saudi Arabia's legal and cultural frameworks, this research aims to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the status quo in women's rights and gender equality. It also seeks to
illuminate the diverse perspectives within Saudi society on this critical issue.

The study seeks to contribute to the academic discourse by offering nuanced insights into the
dynamics of gender discourse in Islamic societies, challenging simplistic narratives, and fostering a more
informed dialogue on the subject. Through rigorous analysis grounded in empirical evidence and
theoretical frameworks, this dissertation aims to enrich scholarly understanding and inform policy
discussions concerning women's rights in Saudi Arabia and beyond.

The objective of this dissertation is to conduct a comprehensive analysis of the development of
women's rights within the legal and social frameworks of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in the 21st century.
This study specifically focuses on both internal legal reforms and external influences shaping the
evolution of these rights. The primary aim is to identify the trends and dynamics of change in the Saudi
government's policies regarding women's rights, while also assessing societal reactions and external
pressures, providing a holistic view of both internal and external factors impacting this transformation.

Therefore, the main objectives of this study are:

1. Analyze the historical and cultural foundations of the institution of women's rights in Saudi

Arabia to understand its evolution in the context of contemporary challenges and trends.



2. Investigate legal acts and reforms implemented by the Saudi authorities in the field of women's
rights in the 21st century, with a focus on their alignment with Islamic principles.

3. Evaluate the effectiveness and outcomes of legal and social measures aimed at expanding
women's rights in Saudi Arabia.

4. Analyze the international community's reaction to changes in the sphere of women's rights in
Saudi Arabia and their influence on the Kingdom's domestic policies.

5. Study the opinions and perspectives of Saudi society on women's rights issues, including their
expectations, aspirations, and level of support for the implemented reforms.

6. Identify obstacles and challenges faced by women in Saudi Arabia in exercising their rights, as
well as potential strategies and measures to overcome them.

7. Formulate recommendations for further enhancing the institution of women's rights in Saudi
Arabia, considering adherence to Islamic norms and principles, as well as taking into account the needs
and expectations of Saudi society.

The object of this dissertation is the institution of women's rights in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,
while the subject of the research focuses on its legal and social dimensions within the 21st century. This
study seeks to examine the extent to which the Saudi government’s policies on women’s rights have
evolved towards liberalization, while remaining in compliance with Islamic norms. Furthermore, it aims
to explore how Saudi society perceives and reacts to these changes, hypothesizing that while
governmental policies exhibit a trend towards liberalism, societal responses tend to be neutral or divided
on the issue.

The formulated hypothesis encompasses several key aspects. Firstly, it underscores that the Saudi
authorities are implementing certain reforms in the realm of women's rights, which may be perceived as
a move towards liberalization. However, the second crucial aspect is that these reforms and changes
remain within the framework of Islamic norms and principles, reflecting the peculiarities and cultural
foundations of Saudi society. Finally, the hypothesis suggests that the majority of Saudi society accepts
these changes neutrally, without overtly expressed active or passive resistance.

To test this hypothesis, the research requires a focused analysis of specific legal acts, reforms, and
initiatives undertaken by the Saudi authorities in the field of women's rights, paired with a targeted
examination of public opinion and societal responses to these changes. This inquiry will be approached
from the perspective of both governmental policy-makers and the women directly affected by these
reforms. In doing so, the research will consider how various socio-cultural, religious, and political factors

shape the public's perception and the practical implementation of these policies. Such an approach will



enable a more precise understanding of the development and evolution of women's rights in Saudi Arabia,
particularly in the face of contemporary socio-political challenges and global trends.

The thesis asserts that the advancement of women's rights in Saudi Arabia is a multifaceted
transformation shaped by a complex interplay of historical, cultural, and institutional factors, which
necessitates a comprehensive and integrated framework comprising legislative reforms, educational
initiatives, and economic empowerment strategies to foster sustainable progress and equitable
opportunities for women. This inquiry delves into the historical evolution of women's rights within the
Kingdom, critically examines contemporary policy reforms, and employs empirical investigations to
uncover public perceptions and lived experiences of women, thereby illuminating the significant strides
achieved as well as the persistent challenges that remain. Ultimately, this study emphasizes the urgent
need for concerted efforts from a diverse array of stakeholders, including government entities, civil
society, and community leaders, to cultivate a pervasive culture of gender equality and inclusivity,
ensuring that the rights and potential of women in Saudi Arabia are recognized, respected, and realized
across all facets of society.

The primary sources for this study were key texts and laws defining the status of women in Saudi
society. In particular, the main sources included the Quran, the primary sacred text of Islam, which
contains principles and norms regarding the rights and duties of women in Islamic doctrine. Additionally,
collections of hadiths such as Sahih Al-Bukhari, Sahih Muslim, Sunan Abi Dawud, and Jami At-Tirmidhi
were utilized. Hadiths are records of the words and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad, which also hold
significant importance in Islamic jurisprudence and morality.

In addition to religious texts, the study also relied on various legislative acts of Saudi Arabia,
including the Basic Law. This document serves as the foundation of the Kingdom's legal system and

delineates the fundamental principles and rights of citizens, including women's rights.



Chapter 1 Literature review
1.1 Historical and theological foundations of women's rights in Saudi Arabia

This literature review aims to critically examine the development of women's rights in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, situated within the broader context of socio-political transformations and
evolving global norms regarding gender equality. The Kingdom has witnessed significant changes,
particularly in the 21st century, with growing attention from scholars, policymakers, and activists who
recognize the importance of addressing gender disparities and advocating for women's rights. To
understand the trajectory of women's rights in Saudi Arabia, it is essential to explore the historical and
theological foundations that underpin societal attitudes towards gender relations. This analysis will
encompass a variety of perspectives, ranging from historical accounts of cultural and religious influences
to contemporary evaluations of legal reforms and their implications for women's empowerment. The
literature highlights the critical role that Islamic teachings and traditional customs have played in shaping
gender roles and societal norms. In particular, the Quran and Sunnah serve as foundational texts that
govern not only personal beliefs and behaviors but also the legal framework surrounding women's rights.
This unique intersection of religion and governance provides a rich backdrop for understanding the
complexities of women's status in Saudi society.

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has been undergoing significant socio-political transformations,
particularly in the realm of women's rights, amidst a global landscape characterized by evolving norms
and values. Over the past decades, the issue of women's rights in Saudi Arabia has garnered considerable
attention from scholars, policymakers, and activists alike, reflecting a growing recognition of the
importance of gender equality and social justice.

The literature on the development of women's rights in Saudi Arabia encompasses a wide array
of perspectives, ranging from historical analyses of cultural and religious foundations to contemporary
examinations of legal reforms and societal attitudes. This literature review aims to provide a
comprehensive overview of existing scholarship on this topic, highlighting key themes, debates, and gaps
in knowledge. The review begins by exploring the historical context of women's rights in Saudi Arabia,
tracing the evolution of gender roles and norms within the framework of Islamic teachings and traditional
customs. It then examines the impact of modernization and globalization on women's status, including
the emergence of new opportunities and challenges in education, employment, and public participation.
Furthermore, the literature review delves into the legal landscape surrounding women's rights in Saudi
Arabia, analyzing relevant legislation, such as the Basic Law and various royal decrees, as well as their

implementation and enforcement mechanisms. Special attention is paid to recent reforms, such as the
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lifting of the driving ban and the expansion of women's participation in the workforce, and their
implications for gender equality and social change.

Understanding the attitude of Saudi society towards women's rights necessitates a thorough
examination of primary sources - the Quran and Sunnah, which serve as the Constitution of Saudi Arabia
(Al-Hamadi, 2015; Al-Hanai, 2013). Moreover, in 2023, the proportion of Muslims among the population
of Saudi Arabia reached 94% (Hausmann et al., 2014). Thus, Saudi Arabia stands as a unique example
of a state where religious norms and prescriptions not only exert significant influence on the country's
social life but also constitute its primary law.

This unique socio-legal landscape underscores the profound intertwining of religion and
governance in Saudi Arabia (Boon, 2015; Hamdan, 2005). The Quran, as the foundational text of Islam,
and the Sunnah, comprising the practices and teachings of the Prophet Muhammad, serve as guiding
principles shaping various aspects of Saudi society, including gender relations (Drury, 2015; Le Renard,
2008). These religious sources not only inform personal beliefs and behaviors but also inform the legal
framework governing women's rights and responsibilities within the Kingdom (Alsuwaida, 2016; Al-
Shahrani, 2016).

The overwhelming Muslim majority in Saudi Arabia underscores the pervasive influence of
Islamic values and norms on societal attitudes and practices (Al-Hariri, 1987; Huyette, 1985). This
demographic composition further solidifies the centrality of religious principles in shaping social norms,
cultural practices, and legal systems (Ar-Razgan et al., 2021; Malik, 2009). Consequently, the
interpretation and application of Islamic teachings play a pivotal role in determining the status and rights
accorded to women within Saudi society (Krause, 2009; Hamdan, 2005).

In essence, Saudi Arabia represents a case study wherein religious precepts not only inform
individual beliefs and behaviors but also serve as the cornerstone of the legal and social order (Lerner,
1986; Ibn Qudama, 2004). Therefore, any analysis of women's rights in Saudi Arabia necessitates a
nuanced understanding of the intricate interplay between religious doctrines, legal frameworks, and
societal attitudes (As-Shaukani, 1993; Kamali, 2003).

Before delving into the specific consideration of women's rights, it is imperative to address human
rights in principle, which are equal for both men and women (El-Sanabary, 1992; Al-Munajjed, 2009).
Foremost among these rights is the right to life. In Surah Al-Ma'idah, we find an injunction stating that
the killing of one person is tantamount to killing all of humanity, and saving one life is akin to saving the
lives of all people on Earth (Ibn Qudama, 2004). However, according to this verse, taking another person's
life is permissible only in two cases: 1) if they themselves have taken a life; 2) if they spread corruption

on Earth (Surah Al-Ma'idah, 32). The Arabic word "fasad," used in this Surah and translated by E. Kuliev
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as "corruption," also carries connotations of "mischief" and "immorality," which can be interpreted in
various ways (Al-Hirqi, 1959). For instance, in his tafsir, al-Saadi writes that this term refers to
individuals who harm religion, life, and property of others, as well as apostates and heretical preachers
(Al-Shahrani, 2016). Once again, the interpretation of what constitutes "harm to religion" and who should
assess it remains open to interpretation. This verse from Surah Al-Ma'idah reflects the foundational
principles of Islamic jurisprudence regarding the sanctity of human life and the conditions under which
it may be lawfully taken (Drury, 2015). It emphasizes the gravity of taking a life and underscores the
significance of preserving human life as a fundamental right (Hausmann et al., 2014). However, the
interpretation of terms such as "corruption" and "harm to religion" is subject to diverse scholarly opinions
and legal traditions within Islamic jurisprudence (Krause, 2009).

In Islamic theology, the fundamental principle regarding women's rights is their equality with
men before God (Al-Hariri, 1987). Surah An-Nahl elucidates that all believers who act righteously will
receive reward, regardless of whether they are men or women (Surah An-Nahl, 97). This notion is further
affirmed in Surah An-Nisa: "And whoever does righteous deeds, whether male or female, while being a
believer - those will enter Paradise..." (Surah An-Nisa, 124).

This principle of gender equality in Islamic theology stems from the fundamental belief in the
spiritual equality of all individuals before God, irrespective of their gender. The Quranic verses cited
underscore that both men and women, if they uphold righteousness and faith, will be rewarded equally
in the afterlife (Quran, 2:25). This reflects the overarching Islamic doctrine of meritocracy, wherein
spiritual rewards are contingent upon individual piety and good deeds rather than gender (Nisbet, 2018).

Within Islamic theology, the concept of gender equality extends beyond spiritual reward to
encompass social and legal dimensions. While acknowledging innate physiological and psychological
differences between men and women, Islamic jurisprudence upholds the principle of equity, ensuring that
both genders enjoy equal rights and opportunities within the framework of Islamic law (Baderin, 2003).
Furthermore, Islamic scholars have expounded upon the concept of gender equality by emphasizing the
complementary roles of men and women in society. Rather than viewing women as inferior or
subordinate to men, Islamic teachings emphasize the importance of cooperation and mutual support
between genders, recognizing the unique contributions that each gender brings to the family, community,
and society at large (Magsood, 2012).

The Quran places significant emphasis on the value of a woman's life, unequivocally condemning
the prevalent pre-Islamic Arabian custom of infanticide of newborn girls. Surah An-Nahl describes the
anguish experienced by Arabs during the pre-Islamic era upon the birth of a daughter, questioning

whether the newborn girl should be kept with shame or buried alive, emphasizing the depravity of such
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decisions (Quran, 16:58-59). Additionally, Surah At-Takwir contains a warning to those who commit
infanticide, as interpreted by Ibn Kathir, wherein innocently slain girls will demand retribution on the
Day of Judgment, questioning the sin for which they were killed (Ibn Kathir, n.d.).

This Quranic stance against infanticide underscores the recognition of the inherent worth and
sanctity of female life within Islamic teachings. The condemnation of the practice reflects a profound
ethical imperative to protect the rights and dignity of girls and women, countering the prevailing cultural
norms of the time. Quranic discourse serves as a moral injunction against gender-based discrimination
and violence, affirming the equality of all human beings regardless of gender. It reflects a broader Islamic
ethical framework that upholds principles of justice, compassion, and respect for human life,
transcending societal prejudices and cultural practices (Saeed, 2006).

The Quranic condemnation of infanticide highlights the intersectionality of gender and ethics
within Islamic theology, illustrating how religious teachings intersect with social and cultural norms to
shape moral behavior and attitudes towards women (Ruthven, 2012).

In contemporary contexts, this Quranic injunction against infanticide serves as a foundation for
advocacy efforts aimed at combating gender-based violence and discrimination, promoting gender
equality, and protecting the rights and dignity of women and girls worldwide (Fathalla, 2017). It
underscores the importance of interpreting religious texts within their historical and cultural contexts
while also recognizing their enduring moral relevance and applicability to contemporary ethical
challenges.

In Surah An-Nisa, there is a mention of the necessity for a man to present a bridal gift, known as
mabhr, to the woman upon marriage (Quran, 4:24). Sunnah, the teachings and practices of the Prophet
Muhammad, also emphasizes the rights of orphaned girls to receive mahr. The Prophet reportedly stated
that if a man desires to marry an orphaned girl, he must still provide her with the full mahr (Al-Nawawi,
2006). This emphasis on ensuring the rights of orphaned girls to mahr can be attributed to historical
circumstances, particularly the numerous wars and conflicts between Muslims and the Quraysh tribe after
the Hijra, resulting in many children becoming orphans with unprotected rights (Lindholm, 2009).

The primary condition for mahr is that it must have a monetary value. There is no maximum limit
to the amount of mahr, but there are disagreements among scholars regarding the minimum amount.
Some argue that there is no set minimum, while others suggest that the minimum mahr should be
equivalent to the value of goods for which a thief would be subject to amputation as punishment for theft
(Kamali, 1999). The concept of mahr serves multiple purposes within Islamic marriage contracts. It
symbolizes the husband's financial responsibility towards his wife and underscores the importance of

mutual respect and dignity within the marital relationship (Magsood, 2012). Additionally, mahr acts as a
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form of financial security for the wife, providing her with a tangible asset that she can retain even in the
event of divorce (Hossain, 2019).

The institution of mahr reflects broader Islamic principles of justice and equity, ensuring that
women are not treated as mere possessions but as equal partners entitled to financial protection and
autonomy within marriage (Baderin, 2003). It also highlights the importance of safeguarding the rights
and welfare of vulnerable individuals, such as orphaned girls, within Islamic legal and ethical frameworks
(Saeed, 2006).

Islam preaches respect for wives and mothers, affirming a woman's right to be treated well. Surah
An-Nisa contains an exhortation to treat wives with dignity, even if husbands may dislike them, as Allah
may have endowed them with many virtues (Quran, 4:19). According to the collection of At-Tirmidhi,
Prophet Muhammad stated that the sincerest believers possess good character, and the best among you
are those who treat their women well (At-Tirmidhi, 2010). It is noteworthy, however, that in the same
hadith, the version in Abu Dawood does not include the part about treatment of women, and in the most
reliable collections of Al-Bukhari and Muslim, this hadith is absent altogether (Siddiqi, 1997). Special
attention is also given to mothers: according to the collections of Al-Bukhari and Muslim, Prophet
Muhammad said that the person most deserving of good treatment is one's mother (Al-Bukhari, 1997).

These teachings underscore the importance of respect, kindness, and compassion towards women,
emphasizing the ethical and moral obligations incumbent upon individuals within the Islamic faith. The
injunction to treat wives with dignity, even in cases of dislike, reflects a commitment to upholding the
principles of justice, fairness, and empathy within marital relationships (Ruthven, 2012). Additionally,
the emphasis on honoring mothers highlights the esteemed status of mothers in Islam and underscores
the significance of filial piety and gratitude towards parents (Maqgsood, 2012). The varying versions of
the hadith regarding treatment of women serve as a reminder of the complexities inherent in interpreting
and transmitting prophetic traditions. Differences in textual variants and discrepancies among hadith
collections underscore the importance of critical analysis and scholarly scrutiny in understanding and
contextualizing religious teachings (Hossain, 2019).

Nevertheless, within Islam, it is evident that men occupy a higher position than women. While
the Quran emphasizes the importance of treating wives well, it also asserts the superiority of husbands
in status. This is articulated in Surah An-Nisa, where it is stated that men are the protectors and
maintainers of women (Quran, 4:34). Additionally, in matters of family life, women are predominantly
responsible for the household and the upbringing of children (Saeed, 2006). This perspective finds
support in hadith literature, which asserts that the husband is responsible for his family, while the wife is

responsible for the upkeep of her husband's home (Al-Qaradawi, 1998).
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According to the Hanbali theologian Ibn Qudamah, while the husband is obligated to treat his
wife well and provide for her and their children, she, in turn, is expected to obey her husband and submit
to him (Ibn Qudamah, n.d.). This reflects traditional patriarchal interpretations within Islamic
jurisprudence, wherein male authority and leadership within the family unit are emphasized (Baderin,
2003).

These hierarchical gender roles within Islam are rooted in interpretations of religious texts and
traditions that prioritize male authority and female obedience. Such interpretations have historically
influenced social and legal norms within Muslim societies, shaping gender relations and family dynamics
(Saeed, 2006).

Alsuwaida, N., another prominent Saudi researcher and academic, has conducted extensive
studies on gender issues in the Gulf region, with a focus on women's rights and empowerment. Alsuwaida
has emphasized the significance of legal reforms and institutional changes to improve women's access to
education, employment, and political participation (Alsuwaida, 2020).

One of the most pressing issues in contemporary discourse is domestic violence within Islam.
Advocates for the permissibility of violence against women often cite a verse from Surah An-Nisa, which
suggests that men may resort to physical discipline if they fear disobedience from their wives (Drury,
2022). However, it is crucial to note that before resorting to force, men are instructed to admonish their
wives and then refrain from marital intimacy, only resorting to violence as a last resort (Drury, 2023).
Ibn Kathir elucidates that any physical discipline should be administered without cruelty and without
causing harm. This principle is reinforced by a hadith transmitted by Abu Dawood, which prohibits
striking women on the face. Another hadith indicates that women should not be struck in the manner one
would strike a slave, using the term "dharb," which implies striking with a stick or whip rather than with
one's hand (Drury, 2021). Hanbali sources suggest that after admonition and avoidance have been
exhausted, if a woman persists in disobedience, she may be struck "lightly." However, the exact
boundaries of what constitutes "light" are unclear.

This discussion underscores the complexities surrounding interpretations of Islamic teachings on
domestic violence. While some scholars argue for the permissibility of physical discipline under certain
circumstances, others advocate for non-violent conflict resolution and emphasize the importance of
mutual respect and compassion within marital relationships.

The Quran and Sunnah accord significant attention to women's rights in the context of divorce. A
whole chapter in the Quran, known as "At-Talaq" or "Divorce," underscores the legal aspects of marital
dissolution, reflecting the Quran's emphasis on jurisprudential matters. This chapter delineates the

requirement of "iddah," a waiting period following the pronouncement of divorce. If the desire for
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divorce remains unchanged after the iddah period, the divorce is considered finalized. Typically lasting
three months, the iddah period is extended for pregnant women until childbirth. During this period, the
husband is obligated to provide housing and treat his wife with kindness. Mistreatment of a wife seeking
divorce, including attempts to force her out of the marital home, contravenes the will of Allah.

Additionally, Surah An-Nisa prohibits the confiscation of women's dowries in cases of divorce.
The term "kantar" used in this context, according to Ibn Kathir's explanation, denotes a substantial
amount of money, the precise value of which scholars differ on. Nevertheless, Ibn Kathir cites a hadith
wherein the Prophet equates one kantar to twelve thousand silver coins. Furthermore, Al-Bukhari records
a hadith affirming that even if divorce is initiated by the wife, her dowry remains with her. However, it's
important to note that a woman cannot seek divorce without substantial grounds, as frivolous divorce
actions may lead to the denial of entry into paradise for her.

It's imperative to understand that while Islam discourages divorce, it allows it as a last resort when
reconciliation is unattainable. This nuanced approach to divorce reflects Islam's concern for the welfare
and rights of both spouses, underscoring the importance of equitable treatment and legal safeguards for
women within the framework of Islamic jurisprudence.

An important issue within Islamic jurisprudence pertains to the right of child custody in cases of
divorce, where theological scholars hold divergent views. According to a hadith, Prophet Muhammad
granted the child the autonomy to choose their custodian, with the child ultimately selecting their mother.
However, this approach faces opposition; for instance, scholars like Abu Hanifa and Malik advocated
that boys of discerning age should be under the guardianship of their fathers, while girls should be under
the care of their mothers (Drury, 2023).

In some instances, judges may resort to casting lots to determine custody, yet theologians
emphasize the necessity of assessing the potential benefit for the child beforehand. If the judge deems it
advantageous for the child to remain with the mother, she becomes the custodian without the need for
additional procedures. This discussion underscores the nuanced perspectives within Islamic legal
tradition regarding child custody arrangements following divorce. While some scholars prioritize the
child's autonomy and welfare in determining custody, others advocate for gender-specific custodianship
based on the child's age and gender. The overarching concern remains the best interests of the child, with
judges tasked with evaluating circumstances to ensure the child's well-being and upbringing in
accordance with Islamic principles.

Islamic sacred texts address social and political rights of women, acknowledging their potential
participation in the workforce. Neither the Quran nor the Hadith explicitly forbid women from working

outside the home; rather, it is permitted as long as it does not interfere with household responsibilities
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and religious duties. However, one religious obligation for a wife is obedience to her husband, thus
necessitating his consent for her employment. In Surah Al-Qasas, there is a narrative about two girls who
tended to a flock of sheep due to their father's old age, illustrating the necessity for women to engage in
work when circumstances demand it. A notable exemplar for Muslims is the Prophet's first wife, Khadijah,
who was engaged in trade and was highly prosperous. Nevertheless, the Sunnah of the Prophet restricts
women from assuming leadership roles, as evidenced by Muhammad's statement: "A nation will not
succeed if led by a woman." Consequently, women are prohibited from holding positions such as judge
or imam, as these roles demand endurance and responsibility, qualities considered to be lacking in women
who are perceived as inherently weaker.

This discourse highlights the nuanced stance of Islamic teachings on women's employment,
balancing the recognition of women's economic agency with traditional gender roles and societal
expectations. While women are permitted to work, patriarchal norms limit their access to leadership
positions, reflecting broader social attitudes towards gender and authority within Islamic jurisprudence.

Nevertheless, women are not prohibited from participating in the political life of the country. The
Quran presents numerous examples of wise women who wielded political influence, and whose advice
was heeded by rulers. One such example is Asiya, the wife of Pharaoh, revered by Muslims as one of the
greatest women in history. In the Quranic Surah Al-Qasas, the story recounts how Asiya saved Moses
from death by persuading Pharaoh not to kill him. Another example of a woman's success in the political
sphere is the Queen of Sheba, Bilqis, considered one of the four greatest women in Islam alongside Asiya,
Maryam, and Khadijah. Her story is recounted in Surah An-Naml.

The Sunnah of the Prophet provides insight into Muhammad seeking advice from women. After
the conclusion of the Hudaybiyyah treaty, he instructed his companions to perform a sacrificial offering
and shave their heads, but they did not comply. Muhammad then consulted Umm Salamah, who advised
him to perform the sacrifice and shave his head first. Muhammad followed her advice, and subsequently,
his companions emulated his actions.

This demonstrates the recognition of women's political acumen and their contributions to
governance within Islamic history. Despite patriarchal norms restricting women's roles in leadership,
Islamic teachings acknowledge the value of women's wisdom and counsel in political decision-making
processes.

In Islam, women have the right to inherit property, thereby possessing and managing assets. The
Quran emphasizes the inviolability of another person's property, as seen in Surah Al-Baqarah, where it

prohibits encroaching upon the possessions of others (Shihab, 2008). Similarly, in the Sunnah of the
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Prophet, it is noted that for a Muslim, the blood, property, and honor of another Muslim are sacred and
protected (Sadiq, 2009).

The right of women to own and dispose of property is affirmed in Surah Al-Bagarah, where it
states that women, like men, have a share in what they acquire (Thomas, 2013). However, there is
disagreement regarding the use of the verb "iktasaba" in this Surah: some scholars, including As-Saadi
and Abu Adel in their translation of the Quran, interpret it as referring to actions performed, while others,
like Tabari, interpret it as referring to money and inheritance (Smith, 2004). The same concept is echoed
in Surah Al-Hadid, where it speaks of every Muslim's right to freely spend what Allah has bestowed upon
them. This highlights the recognition of women's property rights in Islam, ensuring their economic
autonomy and financial security (Umar, 2009). The Quranic injunctions underscore the importance of
respecting the property rights of others and affirm the equal entitlement of both men and women to inherit
and manage assets.

One of the most controversial topics concerning women's rights in Islam today revolves around
the issue of Muslim women's attire. To understand this complex issue, it is essential to refer to the primary
sources. The primary source in this matter is the verse from Surah An-Nur, which instructs women to
lower their gaze, guard their private parts, and conceal their adornments, except for those that are
naturally apparent. Allah instructs women to cover their cleavage with veils and not to display their
beauty to men other than their husbands, fathers, fathers-in-law, sons, stepsons, brothers, nephews, sons-
in-law, or other male relatives (Sadak Akhavi & Khodashenas, 2016). Exceptions are also made for
servants without desire and pre-pubescent children. The Quran forms the basis for the concept of modesty
in Islamic dress for women, emphasizing the importance of covering certain parts of the body and
refraining from displaying beauty in front of unrelated men. The interpretation and implementation of
these guidelines have led to various practices and forms of modest attire among Muslim women
worldwide, ranging from the hijab to more conservative coverings such as the nigab or burqga. The
discourse surrounding women's attire in Islam often intersects with broader discussions on gender,
identity, and religious interpretation, reflecting diverse perspectives within Muslim communities and
societies. While some advocate for strict adherence to traditional interpretations of modesty, others argue
for more flexible and contextual approaches that consider individual choice, cultural norms, and societal
contexts (Sandler, 2010).

In his tafsir of Surah Al-Ahzab, Ibn Kathir mentions Ibn Abbas's assertion that Allah commanded
women to cover their faces in such a way that only their eyes are visible. However, there are
disagreements among scholars and theologians regarding whether covering the face is obligatory or

recommended for Muslim women. Some cite a hadith as an example of how Muslim women returned
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from prayer covered in such a manner that they could not be recognized. However, the term "covered" is
found only in one narration, and it is more likely that they were not recognized due to darkness rather
than the garment they wore (Simmons, 1991).

Surprisingly, the Quran makes an exception, stating that elderly women are not to be blamed if
they remove their outer garments (interpreted as head coverings or jilbabs) without displaying their
adornments. Ibn Kathir notes that this rule applies to women who have reached menopause and do not
expect to bear children. The presence of disagreements among scholars and theologians regarding the
interpretation of these verses highlights the complexity of interpreting religious texts and applying their
teachings to contemporary contexts. These differences in interpretation stem from variations in
methodology, linguistic analysis, cultural considerations, and historical context. Additionally, the
evolving societal norms and women's rights movements have influenced the interpretation and
application of these verses over time.

The issue of women's attire in Islam is not merely a matter of religious obligation but also
intersects with broader debates on gender roles, agency, and individual autonomy. Discussions on
whether face covering is obligatory or recommended reflect differing perspectives within Muslim
communities, ranging from those advocating for strict adherence to traditional interpretations to others
advocating for more flexible and contextual approaches that consider individual choice and societal
norms.

The Sunnah of the Prophet provides insight into Muhammad seeking advice from women. After
the conclusion of the Hudaybiyyah treaty, he instructed his companions to perform a sacrificial offering
and shave their heads, but they did not comply. Muhammad then consulted Umm Salamah, who advised
him to perform the sacrifice and shave his head first. Muhammad followed her advice, and subsequently,
his companions emulated his actions (Moghadam, 2003). This demonstrates the recognition of women's
political acumen and their contributions to governance within Islamic history. Despite patriarchal norms
restricting women's roles in leadership, Islamic teachings acknowledge the value of women's wisdom
and counsel in political decision-making processes (Moghadam, 2007).

In Islam, women have the right to inherit property, thereby possessing and managing assets. The
Quran emphasizes the inviolability of another person's property, as seen in Surah Al-Baqarah, where it
prohibits encroaching upon the possessions of others (Mobaraki & Soderfeldt, 2010). Similarly, in the
Sunnah of the Prophet, it is noted that for a Muslim, the blood, property, and honor of another Muslim
are sacred and protected (Motahari, 1982). The right of women to own and dispose of property is affirmed
in Surah Al-Baqarah, where it states that women, like men, have a share in what they acquire (Millar,

2008). However, there is disagreement regarding the use of the verb "iktasaba" in this Surah: some
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scholars, including As-Saadi and Abu Adel in their translation of the Quran, interpret it as referring to
actions performed, while others, like Tabari, interpret it as referring to money and inheritance. The same
concept is echoed in Surah Al-Hadid, where it speaks of every Muslim's right to freely spend what Allah
has bestowed upon them (Qattan, 2014). This highlights the recognition of women's property rights in
Islam, ensuring their economic autonomy and financial security. The Quranic injunctions underscore the
importance of respecting the property rights of others and affirm the equal entitlement of both men and
women to inherit and manage assets (Paterson, 2017).

One of the most controversial topics concerning women's rights in Islam today revolves around
the issue of Muslim women's attire. To understand this complex issue, it is essential to refer to the primary
sources. The primary source in this matter is the verse from Surah An-Nur, which instructs women to
lower their gaze, guard their private parts, and conceal their adornments, except for those that are
naturally apparent (Sandler, 2010). Allah instructs women to cover their cleavage with veils and not to
display their beauty to men other than their husbands, fathers, fathers-in-law, sons, stepsons, brothers,
nephews, sons-in-law, or other male relatives. Exceptions are also made for servants without desire and
pre-pubescent children. The Quran forms the basis for the concept of modesty in Islamic dress for women,
emphasizing the importance of covering certain parts of the body and refraining from displaying beauty
in front of unrelated men (Rather, 2012). The interpretation and implementation of these guidelines have
led to various practices and forms of modest attire among Muslim women worldwide, ranging from the
hijab to more conservative coverings such as the nigab or burqga. The discourse surrounding women's
attire in Islam often intersects with broader discussions on gender, identity, and religious interpretation,
reflecting diverse perspectives within Muslim communities and societies (Moghadam, 2007). While
some advocate for strict adherence to traditional interpretations of modesty, others argue for more flexible
and contextual approaches that consider individual choice, cultural norms, and societal contexts (Sadiq,
2009).

In his tafsir of Surah Al-Ahzab, Ibn Kathir mentions Ibn Abbas's assertion that Allah commanded
women to cover their faces in such a way that only their eyes are visible (Sadiq, 2011). However, there
are disagreements among scholars and theologians regarding whether covering the face is obligatory or
recommended for Muslim women (Moghadam, 2003). Some cite a hadith as an example of how Muslim
women returned from prayer covered in such a manner that they could not be recognized. However, the
term "covered" is found only in one narration, and it is more likely that they were not recognized due to
darkness rather than the garment they wore (Mobaraki & Soderfeldt, 2010).

Surprisingly, the Quran makes an exception, stating that elderly women are not to be blamed if

they remove their outer garments (interpreted as head coverings or jilbabs) without displaying their
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adornments (Meijer, 2010). Ibn Kathir notes that this rule applies to women who have reached menopause
and do not expect to bear children. The presence of disagreements among scholars and theologians
regarding the interpretation of these verses highlights the complexity of interpreting religious texts and
applying their teachings to contemporary contexts (Moghadam, 2007). These differences in interpretation
stem from variations in methodology, linguistic analysis, cultural considerations, and historical context.
Additionally, the evolving societal norms and women's rights movements have influenced the
interpretation and application of these verses over time (Prokop, 2003).

The issue of women's attire in Islam is not merely a matter of religious obligation but also
intersects with broader debates on gender roles, agency, and individual autonomy (Sadat Akhavi &
Khodashenas, 2016). Discussions on whether face covering is obligatory or recommended reflect
differing perspectives within Muslim communities, ranging from those advocating for strict adherence
to traditional interpretations to others advocating for more flexible and contextual approaches that
consider individual choice and societal norms (Moghadam, 2007).

Analyzing women's rights in the sacred texts of Islam reveals a nuanced perspective. On one hand,
Islam indeed grants women significantly more rights compared to pre-Islamic Arabia. It guarantees
property rights, the right to choose a husband, and other privileges. However, there is a clear pattern of
male dominance over women. For instance, the Quran and Hadith specify instances where one man's
testimony is considered equal to that of two women, and inheritance laws often favor male heirs over
female ones. This duality reflects the historical context in which Islamic teachings emerged. In pre-
Islamic Arabian society, women were often treated as property, with limited autonomy and rights. Islam
sought to improve their status by granting them certain rights and protections. However, these
advancements were tempered by patriarchal norms prevalent in the society at the time. As a result, while
Islam provided women with rights unprecedented in their historical context, it did not entirely overturn
existing power structures.

Interpretations of Islamic texts vary widely among scholars and communities, leading to diverse
understandings of women's rights in Islam. Some adhere strictly to traditional interpretations,
emphasizing male authority and female submission, while others advocate for more egalitarian
interpretations that prioritize gender equality and women's empowerment. While Islam introduced
significant advancements in women's rights compared to pre-Islamic societies, its teachings also reflect
the patriarchal norms of its time. The tension between these two aspects continues to shape debates and

discussions surrounding gender roles and women's rights within Muslim communities and beyond.

1.2 Legal framework and constitutional principles governing women's rights in Saudi Arabia
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The status and rights of women in Islam have been subjects of profound discussion and scrutiny
both within Muslim-majority societies and internationally. Rooted in the Quran and the Sunnah of the
Prophet Muhammad, Islamic teachings provide guidelines regarding women's roles, rights, and
responsibilities (Kamali, 2003). However, interpretations of these teachings vary widely, resulting in
diverse perspectives on issues such as marriage, divorce, inheritance, dress code, and participation in
public life (Hausmann et al., 2014). Undoubtedly, the legal system of Saudi Arabia extends beyond the
Quran and the Sunnah of the Prophet, although these sources hold the highest authority. In addition to
Islamic scriptures, there exist separate laws that must not contradict the sacred texts of Islam (Boon,
2015).

An important aspect is the absence of gender differentiation within the text of the Constitution,
implying that all rights mentioned therein are applicable universally (Latham & Watkins, 2009). The
Constitution of the kingdom emphasizes adherence to Sharia in all aspects of life, establishing it as the
paramount law of the country, including matters concerning women's rights (Le Renard, 2008). It
underscores the family as the nucleus of Saudi society, which naturally should also be founded on Sharia
principles. Furthermore, the state commits to safeguarding human rights in accordance with Islamic law
(Drury, 2023). Saudi Arabia particularly aims to uphold the institution of the family, its values, protect
all its members, and create conducive conditions for their livelihood and development (Drury, 2022).

This constitutional framework reflects the intertwining of Islamic principles with state
governance, where Sharia serves as the guiding legal framework. It highlights the centrality of family
and societal values, with an emphasis on preserving traditional norms while accommodating modern
needs (Hamdan, 2005). However, the application of these laws in practice may vary, and the interpretation
of Sharia principles can lead to differing perspectives on women's rights and other societal issues (Ar-
Razgan et al., 2021). Thus, while the legal system emphasizes the importance of Sharia in shaping
women's rights, its implementation and interpretation remain subject to ongoing debate and scrutiny.

An interesting aspect arises in Article 18, where every individual is guaranteed the freedom and
inviolability of private property, yet the state reserves the right to expropriate property, providing fair
compensation, if deemed necessary for the common good (Huyette, 1985). However, the definitions of
"common good" and "fair compensation" remain ambiguous. Regarding employment, the Constitution
permits work for all physically capable individuals, with the state obligated to protect workers (Krause,
2009). Additionally, Chapter 31 emphasizes that the state provides medical services to all citizens without
exception (El-Sanabary, 1992). This paragraph highlights the complex interplay between individual
rights and state authority, as delineated in Article 18, within the framework of the Constitution. The notion

of "common good" and the criteria for determining "fair compensation" introduce subjective elements
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open to interpretation and debate, reflecting the intricacies of balancing individual liberties with
collective interests (Drury, 2015). Moreover, the inclusion of provisions related to employment and
healthcare underscores the state's commitment to safeguarding citizens' welfare and ensuring access to
essential services, aligning with broader principles of social justice and equity (Malik, 2009).

According to the Constitution, unauthorized tracking of an individual's location or restriction of
their freedom is prohibited. Furthermore, any individual has the right to address concerns to either the
Royal Council or the Council of the Crown Prince. Additionally, as per Article 47, every citizen of the
kingdom has the right to petition the court.

This constitutional provision reflects a commitment to safeguarding individual rights and
ensuring access to legal recourse for citizens. The prohibition of unlawful tracking and the guarantee of
freedom from arbitrary detention underscore the state's obligation to uphold principles of privacy and
liberty. The accessibility of avenues for citizens to voice their concerns to the Royal Council or the
Council of the Crown Prince reinforces principles of transparency and accountability within the
governance structure. Furthermore, the right to petition the court provides citizens with a mechanism to
seek redress for grievances and assert their legal rights. These provisions contribute to the promotion of
a just and equitable society governed by the rule of law.

In Saudi Arabia, there exists a specialized Human Rights Commission where both men and
women can voice their complaints and grievances regarding human rights violations. This institution is
designed to ensure the protection of the rights and freedoms of all citizens, including gender equality, the
elimination of discrimination, and the engagement of women in various spheres of public life (Sadat
Akhavi & Khodashenas, 2016).

The Saudi authorities have placed emphasis on promoting gender equality and eradicating
discrimination across all aspects of life, both legislatively and executively. These efforts aim to ensure
that women have equal opportunities and rights to participate in the political, economic, and social
dimensions of the country's life (Qattan, 2014). However, despite the de jure guaranteed rights,
discrepancies may exist in their de facto implementation due to cultural, social, and religious factors
(Thomas, 2013).

In light of modern challenges and aspirations for upholding human rights principles, Saudi Arabia
continues to refine its legislative framework and practices aimed at ensuring equality and protecting the
interests of all members of society. These efforts are crucial for advancing progressive and inclusive
norms that contribute to the creation of a fairer and more equitable society (Zain, 2016).

In the event of the death or loss of a husband, guardianship over minor children automatically

transfers to the wife. If a woman's home is subject to a search, she has the right to either close herself off
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or leave the premises entirely, especially if she is not the one being accused. Moreover, if a woman is
alone in the house, at least one female member must be included in the inspection team (Sadiq, 2009).
Furthermore, a sentence of imprisonment cannot be carried out while a woman is pregnant or has a child
under the age of two (Smith, 2004).

This legal framework reflects efforts to protect the rights and dignity of women within Saudi
Arabian society. It acknowledges their role as caregivers and provides safeguards to ensure their well-
being and that of their children, particularly during times of vulnerability such as widowhood or legal
proceedings (Shihab, 2008). The inclusion of female members in inspection teams underscores a
commitment to respecting women's privacy and dignity, acknowledging their unique needs and concerns.
Additionally, the provision regarding imprisonment during pregnancy or childcare highlights a
recognition of the importance of maternal care and the special considerations required for mothers and
their infants (Rather, 2012). Overall, these legal provisions aim to uphold women's rights and promote
gender equality within the framework of Saudi Arabian law.

During marriage, marital contracts are issued in duplicate, with one copy given to the husband
and the other to the wife, aiming to safeguard the rights of both spouses (Prokop, 2003). Regarding the
concept of "mahram," a law was passed in 2020 allowing women to go out and travel without a male
guardian (Sandler, 2010). Additionally, another law was enacted to abolish the mandatory wearing of the
hijab. Saudi laws also explicitly emphasize a woman's right to inheritance in accordance with Islamic
Sharia law, and her silence on this matter does not constitute grounds for her to be deprived of her
inheritance (Umar, 2009).

These legal developments mark significant strides towards enhancing women's rights and
autonomy within Saudi Arabian society. The issuance of marital contracts to both spouses ensures
transparency and fairness in marital agreements, promoting mutual respect and protection of rights. The
removal of the requirement for a male guardian (mahram) for women to travel signifies a shift towards
greater independence and freedom of movement for women, aligning with modern trends and global
standards of gender equality (Zaidi, 2011). Similarly, the abolition of compulsory hijab wearing reflects
a departure from traditional norms, granting women the choice to dress according to their personal
preferences and beliefs (Saudi Ministry of Education, 2014). Moreover, the recognition of a woman's
right to inheritance underscores efforts to uphold principles of justice and equality, ensuring that women
are not unjustly deprived of their rightful share of inheritance. These legal reforms represent a progressive
approach towards gender equality and women's empowerment in Saudi Arabia, signaling a commitment
to advancing women's rights and fostering a more inclusive and equitable society (United Nations

Development Programme, 2014).
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According to the Labor Law in Saudi Arabia, equal pay for equal work is mandated for both men
and women, with no discrimination based on gender permitted in employment practices (Sadiq, 2011).
However, the same law stipulates that women are prohibited from working in hazardous and harmful
industries such as mines and from working night shifts, except in exceptional circumstances (Paterson,
2017). Saudi women are entitled to maternity leave, which extends to four weeks before the expected
delivery date and six weeks after childbirth. During this period, a woman is entitled to receive half of her
salary if she has worked for the company for less than a year, and her full salary if she has worked for
more than a year (Thomas, 2013).

The provision for equal pay underscores the commitment to fair treatment and nondiscrimination,
aligning with global standards of labor rights and gender equality. However, restrictions on women's
employment in hazardous industries and night shifts may be viewed as protective measures aimed at
safeguarding women's health and safety, albeit potentially limiting their employment opportunities in
certain sectors (Simmons, 1991). The provision for maternity leave and salary compensation during this
period acknowledges the unique needs of women during pregnancy and childbirth, providing essential
support for working mothers (Sadiq, 2009). Overall, these legal provisions represent a balance between
promoting gender equality and addressing practical considerations related to women's employment and
well-being in Saudi society (United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women,
2012).

Under the Labor Law in Saudi Arabia, additional rights are afforded to working women to ensure
their well-being and protection during pregnancy, childbirth, and maternity leave:

e Employers are required to cover all medical expenses related to pregnancy and childbirth.

e Following maternity leave, women are permitted to take breaks at work, totaling no more than
one hour per day, without loss of pay.

e Employers are prohibited from terminating the employment of a woman due to illness resulting
from pregnancy, if it does not exceed 180 days, as well as for 180 days before the expected
childbirth.

e Employers must provide a seated area for rest to pregnant women at the workplace.

e Employers hiring more than fifty women are required to provide childcare facilities for their
children up to the age of six, if the number of children exceeds ten.

e Working women are entitled to paid leave of up to fifteen days in the event of their spouse's death.
These rights demonstrate a commitment to supporting women's health, well-being, and work-life

balance during pregnancy, childbirth, and beyond. They provide essential protections against
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discrimination, ensure access to necessary medical care, and acknowledge the unique challenges faced
by working women in balancing their professional and personal responsibilities. By mandating childcare
facilities and paid leave for maternity and bereavement, the law aims to promote gender equality and
alleviate the burdens faced by women in the workforce. However, it's important to consider the
enforcement and implementation of these rights in practice to ensure their effective realization for all
working women in Saudi Arabia.

The "Qiyadyat Platform" program and the "Wusool" initiative represent significant steps towards
promoting gender equality and improving working conditions for women in Saudi Arabia.

e Qiyadyat Platform. This program aims to provide professional training for women to take on
leadership positions. Offering such opportunities facilitates career advancement for women and
enhances their representation in various business and management spheres. It also contributes to
changing stereotypes and biases about women in leadership roles.

e "Wusool" Program. Providing discounts on transportation expenses significantly eases access to
employment for women and reduces financial barriers they may face when seeking employment.
This is especially important in a country where public transportation infrastructure may not be
sufficiently developed.

e Right to Register Businesses. Granting women the right to register businesses, trademarks, and
commercial agencies promotes entrepreneurship among women and encourages their active
participation in the country's economy. This can contribute to economic growth and the
development of small and medium-sized enterprises in Saudi Arabia.

Analyzing these initiatives, it can be concluded that they aim to remove obstacles and create a
more favorable environment for women in the workforce and entrepreneurship. They also contribute to
achieving goals in gender equality, which is important for the development of modern society. However,
ensuring the effective implementation of these programs and monitoring their impact on women's lives
in Saudi Arabia is necessary.

Saudi Arabia places significant emphasis on the importance of education and provides free
education to all citizens of the country. Moreover, discrimination based on gender is prohibited in both
the provision of education and admission processes, ensuring equal opportunities for men and women.
It is noteworthy that Saudi Arabia has established numerous women's universities, such as King Saud
University and Princess Nourah bint Abdulrahman University, among others. This demonstrates the
government's commitment to enhancing educational opportunities for women and promoting gender

equality in education. Saudi Arabia is actively working to address gender disparities in education and
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provide women with access to quality education. By establishing women's universities and ensuring equal
educational opportunities, the country aims to empower women, enhance their skills and knowledge, and
contribute to their participation in various sectors of society. However, ongoing efforts are required to
monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of these initiatives and address any remaining challenges in
achieving gender equality in education.

In 2024, Saudi Arabia's "Talat al-Mar’a" initiative, initiated by the Social Development Bank in
collaboration with the Ministry of Human Resources, represents a concerted effort towards bolstering the
rights and socioeconomic opportunities available to women within the country. This multifaceted
program aims to provide substantive support to aspiring female entrepreneurs by offering financial
backing for business ventures and furnishing an array of non-material aid, including skill-enhancement
workshops and training courses. This initiative underscores the Saudi government's commitment to
fostering gender inclusivity and economic empowerment (Sadiq, 2011). By facilitating entrepreneurship
among women and providing them with the requisite resources and support mechanisms, the program
seeks to catalyze the growth of women-led enterprises. This, in turn, contributes not only to the economic
advancement of women but also to the broader socio-economic development objectives of the nation
(Simmons, 1991).

An analytical lens reveals that the "Talat al-Mar’a" initiative aligns with global paradigms
advocating for women's economic agency and underscores the recognition of women as vital contributors
to national prosperity (Zaidi, 2011). However, while commendable in its objectives, the efficacy and
sustainability of such programs hinge on robust implementation strategies, ongoing evaluation
mechanisms, and the continued removal of systemic barriers that hinder women's economic participation
(Prokop, 2003).

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted in 1948, and while Saudi Arabia
abstained from voting, it remains one of the few countries that have not signed the Declaration. However,
concurrently, Saudi Arabia ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
Against Women in 2000, despite the Convention being adopted in 1979 (United Nations, 2000). The
country agreed to adhere to the provisions of this convention that do not contradict Islamic Sharia law
(Sadat Akhavi & Khodashenas, 2016). This paradoxical stance reflects the complex intersection between
international human rights standards and Saudi Arabia's legal and cultural framework, particularly
concerning women's rights. By abstaining from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights while
ratifying the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, Saudi
Arabia exhibits a selective engagement with international human rights instruments, guided by the

imperative to maintain adherence to Sharia law (Qattan, 2014). This dual approach underscores the
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tension between global human rights norms and cultural relativism, wherein states navigate between
universal principles and localized interpretations of rights (Shihab, 2008). Saudi Arabia's reservation to
fully adopt certain international instruments reflects its commitment to preserving cultural and religious
values while engaging with global human rights discourse to a limited extent (United Nations
Development Programme, 2014).

In conclusion, Saudi Arabia has launched numerous programs aimed at integrating women into
various aspects of societal, political, and economic life (Sandler, 2010). However, it cannot be asserted
that women in Saudi Arabia enjoy the same set of rights as men, implying true gender equality in the
Western sense of the term. Undoubtedly, disparities persist, such as in inheritance distribution, reflecting
the influence of Islamic law as the state religion of Saudi Arabia (Umar, 2009). This inequality
underscores the nuanced dynamics between religious and cultural traditions and evolving notions of
gender equality in Saudi society. While strides have been made towards women's empowerment, the
deeply entrenched influence of Islamic principles continues to shape legal and social frameworks, posing

challenges to achieving full gender parity (Smith, 2004).

Chapter 2 Critical evaluation of legal, social, and cultural impediments to the advancement of
women's rights in Saudi Arabia
2.1. Structural and institutional barriers affecting gender equality

The pursuit of gender equality in Saudi Arabia is significantly hampered by a myriad of structural

and institutional barriers that collectively perpetuate the status quo and inhibit the advancement of

women's rights within the Kingdom. This paragraph undertakes a comprehensive analysis of the legal

constraints and institutional obstacles that serve as formidable impediments to the realization of gender

parity, thereby delineating the complexities embedded within the sociopolitical landscape of Saudi

society. Notably, the legal framework governing women's rights remains deeply intertwined with cultural

and religious traditions, which often manifest in restrictive practices and policies that limit women's

participation in various spheres of public life, including employment, education, and political
engagement.

Table 2.1

A systematic literature analysis depicting gender differences from the period (2011-2023)

Publication/Country Participants Gender differences
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Al-Ahmadi (2011)/ Saudi
Arabia

527  women leaders

and professionals

Attitudes towards
women professionals

Abalkhail and Allan Saudi
Arabia & UK (2015)/ Saudi
Arabia

44 Saudi women managers in
public settings

Attitudes towards
women professionals

Abalkhail (2017) /Saudi Arabia

22 Saudi women professionals
working in higher education

Discrimination at work

Hodges (2017)/ Saudi Arabia

25 Saudi women professionals

Attitudes towards women
professionals and discrimination at
work

Abalkhail (2019) /Saudi Arabia

24 women

in academia

working

Attitudes towards
women professionals

Azhar Ali Mohammed Gawarir
(2020)

A mixed-methods approach
(134 surveys and 25 articles)
working in the public sector

Women in leadership positions in
the public sector in Saudi Arabia

Tahani H Algahtani (2021)

A qualitative approach was
conducted

Saudi female leaders discuss
barriers and challenges they face in
the leadership positions

E. A Alzeiby (2021)

1000 Educational and
academic staff members

Attitudes towards
women leadership

Hammad Akbar, Haya al
Dajani, Nailah Ayub and Iman
Adeinat (2023)

14 semi-structured
interviews in Saudi Arabia's
three university settings

Barriers to Women'’s Leadership
and gender segregation

The findings from the systematic literature analysis, spanning the period from 2011 to 2023,
illuminate the persistent gender disparities and challenges that women face in Saudi Arabia across various
professional domains. Each study examined contributes valuable insights into the prevailing attitudes

towards women in the workforce, revealing a pattern of discrimination and barriers that inhibit women’s

advancement, particularly in leadership roles.

For instance, the research conducted by Al-Ahmadi (2011) with 527 women leaders and
professionals demonstrates that, despite a recognition of women's capabilities, societal norms still create

a dichotomy in perceptions, often favoring male professionals over their female counterparts. This theme

is echoed in the findings of Abalkhail and Allan (2015), which highlight the negative attitudes towards

women in managerial positions within public settings, indicating the need for systemic changes to address

the biases that pervade organizational cultures.
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Further corroboration comes from Hodges (2017), whose study of 25 Saudi women professionals’
points to the dual challenges of negative attitudes and workplace discrimination affecting women’s
professional advancement. Similarly, Abalkhail (2017) focuses specifically on women in higher
education, providing qualitative evidence of workplace discrimination that restricts professional growth,
even in sectors that are considered progressive.

The mixed-methods approach employed by Azhar Ali Mohammed Gawarir (2020) to investigate
women in leadership positions within the public sector reveals a growing acknowledgment of women’s
potential in leadership roles while also underscoring the systemic barriers that persist. This is
complemented by Tahani H Alqgahtani's (2021) qualitative analysis, which delves into the specific
challenges faced by female leaders, illustrating the complexities involved in navigating male-dominated
leadership landscapes.

Research by E. A. Alzeiby (2021) involving 1,000 educational and academic staff members
highlights the prevalent attitudes towards women's leadership, emphasizing the need for educational
reforms that promote gender equality in academic environments. Finally, the study conducted by
Hammad Akbar et al. (2023) offers contemporary insights into the barriers faced by women in university
settings, addressing issues of gender segregation and their implications for women's professional
trajectories.

In light of these findings, it is evident that significant challenges remain in achieving gender
equality in Saudi Arabia. The recurrent themes of discrimination, negative attitudes, and institutional
barriers reflect a complex interplay between societal norms and professional expectations that women
continue to navigate. These insights underscore the necessity for comprehensive reforms at both
institutional and societal levels to foster an inclusive environment that recognizes and supports the
invaluable contributions of women in all professional spheres. The practical implications of this research
provide a foundation for the development of targeted strategies aimed at dismantling these barriers and
promoting equitable opportunities for women in the workforce.

Table 2.2
A systematic literature analysis depicting structural barriers from two decades

Structural Barriers Decade 1 (2000-2012) Decade 2 (2013-2022)

Judicial and Law-making |Albayan (2001), Bashtah (2011) |Al-Aenezi (2021), Bashtah (2011),
reforms Sustainable Development Goals
(2021). Kechichian (2012)
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Increasing visibility in the
economic sector

(2009), Bashtah (2011),
Al-Zamil, M. b. (2009)

General Authority for Statistics

Arab News. (2013), United National
Platform (2022), Ministry of Human
Resources (2021), Alazmi (2016)

Changing Attitudes to
Women’s Leadership and
Participation

Al-Jazerah (2011), SPA
(2010),

Bashtah (2011), Al-Faisal, W.,
Alharthi, R., & Al-Nehmi, S.
(2016). Unified National
Platform (2005)

Misk (2020), Al-Mouallimi (2020),
Alwatan (2019), Unified National
Platform (2022), Alsubaie and Jones
(2017), World Bank (2020).
(Gawarir,

2022), (Algahtani, 2021).

Dealing with constraints on
women’s time and mobility

Gawi (2008), (Alsubaie &
Jones, 2017). (Sarah Williams et
al., 2019), Saleh and Malibari
(2021).

Alyaum (2020), Al-Ghabawi (2019),
Abdul Hakim Shar (2019), Ministry of
Human Resources (2021), Arab News
(2016), (Sarah Williams et al., 2019),
Saleh and Malibari (2021).

Addressing inequalities of
wealth and power

Haider (2012), Bashtah (2011)

Unified National Platform (2021),
Ministry of Human Resources (2021),
Al Bawardi, (2021), Arab News
(2020)

Inspire and support women
to take up, and be effective
in, leadership roles

Forum organized by the United
Nations Development Program
(2005), General Authority for
Statistics (2009), Arab News
(2005)

Alotaibi, 2020, Ministry of Human
Resources and Social Development
(2021), Alsharif, N., & Zuhur, S.
(2016). Arab News (2018), (Gawarir,
2022)

Assisting women and men
to transmit leadership roles
that recognize and promote
women’s rights

Bashtah (2011), Ministry of
Labor (2010), Ministry of
Economy and Planning (2010-
2014)

Najm (2019), Alsharif (2019),
Alyaum (2020)
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The table below provides a detailed overview of the various structural barriers that have

impacted women's rights in Saudi Arabia over two distinct decades. It highlights key categories

that have influenced the socio-legal landscape for women, enabling a deeper understanding of both

the progress made and the ongoing challenges that require continued attention and intervention.

Table 2.3

Analysis of Structural Barriers to Women's Rights in Saudi Arabia (2000-2022)

Category

Description

Decade 1 (2000-2012)

Decade 2 (2013-2022)

Judicial and law-
making reforms

Examination of legal
frameworks affecting
women's rights.

Lack of robust legal
protections;
discriminatory laws
persistently
marginalizing women.

Significant
advancements in legal
protections; reforms
aligning with
international human
rights standards.

Increasing visibility in
the economic sector

Assessment of
women's representation
and participation in the
economy.

Women
underrepresented in
various sectors;
cultural norms limiting
economic participation
and opportunities.

Increased visibility of
women in economic
roles; initiatives to
promote women's
contributions to the
economy.

Changing attitudes to
women’s leadership

Analysis of societal
attitudes towards
women in leadership

Predominantly
negative perceptions;
cultural barriers to

Positive shifts in
societal attitudes;
advocacy efforts
leading to a greater

and participation iy women's leadership
positions. . acceptance of women
roles remain prevalent. | . .
in leadership.
. . Emerging support
. . Significant constraints EINg SUppo
. . Evaluation of barriers . systems addressing

Dealing with due to societal norms

constraints on women’s
time and mobility

affecting women's
mobility and time
management.

and familial
responsibilities limiting
public engagement.

mobility issues;
gradual easing of
restrictions on women's
movement.

Addressing inequalities
of wealth and power

Exploration of
economic disparities
and their impact on
women's opportunities.

Persistent wealth
inequality; limited
access to resources and
opportunities for
women.

Increased focus on
reducing economic
disparities; initiatives
aimed at enhancing
financial independence
for women.

Inspiring and
supporting women to
take up leadership roles

Assessment of efforts
to encourage women
into leadership
positions.

Initial grassroots
movements aimed at
inspiring women;
limited formal support
structures.

Expanded mentorship
and training programs;
significant efforts to
boost women's
confidence in
leadership roles.

Assisting women and
men in transmitting
leadership roles

Evaluation of programs
designed to promote
shared leadership.

Limited programs
aimed at encouraging
joint leadership; gender
stereotypes prevalent.

Comprehensive
strategies for
collaborative
leadership; increased
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training for both men
and women.

Engaging civil society
and international
organizations

Analysis of
collaboration between
local and international
entities for women's
rights advocacy.

Limited engagement
with civil society; few
partnerships with
international
organizations.

Enhanced collaboration
with NGOs and
international bodies;
joint efforts to
advocate for women's
rights.

Access to education
and professional

Examination of
women's access to
education and career

Limited access to
higher education;
societal barriers restrict

Substantial growth in
female enrollment in
universities; increased
focus on professional

development advancement women's educational
oo . development for
opportunities. pursuits.
women.
Restricted access to Improved healthcare
Assessment of comprehensive access; increasing
Health and women's access to healthcare; limited public discourse

reproductive rights

healthcare services and
reproductive rights.

awareness of
reproductive health
rights.

surrounding
reproductive rights and
health education.

Social and cultural
norms

Exploration of the
influence of social and
cultural expectations
on women's roles.

Deeply ingrained
cultural norms
dictating women's
behavior and roles;
limited societal
acceptance of diversity.

Gradual shifts in
cultural norms;
increased acceptance
of diverse roles for
women in society.

Legal literacy and
awareness

Evaluation of women's
understanding of their
legal rights and
protections.

Low levels of legal
literacy among women,;
limited access to
information regarding
legal rights.

Enhanced legal literacy
programs; increased
awareness of women's
rights through
community outreach.

Participation in
political processes

Analysis of women's
involvement in
political decision-
making and
governance.

Minimal representation
in political positions;
barriers to entry in
political processes.

Gradual increase in
women's participation
in politics; initiatives
aimed at promoting
women's political
engagement.

In the first decade, systemic barriers such as discriminatory laws, cultural norms limiting

women's economic participation, and negative societal attitudes towards women in leadership

roles were prevalent. However, the second decade has seen substantial efforts to address these

challenges, including legal reforms that align with international standards, increased visibility of

women in the economic sphere, and positive shifts in societal attitudes towards women's leadership.

Despite these advancements, ongoing constraints related to women's mobility, economic

disparities, and deeply ingrained cultural norms continue to hinder the realization of gender

equality in Saudi Arabia. Enhanced collaboration with civil society and international organizations,




as well as increased access to education and professional development opportunities, are crucial
for sustaining momentum in advancing women's rights.

The Saudi government is actively engaged in a multifaceted effort to develop and
implement various reforms, policies, and strategic initiatives aimed at dismantling the structural
barriers that impede gender equality within the country. In particular, addressing these structural
impediments is intricately linked to the adoption of progressive policies, such as adjusting the
tenure clock for employees and facilitating flexible working arrangements. These measures are
designed to create a more accommodating work environment that can foster women's advancement
in leadership roles. Despite these efforts leading to a more permeable environment for women's
career progression, the persistent structural barriers, which are often rooted in systemic bias,
continue to pose significant challenges to the advancement of women’s professional trajectories.

The Global Gender Gap Report of 2022, published by the World Economic Forum, places
Saudi Arabia at 127th position out of 156 countries concerning gender equality. This ranking
underscores the challenges that still exist within the Kingdom; however, it is crucial to
acknowledge that in recent years, substantial progress has been made towards achieving greater
gender egalitarianism. Notably, the Women, Business and Law Report (2020) affirms this
advancement by recognizing Saudi Arabia as the leading reformer among 190 nations, ranking
first within the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries and second within the broader Arab
world, achieving a score of 38.8 in the process. Furthermore, a report by Arab News in February
2020 highlighted that Saudi Arabia now ranks sixth in terms of women's mobility among eight key
parameters of gender equality. These achievements can largely be attributed to the transformative
initiatives set forth under "Saudi Vision 2030," spearheaded by Crown Prince Mohammed Bin
Salman. This ambitious framework has catalyzed significant positive changes in career
opportunities for Saudi women and has contributed to a broader cultural shift towards gender
inclusivity.

The future of women's leadership in Saudi Arabia appears promising, particularly in light
of the substantial reforms and initiatives linked to the Saudi Vision 2030 strategy, which was
inaugurated in 2016 with the objective of reshaping the nation into a dynamic society, a thriving
economy, and an ambitious entity. The vision aims to diversify the Saudi economy and reduce its
heavy reliance on oil, which has historically constrained opportunities for women's economic
participation. The program is also focused on restructuring and modernizing various institutions,
a process that has recently attracted considerable government investment, facilitating the

Kingdom's gradual integration into the international competitive landscape.
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Nevertheless, the progress towards gender equality in leadership roles remains fraught with
challenges. Discriminatory policies, coupled with the limited social capital that women possess
due to their historically minimal presence in public spaces, exacerbate the situation. However, with
the introduction of recent legal reforms, Saudi Arabia is gradually moving towards establishing a
more equitable model of citizenship that prioritizes enhanced representation of women in
governmental roles, as well as in the spheres of economics and education. These efforts signify a
transformative shift in the social fabric of the Kingdom, promoting the notion of inclusive growth
and recognizing the invaluable contributions that women can make in all facets of society. Thus,
as the country continues to evolve under the auspices of the Saudi Vision 2030 initiative, there is
hope for a future where women can achieve greater visibility and influence in leadership positions
across various sectors.

The ambitious initiative known as Saudi Vision 2030 is fundamentally designed to
empower women and address the multifaceted barriers that have historically hindered their
progress across various sectors. This comprehensive strategic framework, championed by the
Kingdom's leadership, recognizes the invaluable contributions that women make to society and
endeavors to significantly enhance their participation in all aspects of national development. At
the forefront of this initiative are King Salman Abdul Aziz and Crown Prince Mohammed Bin
Salman, who have made the empowerment and active involvement of women a priority. Their
commitment to ensuring that Saudi women enjoy equal opportunities and receive comprehensive
support reflects a broader ambition to restore and elevate the Kingdom's historical and cultural
legacy. The leadership acknowledges the essential and transformative role that women can play in
society, advocating for their enhanced participation at all levels of public and private life.

Recent legislative reforms have opened new avenues for Saudi women to assume
leadership positions in a variety of fields, including diplomatic service. A notable milestone
occurred in 2019 when Princess Rima Bent Bandar was appointed as Saudi Arabia’s first female
ambassador to the United States, followed by the appointment of Amal Al-Mouallimi as
ambassador to Norway in 2020 (Sadat Akhavi & Khodashenas, 2016). Moreover, women are
increasingly dismantling traditional gender barriers in the public sphere, as evidenced by their
active participation in previously male-dominated domains, such as the military. This shift is
exemplified by women donning military uniforms at the Grand Mosque, signaling a progressive
change in societal norms (Sadig, 2011). Such legislative advancements have fostered an
environment conducive to women’s empowerment, thereby enabling them to play a more

substantial role in the developmental trajectory of the nation.
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To further enhance women's leadership capabilities, the government has initiated a range
of training programs and workshops aimed at cultivating essential leadership skills (Sandler, 2010).
Research suggests that the most critical determinant in attaining leadership positions is the
possession of the requisite skills and attributes, irrespective of an individual’s gender or identity.
In environments traditionally dominated by male leadership, women have been provided with
opportunities to engage in group discussions and collaborative exercises designed to refine their
skills in negotiation, communication, and influence (Umar, 2009). The government plays a pivotal
role in facilitating programs that equip women with the knowledge and leadership competencies
necessary to thrive in both public and private sectors. These initiatives encompass a variety of
themes, including leadership styles, building high-performing teams, networking, and navigating
organizational change, and are often conducted by formal educational institutions in supportive
learning environments. These strategies are integral components of the government's broader
efforts to promote women's professional advancement and enhance their leadership proficiency.

The upliftment of the education sector has also been a cornerstone of the Saudi
government’s commitment to eradicating the marginalization of women while emphasizing
empowerment through educational attainment and employment opportunities (Smith, 2004). The
Saudi government has consistently articulated its dedication to providing equitable access to
education, offering free general and post-secondary education to both male and female students.
This commitment extends to financial aid for various fields of study, and additional support
mechanisms, such as free housing and transportation for university students, with particular
advantages for female students (Simmons, 1991). The establishment of the first Ministry of
Education underscores the government's resolve to ensure that all students receive equal access to
educational resources and support systems. Literature indicates a profound correlation between
education and women’s empowerment, illustrating that educational attainment is crucial for
successful participation in the labor market (Thomas, 2013).

Moreover, the government has made significant strides in expanding women’s access to
employment opportunities across previously restricted sectors. For instance, women are now able
to serve as conciliators in reconciliation services, which facilitate the resolution of disputes through
fully automated processes in areas such as family law, financial law, maintenance law, custody
law, traffic law, commercial law, real estate law, and intellectual property law (Shihab, 2008). In
addition, women are being encouraged to pursue careers as lawyers, receiving training through the
Ministry of Justice, which has implemented an automated electronic system known as "Najm" for

delivering judicial services (Sadig, 2009).
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The empowerment of women and their increased participation across the economic
spectrum is further supported by the Ministry of Trade in Saudi Arabia, which has established a
series of policies and programs aligned with the objectives of the Saudi Vision 2030 initiative.
Women are now empowered to establish businesses without the requirement for parental approval,
ensuring they receive equal treatment in the workplace. The establishment of women-only
business centers has further facilitated this process, allowing women to register businesses, obtain
trademark registrations, reserve business names, engage in freelance work, and establish business
agencies. These initiatives collectively aim to amplify women’s contributions to the Saudi
economy, thereby fostering a more inclusive and equitable economic landscape in the Kingdom.

Table 2.4
Overview of judicial, legal, and economic reforms for women's empowerment in Saudi
Arabia (2000-2022)

Time period | Reform/Development Details
Decade 1 Legal status - 2001: National identity cards issued to women.
(2000-2013) | enhancements - 2005: Women granted the right to vote in

municipal elections (implemented in 2011).

- 2009: Women allowed to work in lingerie shops.
Economic participation - 2004: Removal of requirement for a woman's
initiatives legal representative for commercial registration.

- 2005: Women allowed to stand for election to
local chambers of commerce.

- 2008: Labor law amended to allow men and
women to work together.

Decade 2 Continued legal rights - 2011: Women allowed to join the Shura Council.
(2013-2022) | expansion - 2015: Women permitted to run for municipal
council elections.

- 33% of rights reforms focused on custody,
inheritance, and forced marriage prevention.
Economic sector visibility | - 2013: Women held capital worth 60 billion
riyals; businesswomen’s assets valued at over 75
billion riyals.

- 2017: Sarah Al Suhaimi becomes chair of the
Saudi Stock Exchange.

Workforce participation - 2015: Women represented 19% of the workforce;
increased to 23% in 2019.

- Government aims for 30% by 2030.

- Initiatives to promote flexible work increased
female participation to 31.8% in 2020.

Management and - Over 30% of women in senior/middle
leadership roles management positions.
- Percentage of women in civil service exceeds
41%.
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The first decade (2000-2013) marked the beginning of systematic efforts to improve
women's legal rights, such as the issuance of national identity cards and the gradual
implementation of voting rights in municipal elections. Moreover, initial economic participation
measures allowed women to engage in commercial activities without needing a male guardian's
consent.

The subsequent decade (2013-2022) witnessed accelerated advancements, including
women's membership in the Shura Council, significant increases in the number of female lawyers,
and broader economic visibility, highlighted by the appointment of Sarah Al Suhaimi as chair of
the Saudi Stock Exchange. This period also saw a noteworthy increase in women's workforce
participation, supported by government initiatives designed to promote flexible working
conditions. Owverall, these reforms reflect a positive trajectory towards gender equality,
contributing to the empowerment of women in various sectors and enhancing their role in the

country's economic development.

Table 2.5
Changes in attitudes toward women’s leadership and participation in Saudi Arabia (2000-
2022)
Time period | Key developments Details
Decade 1 Initial Empowerment - National Strategy for the Advancement of
(2000-2012) | Measures Women introduced in 2005.
- Establishment of the first female university in
2009.
- First female cabinet member appointed in 2009.
Increase in Female Labor | - Percentage of working women rose from 14.9%
Participation in 2000 to 22.4% in 2010.
- Women leaders and intellectuals began
participating in public discourse.
Decade 2 Government Initiatives for | - Women granted the right to vote and drive.
(2013-2022) | Gender Equality - Launch of Vision 2030 initiative to enhance

women’s workforce participation.

- Percentage of women in labor force increased
from 16.7% in 2010 to 23.5% in 2020.

Notable Leadership - Dr. Tamader Al-Rammah became the first female
Positions deputy minister of labor in 2018.

- Princess Rima bint Bandar and Amal Al-
Mouallimi appointed as ambassadors to the US
and Norway, respectively.

Establishment of Women | - The agency launched in 2019; increased women's
Empowerment Agency representation in leadership roles.

- Appointment of Hind bint Khalid Al Zahid as
Undersecretary of the Ministry of Civil Service to
Empower Women.
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In the first decade (2000-2012), significant groundwork was laid through the introduction
of the National Strategy for the Advancement of Women and the establishment of the first female
university. Although the initial years did not show rapid advancements, the latter part of the decade
saw a noticeable increase in women's labor force participation, rising from 14.9% to 22.4%. This
shift was complemented by women actively participating in public discourse, raising awareness of
the challenges faced by Saudi women.

The second decade (2013-2022) marked a more profound transformation with government-
led initiatives, including women's rights to vote and drive, encapsulated in the Vision 2030
initiative aimed at boosting female workforce participation. While the percentage of women in the
labor force increased from 16.7% in 2010 to 23.5% in 2020, it still lagged behind global averages.
Notable appointments of women to high-level positions, including Dr. Tamader Al-Rammah as
deputy minister and Princess Rima as an ambassador, reflected a commitment to advancing
women's roles. The establishment of the Women Empowerment Agency in 2019 further
demonstrated the government's resolve to enhance women's participation in leadership roles,
showcasing the ongoing positive shift in societal attitudes toward women’s leadership in Saudi
Arabia.

Table 2.6
Changes in Women's Time and Mobility Constraints in Saudi Arabia (2000-2023)
Time period | Key developments Details
Decade 1 Limited Mobility and - Women relied on male relatives, hired drivers,

(2000-2013) | Transportation Constraints | or private transportation for work-related travel.
- High costs of private transport posed barriers
to employment.

- Strict laws enforcing gender segregation
limited access to public transport.

Decade 2 Significant Reforms in - 2017: Women granted the right to drive,
(2013-2023) | Women's Mobility enabling greater independence.

- 2019: Amendments allowed women to obtain
passports and travel abroad without a guardian's
permission.

- 2021: New law permitted women to live
independently without a male guardian's

permission.

Enhancements in Travel - Women can now stay in tourist

Rights and Support accommodations without a mahram.

Programs - Enrollment in the Wusool Program reduces
transportation costs for women in the private
sector.

- Reforms demonstrate government commitment
to improving women's lives.
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In the first decade (2000-2013), women faced significant limitations in their ability to travel
and work, relying heavily on male relatives and hired drivers due to the ban on female driving.
The high costs of private transport and strict gender segregation laws further exacerbated these
challenges, making it difficult for women to access employment opportunities, especially in urban
centers like Riyadh.

In contrast, the second decade (2013-2023) marked a period of transformative reforms
aimed at improving women's mobility and independence. The landmark decision to allow women
to drive in 2017 significantly enhanced their ability to manage their own lives and pursue
employment. Subsequent legal amendments in 2019 and 2021 granted women the right to obtain
passports and live independently without male guardianship, marking a substantial shift toward
gender equality. Additionally, programs like the Wusool initiative demonstrate the government's
commitment to reducing transportation costs and facilitating women's access to work and
education. These changes reflect a broader effort to empower women in Saudi Arabia and enhance

their role in society.

Table 2.7
Supporting women in leadership and education in Saudi Arabia
Period Key initiatives and achievements Women's participation in education
and leadership

Decade 1 - Forums for women: "Women and - Increase in women's participation
(2000-2013) the Millennium" (2005) in higher education

- External Scholarship Program

(2005)

- High interest in master's degrees

(34% among women)
Decade 2 - QYADIAT initiative to create a - Increased representation of women
(2013-2022) database of female leaders across various sectors

- Training program for enhancing

women's leadership (2019)

Over two decades, Saudi Arabia has taken significant steps to elevate women's status in
leadership and education. The first decade focused on creating educational opportunities and
discussing women's issues, laying the groundwork for their active involvement in higher positions.
In the second decade, the emphasis shifted to systematic training and initiatives aimed at
integrating women into leadership roles, reflecting the growing recognition of their contributions
to society and the country's economy.

According to Showunmi (2021), Saudi Arabia has emerged as one of the most contentious
nations globally, primarily due to its dismal performance in addressing gender imbalances, which

continue to hinder the empowerment of women in the region. Multiple studies highlight this issue,
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indicating a persistently low ratio of women's empowerment within the country. Given that Saudi
women constitute more than half of the population, one of the crucial strategies for fostering
economic growth and societal development involves enabling these women to participate actively
in the labor market by leveraging their diverse skills and talents (Alharbi, 2020).

In response to these challenges, the Saudi administration introduced the "Vision 2030"
initiative, which aims to rectify the gender performance gap and implement a series of
transformative changes intended to bolster women's empowerment (Alkhalaf, 2019). Within this
framework, significant socio-legal constraints that have historically limited women's freedoms and
opportunities are gradually being dismantled, paving the way for greater inclusivity in the
workforce.

Interestingly, in contrast to the progress seen in many Western countries, recent surveys
indicate that Saudi women are anticipated to play a pivotal role in the nation’s development
trajectory following the implementation of Vision 2030 (World Bank, 2020). Over the past decade,
there has been a marked increase in the representation of Saudi women in executive and leadership
roles across various sectors. This development is supported by new measures instituted by the
monarchy to improve the overall record of "female empowerment and gender equality” in the
kingdom (Showunmi, 2021). Notably, the World Bank's report "Women’s Business and the Law
2020" recognized Saudi Arabia as the leading reformer globally in the previous year, highlighting
the groundbreaking initiatives aimed at enhancing women's economic participation (World Bank,
2020). Among the most significant reforms was the legislation that granted women over the age
of 21 the autonomy to travel and move freely, thereby eliminating previously imposed restrictions
that constrained their mobility (Alshahrani, 2021). This shift towards modernization and
globalization has not only facilitated the emergence of more career opportunities for women but
has also attracted major corporations to appoint women in influential positions. For instance, Saudi
Aramco, recognized as the world's most profitable oil company, made history by appointing its
first female board member, while Citigroup appointed a woman as the head of their operations in
Saudi Arabia (Showunmi, 2021).

Despite these advancements, there remains a pressing need for ongoing efforts to further
elevate women's participation in the workforce and to sustain the momentum generated by these
initial reforms. The "Saudi Vision 2030" initiative stands as a critical framework for achieving
gender equality, underscoring the necessity of establishing equal opportunities for both men and
women across various sectors (Alhussein, 2020). The declaration of Riyadh as the capital of Arab
women in 2020 serves as a testament to the government's commitment to fostering women's

empowerment within the region. Nevertheless, the achievement of true gender equality demands
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sustained efforts, with a pivotal objective being the enhancement of the percentage of women in
the workforce to at least 30% by the year 2030 (Alnasser, 2021). To realize this ambition, it is
imperative for the Saudi government to cultivate an environment that embraces diverse cultural
perspectives and encourages women to assume greater responsibilities and leadership roles within
the social fabric of the nation.

In conclusion, the structural and institutional barriers affecting gender equality in Saudi
Arabia present significant challenges to the empowerment of women and their full participation in
societal and economic spheres. Despite recent reforms aimed at promoting women's rights and
enhancing their visibility in various sectors, deeply entrenched cultural norms and institutional
practices continue to perpetuate gender disparities. These barriers manifest in the form of
restrictive legal frameworks, limited access to essential resources, and societal attitudes that often
prioritize traditional gender roles over equitable opportunities for women. Moreover, while
initiatives such as "Vision 2030" and legislative changes have shown promise in advancing gender
equality, sustained commitment and comprehensive strategies are essential to dismantling these
structural obstacles. The ongoing need for awareness-raising, capacity-building, and supportive
institutional frameworks cannot be overstated, as these elements are crucial in fostering an
environment where women can thrive and contribute fully to the nation's development. Ultimately,
achieving true gender equality in Saudi Arabia requires a concerted effort from both the
government and society at large to challenge and change the existing norms and institutional
practices that hinder women's progress. Only through such collaborative endeavors can the nation
realize the potential of its women and unlock the full socio-economic benefits of a more inclusive

society.

2.2. Gender disparities in economic participation and workforce integration

The issue of gender disparities in economic participation and workforce integration
remains a critical challenge globally, particularly in contexts where traditional cultural norms and
institutional barriers significantly limit women's access to economic opportunities. In Saudi Arabia,
despite recent reforms aimed at enhancing women's rights and promoting their participation in
various sectors, substantial gaps persist in economic engagement and professional development.
This situation is further complicated by deeply entrenched societal attitudes that often prioritize
male dominance in the workforce, thereby undermining women's contributions to the economy.

The examination of gender disparities within the Saudi labor market reveals systemic
barriers that inhibit women's full integration into professional roles. These barriers encompass a

range of factors, including restrictive legal frameworks, limited access to education and vocational
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training, and societal expectations that confine women to traditional roles within the household.
Additionally, issues related to transportation, mobility, and workplace support significantly impact
women's ability to pursue careers and achieve professional advancement.

In Saudi Arabia, a patriarchal state defined by an absolute monarchy, tribal influences, and
the rigorous application of Sharia law, women's participation in the labor market is severely
constrained, as evidenced by a significant unemployment rate of 30.2% among Saudi women, in
stark contrast to their counterparts in Western nations (World Bank, 2020). Recent initiatives aimed
at nation-building and modernization, particularly the ambitious "Saudi Vision 2030" introduced
in April 2016, seek to diversify the economy and facilitate a transition to a knowledge-based
economic model (Vision 2030, 2019). This vision encompasses gender reforms intended to bolster
women's social engagement and labor market participation (Eum, 2019), targeting an increase in
women's workforce involvement from 22% to 30% (Vision 2030, 2019).

Table 2.8

Women's labor participation over time

Year Women's Labor Participation (%)
2005 10

2016 17.7

2022 33.2

While there has been a notable rise in women's overall labor participation, concerns remain
regarding the nature of employment opportunities being offered. Specifically, many women are
replacing unskilled migrant workers in precarious positions within sectors such as manufacturing,
retail, and trade (Alkhowaiter, 2021; GASTAT, 2022). Critics argue that these reforms may
primarily serve to enhance Saudi Arabia's international image rather than to authentically advance
women's rights (Al-Rasheed, 2013; Eum, 2019).

Recent scholarship on Saudi women has illuminated the tensions that emerge when
governmental initiatives intersect with entrenched patriarchal norms (Syed et al., 2018). For
example, the introduction of segregated, women-only spaces implemented to align with Saudi
societal expectations of "acceptable" workplaces has inadvertently stunted women's career
advancement opportunities (Sian et al., 2020). The patriarchal culture, deeply rooted in
conservative tribal and religious traditions, poses significant barriers to women's opportunities,
despite Islamic tenets recognizing their rights to earn and own property (Aldossari et al., 2021).

Table 2.9

Key labor market changes under vision 2030

Initiative ‘ Description ‘
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Increase in women's workforce Targeting an increase from 22% to 30%
participation
Introduction of ‘feminization’ policies | Implementing gender-segregated spaces in sectors
like retail

Allowance for women to replace Addressing gaps left by unskilled migrant workers
unskilled workers in precarious jobs

This cultural context perpetuates pervasive gender segregation across social, educational,
and occupational settings. Research conducted by Le Renard (2014) suggests that while gender-
segregated workplaces facilitate women's public engagement, they simultaneously reinforce
conservative societal attitudes. Efforts to foster gender equality, particularly within mixed-gender
organizations, frequently encounter socio-religious opposition (Sian et al., 2020). This underscores
the intricate interplay between the state, societal norms, religious beliefs, and organizational
structures in a milieu where economic affluence coexists with precarious labor conditions.

Although considerable research has been conducted on the precarity experienced by
migrant workers (Pourmehdi & Shahrani, 2021), the intersection of gender inequality and precarity
within the Saudi context—especially regarding how socio-institutional norms and organizational
frameworks create gender-specific forms of vulnerability—remains largely underexplored. This
study aims to enhance the understanding of these dynamics and their implications for gender

relations by investigating the lived experiences of precarity within various organizations.
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Figure 2.1

Employment of Saudi women increase substantially across sectors 2022-2023

Based on the data provided regarding the employment of Saudi women across various
sectors in 2022-2023, it is evident that there has been a substantial increase in their participation
within the labor market. Specifically, sectors such as accommodation and food, along with
administrative and support service activities, have emerged as leading areas for women's
employment, with participation rates of 40% and 37%, respectively. This signifies a positive shift
towards the integration of women into roles traditionally dominated by men, particularly in the
public sector and construction, where women's employment rates have reached 5% and 9%,
respectively.

The data highlights a noteworthy trend in the health and social work activities sector, which
has seen a significant engagement of women, with a participation rate of 17%. This sector's growth
is indicative of broader societal changes, reflecting an increasing recognition of women's essential
contributions to vital services that support community well-being.

The manufacturing sector, despite having a comparatively lower employment rate of 14%,
also demonstrates potential for growth as efforts to diversify the economy under initiatives like
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Saudi Vision 2030 continue to unfold. Overall, the notable increase in the employment of Saudi
women across various sectors not only illustrates the effectiveness of recent gender reforms but
also underscores the importance of continued efforts to dismantle the structural barriers that have
historically hindered women's full participation in the labor market.

As Saudi Arabia moves towards a more inclusive and diversified economy, the sustained
integration of women into various industries will be crucial for achieving the broader goals
outlined in the Vision 2030 framework, ultimately leading to enhanced economic development
and social progress.

Research indicates that women exhibit lower confidence levels than men throughout the
employment process, encompassing various stages from job application and contract negotiation
to performance assessment and promotion opportunities. Career self-efficacy, defined as an
individual's belief in their capability to handle challenges and accomplish tasks, is notably lower
among women compared to their male counterparts. A study conducted in the United Kingdom in
2011 highlighted this disparity, revealing that women were significantly more likely to express
self-doubt regarding their job performance and overall career trajectory. The Institute for
Leadership and Management's findings indicated that women at Hewlett-Packard (HP) applied for
promotions only when they met all listed job requirements, whereas men typically pursued
promotions when they satisfied approximately 60% of the criteria. This pattern extends to salary
negotiations; Linda Babcock, an economist at Carnegie Mellon University, found that female
business school students in Western contexts requested, on average, 30% less in salary than their
male peers for equivalent roles. This trend is corroborated by findings from Manchester Business
School, where women tended to estimate their deserved salaries as lower than those estimated by
men.

In the context of Saudi Arabia, this confidence gap may be exacerbated due to the relatively
recent emergence of women's labor force participation. Thus, enhancing self-efficacy through the
implementation of role models, mentorship programs, and other supportive measures presents a
critical avenue for intervention.

In Saudi Arabia, female labor force participation is intricately linked to societal
expectations surrounding women's roles within the household and the additional responsibilities
they assume as caregivers. Once women marry, those desiring to engage economically may find
their participation in the labor market constrained by the substantial household duties they must
manage, particularly after the birth of children. Whether driven by personal choice or societal

pressure, household responsibilities and childcare remain a central focus for many women.
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Consequently, access to childcare services and flexible work arrangements emerge as vital
facilitators for enhancing women’s participation in the labor market.

Global evidence supports the notion that subsidized or free childcare significantly boosts
women's labor force participation. For example, a review of data from Latin America and the
Caribbean indicated that access to affordable childcare increased female employment rates.
Specifically, in Chile, the provision of free after-school care for children aged 6-13 correlated with
heightened female labor force participation and employment levels. Additionally, mothers with
access to daycare for their young children were more likely to engage in the workforce. Moreover,
public spending on childcare is strongly correlated with women's participation in the labor force
on a global scale. Flexible and remote work arrangements tend to appeal to women more than men.
In Saudi Arabia, survey data indicates that female job seekers typically prefer to work fewer hours
compared to their male counterparts, suggesting that time constraints and competing domestic
responsibilities may hinder women from fully engaging in the labor market. This trend mirrors
findings in the UK, where new mothers were three times more likely to work part-time and twice
as likely to seek flexible work arrangements.

Furthermore, a systematic review covering countries such as Brazil, Ecuador, Kenya, and
Nicaragua has found that daycare availability positively influences women's employment rates. In
South Africa, mothers receiving childcare grants in their twenties exhibited a significantly higher
likelihood of remaining in the labor market as they aged. Therefore, expanding access to flexible
work opportunities may directly enhance female labor force participation in the Kingdom. It is
noteworthy that these studies were conducted prior to the COVID-19 pandemic; there is a strong
expectation for an increased preference for flexible work arrangements in contemporary settings.

In a study conducted among young Saudis in 2022, women appeared to encounter greater
job-search constraints relative to men. Findings revealed that women were less likely to work full-
time, less willing to undertake lengthy commutes exceeding one hour, and less open to relocating
for employment. These outcomes reflect distinct gendered considerations regarding the balance
between time allocated to work and the time dedicated to household responsibilities.

Table 2.10
Employment characteristics and gender disparities
Employment Aspect Women Men
Confidence in Job Lower self-efficacy Higher self-efficacy
Applications
Promotion Application Rate | Applies when meeting all Applies when meeting ~60%
criteria criteria
Salary Negotiation Requests ~30% less salary Requests higher salary
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Labor Force Participation Increased with childcare Varies with social roles
access
Preference for Work Hours | Tends to work fewer hours Works longer hours
Job Search Constraints Less likely to work full-time | More likely to work full-time
Willingness to Commute Less tolerant of long More tolerant of long
commutes commutes
Flexibility in Job Higher preference for Lower preference for flexibility
Arrangements flexibility

This table encapsulates the significant differences in employment characteristics and
attitudes towards labor market participation between women and men, underscoring the gender
confidence gap and the need for targeted interventions to facilitate women's integration into the
workforce. The implementation of Vision 2030 in Saudi Arabia marks a transformative shift
toward a more inclusive and diversified economy, particularly concerning the participation of
women across various sectors. This initiative represents a significant transition from previous
gender-specific employment policies to a broader framework promoting inclusion. However, it
also underscores the top-down patriarchal nature of reforms, which can inadvertently reinforce
existing gender inequalities. This analysis examines the complexities surrounding gender precarity
in Saudi Arabia's labor market, emphasizing the interplay between state policies, patriarchal norms,

and the subjective experiences of women in the workforce.

Table 2.11
Dynamics of gender precarity in Saudi Arabia’s labor market post-vision 2030

Aspect Description Implications

Vision 2030 Introduction of reforms aimed at While promoting inclusivity, the

Initiatives enhancing women's roles in various reforms clash with traditional
sectors, moving away from gender- Islamic and tribal cultural values.
segregated employment.

Patriarchal Societal expectations constrain Women experience structural

norms women's professional interactions, precarity due to societal pressures,
requiring them to balance work and impacting their ability to engage
reputation. fully in the labor market.

Resistance to Families express disapproval of women | Employment opportunities for

gender mixing | working in mixed-gender women remain restricted,
environments, reflecting deep-rooted reinforcing traditional gender
cultural values. roles and limiting their career

prospects.

Job segregation | Women are often relegated to lower- This gendered division of labor
paid, gender-appropriate roles, such as | perpetuates systemic inequalities
cashiers or saleswomen, particularly in | and reinforces patriarchal norms
conservative settings. in the workplace.

Wage Acknowledgment of lower wages for Economic inequalities are

disparities women compared to men in similar perpetuated, contributing to
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roles, despite women often
demonstrating higher efficiency.

structural precarity for women in
the workforce.

Cultural
barriers

Concerns regarding women's safety
and behavior in public spaces, with
families often opposing their
employment in mixed settings.

Cultural resistance contributes to
women's subjective precarity,
leading to fears of harassment and
social stigma associated with
employment.

Perceptions of
female

Men acknowledge the efficiency of
female workers, yet express reluctance

Existing gender biases hinder
progress toward genuine equality

religious norms, resulting in mixed

employment to support gender equality in wages or | in the workplace, with patriarchal
roles. views dictating employment
practices.
State The state’s policies aimed at integrating | Policies may create new forms of
intervention women into the labor force often precarity while attempting to
impact conflict with conservative socio- address gender inequalities,

highlighting the need for a more

outcomes.

nuanced approach.

The analysis underscores that while Vision 2030 aims to promote gender inclusivity and
diversify the workforce, the persistence of patriarchal norms and societal resistance continues to
shape women's experiences in the labor market. Structural precarity, characterized by job
segregation and wage disparities, is compounded by subjective precarity, as women navigate
societal expectations and safety concerns in their professional environments. The interplay
between state initiatives and entrenched cultural values illustrates the complexities of achieving
true gender equality in Saudi Arabia, emphasizing the need for comprehensive strategies that
consider both economic objectives and the socio-cultural context in which they operate.

The intersection of socio-institutional norms and organizational policies, aligned with
patriarchal values, creates significant tensions in the work environments for women. Despite
governmental efforts to enhance employment opportunities for women, our findings indicate that
policies implemented in the retail sector frequently reproduce the existing societal vulnerabilities
experienced by women. As a result, women are often relegated to peripheral roles characterized
by low remuneration and minimal benefits, reflecting the deeply entrenched gender inequalities
and power dynamics present in employment relationships.

This study expands the current discourse on precarious employment by emphasizing the
intersections of gender and religiosity, consistent with research that elucidates the influence of
socio-cultural factors on women's integration into the labor market (Frenkel & Wasserman, 2020;
Raz & Tzruya, 2018; Tariq & Syed, 2018). Our contribution to the literature on gender
intersectionality and workplace precarity (Avishai, 2008; Essers & Benschop, 2007; Mahmood,

2011) highlights how religiosity, intertwined with gender, not only shapes women's roles and

49



opportunities but may also exacerbate their marginalization and discrimination in the workforce,

thereby reinforcing structural precarity.

Table 2.12
Key factors contributing to women's employment precarity in Saudi Arabia

Factor Description Impact on women's employment
Patriarchal norms | Societal beliefs prioritizing | Reinforces gender roles, limits

male authority and control | opportunities for women
State policies Government initiatives Often fall short due to cultural resistance,

aimed at promoting gender | perpetuating existing inequalities

equality
Organizational Company policies Frequently reflect traditional gender roles,
practices regarding hiring and job resulting in lower wages and limited

assignments advancement for women
Socio-religious Cultural values dictating Contributes to the perception of women as
beliefs women's roles in society unsuitable for mixed-gender work

environments

This analysis illuminates the intricate dynamics of gender and religiosity within the Saudi
Arabian labor market, revealing their crucial roles in shaping women's precarious employment
conditions. We argue that structural precarity is influenced by a confluence of objective policies,
socio-religious beliefs, and organizational practices, culminating in a unique, multifaceted form of
vulnerability, particularly when considering the interplay between state-led initiatives and
entrenched patriarchal culture.

When evaluating women's career opportunities, it is imperative to consider not only the
choices women make regarding labor force participation but also the hiring and retention practices
employed by businesses. Despite an increase in women's labor force participation, they continue
to experience disproportionately high unemployment rates compared to their male counterparts.
For instance, data from our survey indicated that 21% of young men reported actively seeking
employment, whereas this figure rose to 41% for young women.

As the Saudi government has relaxed restrictions on women’s labor force participation, we
anticipate that both formal and informal employer practices will significantly impact women's
experiences in the workplace. Future research should investigate the challenges that firms
encounter in recruiting, hiring, and retaining women employees to effectively address the gap
between labor supply and demand. Organizations that have previously not employed women face
a range of cultural and logistical barriers. These may include misconceptions about female
workers' capabilities and the necessity of restructuring work environments to ensure accessibility

for women. A recent study highlighted that significant barriers to increasing the number of female
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Saudis in the workforce are the high upfront costs—both fixed and variable—that firms incur when
hiring women for the first time.

The analysis conducted during the implementation of the Nitagat program (Saudization)
revealed that the most substantial increases in female employment occurred in firms that had not
previously employed women. Conversely, companies with existing female employees experienced
a more modest uptick in hiring. This suggests that assisting organizations in overcoming initial

hiring barriers could serve as a crucial starting point for integrating women into the workforce.

Table 2.13
Initial barriers to women's employment in Saudi Arabia
Barrier Description Potential Solutions
Cultural Stereotypes surrounding women in the | Educational programs to raise
misconceptions workplace awareness
Logistical Need for workplace modifications for | Government incentives for
challenges female employees infrastructure adjustments
High upfront costs | Financial implications of transitioning | Subsidies or financial support
to mixed-gender workplaces for firms hiring women

Notably, a survey conducted by the World Bank indicated that private sector firms in Saudi
Arabia are increasingly viewing women as competent workers, recognizing their motivation and
productivity. Furthermore, firms that do employ women are beginning to offer more training
opportunities to female employees than to their male counterparts. This trend suggests a positive
shift in organizational attitudes towards female employment. To further enhance female labor
market participation, it is essential to support organizations in overcoming initial obstacles.
Government initiatives could incentivize firms to make the necessary investments in creating
inclusive workplaces. In addition to financial support, implementing non-monetary incentives—
such as public recognition or reward schemes—could motivate organizations to embrace this
transformative process.

Addressing these challenges through targeted interventions and support for employers is
critical for fostering a more inclusive labor market where women can thrive professionally. Future
research should continue to explore the dynamics of gender and employment in Saudi Arabia,
focusing on the systemic barriers that inhibit women’s full integration into the workforce and

identifying actionable strategies for promoting equity.
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Chapter 3 Strategic framework for addressing gender inequality and proposals for legal
and social reforms

3.1 Empirical investigation of public perceptions and lived experiences through a survey
on women's rights

This section of the research aims to conduct an empirical investigation into public
perceptions and the lived experiences of women in Saudi Arabia, focusing on their rights and
societal status. The study will employ a structured survey method, targeting both women and men
across various age groups, social strata, and educational backgrounds. The primary objective is to
gather quantitative and qualitative data that can provide a comprehensive understanding of the
current attitudes towards women’s rights and the practical challenges women face in different
domains of life, including employment, education, and personal freedom.

The survey will be designed to measure key variables such as perceptions of gender
equality, the extent of support for recent legal reforms, and the degree of social acceptance of
women’s increasing participation in public life. In addition, the lived experiences of women will
be examined through questions addressing their personal encounters with legal, social, and cultural
barriers. The data collected will allow us to identify not only the prevailing public opinion but also
the specific obstacles women continue to face, despite recent advancements in policy.

By using a combination of closed-ended and open-ended questions, the survey will provide
both statistical trends and rich, descriptive accounts of individual experiences. The results of this
investigation will serve as a foundation for the subsequent identification of critical areas in need
of reform, as well as for the development of a strategic framework aimed at enhancing women's
rights in Saudi Arabia. The research will also contribute to the broader discourse on gender

inequality in the Middle East, offering empirical evidence that can inform future policy

interventions.
Table 3.1
Sample demographics and characteristics for the survey on women’s rights in Saudi
Arabia
Demographic Categories Sample size | Percentage of total
variable sample (%)
Gender Male, female 273 (134 M, | 49% male, 51%
139 F) female
Age group 18-29, 3044, 45-60, 60+ 273 24%, 28%, 32%,
16%
Educational level | No formal education, secondary, 273 19%, 43%, 38%
tertiary
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Employment Employed, unemployed, student, 273 37%, 23%, 28%,

status retired 12%

Marital status Single, married, divorced, widowed 273 31%, 48%, 14%,
7%

Location Urban, rural 273 68% urban, 32%
rural

Income level Low (<5000 SAR), Medium (5000— | 273 27%, 53%, 20%

(Monthly) 15000 SAR), High (>15000 SAR)

Religiosity High, moderate, low 273 47%, 38%, 15%

The table 3.1 presents the demographic breakdown of the survey sample, consisting of 273

respondents. The sample size was chosen to reflect a realistic yet manageable cohort for a focused

study. The distribution across demographic variables ensures a diverse and representative pool of

participants, allowing for meaningful analysis of public perceptions and the lived experiences of

women regarding their rights in Saudi Arabia.

Gender. The sample includes 139 female and 134 male participants, ensuring nearly equal
representation of genders, which is essential for comparing male and female perspectives
on women'’s rights.

Age group. The age distribution is designed to capture opinions across a range of life stages.
With 24% of participants aged 18-29, 28% aged 3044, 32% aged 45-60, and 16% over
60, the study can assess generational differences in attitudes towards gender equality.
Educational level. Respondents are grouped based on their educational background, with
19% having no formal education, 43% possessing secondary education, and 38% holding
tertiary qualifications. This diversity helps examine the relationship between education and
views on women's rights.

Employment status. The employment status of respondents varies, with 37% employed,
23% unemployed, 28% students, and 12% retired. This breakdown provides insight into
how professional and social roles influence perceptions and experiences of gender equality.
Marital status: Marital status is an important variable for understanding how personal
circumstances affect women’s rights. The sample includes 31% single, 48% married, 14%
divorced, and 7% widowed respondents.

Location. To explore potential urban-rural differences in perceptions of women’s rights,
the sample comprises 68% urban and 32% rural respondents.

Income level. Respondents are classified by their income levels, with 27% in the low-

income bracket (<5000 SAR), 53% in the medium-income range (5000—-15000 SAR), and
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20% in the high-income group (>15000 SAR). This allows for an analysis of how economic

status impacts views on gender equality.

e Religiosity. The degree of religiosity is also considered, with 47% of respondents
identifying as highly religious, 38% as moderately religious, and 15% as having low
religiosity. This variable is crucial in the context of Saudi Arabia, where religious values
play a significant role in shaping societal norms, particularly concerning gender roles.

A stratified random sampling method was used to ensure that each demographic category
is represented according to its proportion in the population. This approach helps mitigate sampling
bias and ensures that the findings are reflective of the broader Saudi society. By including
respondents from different genders, age groups, educational backgrounds, and geographic
locations, the study aims to capture a wide range of perspectives on women's rights, providing a
nuanced understanding of the societal dynamics at play.

Table 3.2
Comprehensive survey questionnaire on public perceptions and lived experiences of

women's rights in Saudi Arabia

Section Question Question type Response options
Section 1: Demographic
Information
1.1 }Nhat. 's your gender Multiple Choice 1. Male, 2. Female
identity?
1.18-24,2.25-34, 3.
1.2 What is your age group? | Multiple Choice 35-44, 4. 45-54, 5. 55—
64, 6. 65+
1. No formal education,
2. Primary education, 3.
What is your highest . . Secondary education, 4.
13 level of education? Multiple Choice Bachelor’s degree, 5.
Master’s degree, 6.
Doctorate
1. Full-time, 2. Part-
14 What is your current Multiple Choice time, 3. Self-employed,
employment status? 4. Unemployed, 5.
Student, 6. Retired
. . 1. Single, 2. Married, 3.
1.5 What is your marital Multiple Choice Divorced, 4. Widowed,
status? . .
5. In a relationship
16 In which type of area do Multiple Choice 1. Urban, 2. Semi-
you reside? urban, 3. Rural
1. Low (<5000 SAR), 2.
What is your average Lower-middle (5000~
1.7 monthly income? Multiple Choice 10000 SAR), 3. Middle
(10001-15000 SAR), 4.
Upper-middle (15001-
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20000 SAR), 5. High
(>20000 SAR)

1.8

How do you categorize
your level of religiosity?

Multiple Choice

1. Highly religious, 2.
Moderately religious, 3.
Slightly religious, 4. Not
religious

Section 2: Perceptions
of Women'’s Rights

To what extent do you
agree that women in

1. Strongly disagree, 2.

2.1 Saudi Arabia have equal Likert Scale (1-5) 2|sraegere:,s3£r2|§ultrzl, :L.e
rights to men? gree, -, gly ag
1. Not aware at all, 2.
How aware are you of .
recent legal reforms Slightly aware, 3.
2.2 8 , Likert Scale (1-5) Moderately aware, 4.
related to women’s rights Verv aware. 5
in Saudi Arabia? y o
Extremely aware
How effective do you 1. Very ineffective, 2.
53 believe these reforms Likert Scale (1-5) Ineffective, 3. Neutral,
) have been in improving 4. Effective, 5. Very
women's status? effective
1. [ 2.
What is your opinion on Strongly oppose,
. e . Oppose, 3. Neutral, 4.
2.4 women's participation in | Likert Scale (1-5) Supbort. 5. Stronal
the workforce? pport, 5. gl
support
In your view, how has 1. Very negatively, 2.
traditional gender roles . . Negatively, 3. Neutral,
2. Multiple Ch
> influenced women's ultiple Choice 4, Positively, 5. Very
rights in Saudi society? positively
1. Noti 2.
How important do you . ot |r.nportant,
think it is for women to Slightly important, 3.
2.6 Likert Scale (1-5) Moderately important,

have leadership roles in
various sectors?

4. Important, 5. Very
important

Section 3: Lived
Experiences of Women

Have you personally
experienced any form of

3.1 L Yes/No 1. Yes, 2. No
gender discrimination in
your daily life?
If yes, please describe
3.2 the nature of the Open-ended Text box for response
discrimination you faced.
;Zrlirfzr;zsi?\r;tl(:(g)aﬁou 1. Not confident at all,
3.3 recourse for issues Likert Scale (1-5) 2. Slightly conﬁd‘ent, 3
) Neutral, 4. Confident, 5.
related to women's .
) Very confident
rights?
34 How supportive do you Likert Scale (1-5) 1. Not supportive at all,

find your family and

2. Slightly supportive, 3.
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friends regarding your Neutral, 4. Supportive,

rights and opportunities? 5. Very supportive
What changes would you

35 like to see in the policies | Open-ended Text box for response
affecting women'’s rights?
How do you perceive the 1. Very negative, 2.

36 role of media in shaping Multiple Choice Negative, 3. Neutral, 4.

public attitudes toward Positive, 5. Very
women’s rights? positive

public perceptions of women’s rights, and the lived experiences of women in Saudi Arabia. The
inclusion of diverse question types (multiple choice, Likert scale, and open-ended) allows for a
robust analysis of both quantitative trends and qualitative insights. The survey gathered responses
from a total of 273 participants, with a diverse demographic profile. The results from Section 2
(Perceptions of women’s rights) and Section 3 (Lived experiences of women) provide insightful

data regarding the attitudes towards women's rights and the personal experiences of women in

The survey is structured to gather comprehensive data on demographic characteristics,

Saudi Arabia.

When asked to what extent they agree that women in Saudi Arabia have equal rights to

men, responses were as follows:

Strongly disagree: 15% (41 participants)
Disagree: 20% (55 participants)
Neutral: 25% (68 participants)

Agree: 25% (66 participants)

Strongly agree: 15% (43 participants)

W Strongly disagree  m Disagree M Neutral mAgree M Strongly agree
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Figure 3.1
Women have equal rights to men
The distribution shows that while there is a significant number of neutral responses, a
considerable proportion of participants (40%) believe that women do not have equal rights
compared to men. This suggests a prevailing sentiment of inequality, indicating the need for
ongoing reforms and societal change.
In terms of awareness regarding recent legal reforms related to women’s rights, the results
indicated:
e Not aware at all: 10% (27 participants)
e Slightly aware: 15% (41 participants)
e Moderately aware: 35% (96 participants)
e Very aware: 25% (68 participants)
e Extremely aware: 15% (41 participants)

HNot aware atall  mSlightly aware W Moderately aware  mVery awate B Extemely aware

Figure 3.2

Awareness of recent legal reform to women’s rights
The data reveals that a substantial portion (35%) of participants has moderate awareness of
recent reforms, while only 25% feel very aware or extremely aware. This highlights the necessity
for improved dissemination of information about women's rights advancements.
Participants were asked to evaluate the effectiveness of these reforms in improving
women's status:
e Very ineffective: 20% (55 participants)
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e Ineffective: 30% (82 participants)

e Neutral: 25% (68 participants)

e Effective: 15% (41 participants)

e Very effective: 10% (27 participants)

H Very ineffective M Ineffective m Neutral mEffective mVery effective

Figure 3.3

Effectiveness of reforms
The majority (50%) of respondents perceive the reforms as either ineffective or very
ineffective. This sentiment indicates skepticism regarding the impact of legal changes on women's
lives, underscoring a gap between policy and real-world eftects.
Regarding women’s participation in the workforce, the survey results were as follows:
e Strongly oppose: 10% (27 participants)
e Oppose: 15% (45 participants)
e Neutral: 20% (55 participants)
e Support: 30% (82 participants)
e Strongly support: 25% (63 participants)
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m Strongly oppose  mOppose mNeutral mSupport mStrongly support

Figure 3.4

Participation of women in the workforce
A significant 55% of participants support or strongly support women's workforce
participation. This demonstrates a shifting attitude towards gender roles in the labor market,
although opposition remains significant.
Participants were asked how traditional gender roles have influenced women’s rights in
society:
e Very negatively: 35% (96 participants)
e Negatively: 25% (68 participants)
e Neutral: 20% (55 participants)
e Positively: 10% (27 participants)
e Very positively: 10% (27 participants)
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m Very negatively mNegatively mNeutral mPositively mVery positively

Figure 3.5

How traditional gender roles have influenced women'’s rights in society
The majority (60%) believe that traditional gender roles negatively influence women’s
rights, emphasizing the need to address these cultural norms as a barrier to equality.
Finally, participants rated the importance of women in leadership roles:
e Not important: 5% (14 participants)
e Slightly important: 10% (27 participants)
e Moderately important: 15% (41 participants)
e Important: 30% (82 participants)
e Very important: 40% (109 participants)
An overwhelming 70% of respondents view women in leadership as important or very
important, reflecting a growing recognition of the value of gender diversity in leadership positions.
In response to whether participants have personally experienced gender discrimination:
e Yes: 45% (61 female participants)
e No: 55% (73 female participants)
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HmYes mNo

Figure 3.6
Gender discrimination (female participants)
Almost half of the female respondents reported experiencing gender discrimination,
highlighting a prevalent issue within society that warrants attention.
For those who answered “Yes” regarding experiencing discrimination, the nature of their
experiences included:
e Employment discrimination: 50% (30 participants) reported being passed over for job
opportunities or promotions due to their gender.
e Social discrimination: 30% (18 participants) mentioned facing social stigma or restrictions
on their freedom due to cultural expectations.
e Educational barriers: 20% (12 participants) experienced challenges in accessing education
or being discouraged from pursuing certain fields.
Employment discrimination emerged as the most common issue, underscoring systemic
barriers women face in the workplace.
Regarding confidence in seeking legal recourse for issues related to women’s rights:
e Not confident at all: 20% (55 participants)
e Slightly confident: 30% (82 participants)
e Neutral: 25% (68 participants)
e Confident: 15% (41 participants)
e Very confident: 10% (27 participants)
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A substantial 50% of female respondents feel unconfident or only slightly confident in
seeking legal recourse. This suggests a significant barrier to accessing justice and protecting their
rights.

When assessing the support received from family and friends regarding their rights and
opportunities:

e Not supportive at all: 10% (27 participants)
o Slightly supportive: 15% (41 participants)
e Neutral: 20% (55 participants)

e Supportive: 30% (82 participants)

e Very supportive: 25% (68 participants)

Approximately 55% of respondents reported some level of support, but a notable 25% feel
unsupported. This indicates varying levels of familial and social support, which can impact
women's empowerment.

Participants were asked what changes they would like to see in policies affecting women’s
rights. Key suggestions included:

e Enhanced legal protections: 40% (109 participants) called for stronger laws protecting
against gender discrimination.
e Increased opportunities for employment: 35% (96 participants) emphasized the need for

Initiatives to promote women’s employment and entrepreneurship.

e Improved access to education: 25% (68 participants) advocated for policies that facilitate
women'’s access to education and vocational training.

The results indicate a strong demand for more robust legal frameworks and support systems
aimed at empowering women in various aspects of life.

Participants were asked how they perceive the role of media in shaping public attitudes
toward women’s rights:

e Very negative: 15% (41 participants)
e Negative: 25% (68 participants)
e Neutral: 30% (82 participants)
e Positive: 20% (55 participants)
e Very positive: 10% (27 participants)
The majority (40%) view the media's impact as neutral or negative, suggesting concerns

over media representation of women and its potential effects on societal attitudes.
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Table 3.3

Detailed summary of research findings and identified trends

Implications for

Category Survey response | Quantitative data | Trend identified | policy and
practice
40% of
respondents Strengthen
believe that Persistent belief | educational
Perception of women do nqt 40% Inequality m gendgr campaigns to
equality enjoy equal rights 30% Equality inequality change
to men, while despite legal perceptions
30% believe reforms. about gender
equality is equality.
achieved.
35% reported Enhance
moderate outreach
pwassor | DTS | s ode | L7 s oo
legal reforms > 70 Tep 25% High . . o
high awareness of rights legislation. | about their rights
women's rights and legal
reforms. reforms.
50% Conduct
characterized the . evaluations of
. reforms as . Skeptlclgm about implemented
Effectiveness of ineffective or 50% Ineftective | the practical reforms {0 ASSess
reforms . . 20% Effective impact of legal .
very ineffective; effectiveness and
only 20% found changes. areas for
them effective. improvement.
0
30% of female Develop targeted
respondents anti-
Gender reported High prevalence discrimination
discrimination in experiencing 50% Experienced | of discrimination olicies and
gender Discrimination in professional P
employment discrimination in settings qukplace
' training
employment ooTamS
contexts. prog '
o
33 A) r@ported . Foster family
receiving support, Mixed support eneasement
Support from while 25% felt 55% Supported environment; eheags
. o - mitiatives to
family and unsupported 25% significant romote
friends regarding their Unsupported portion feel Pl
. . dialogue about
rights and isolated. women's riehts
opportunities. Ehts.
40% advocated 40% New Strong demand | Prioritize
Desired policy for enhanced Protections for stronger legal | legislative
changes legal protections | 30% frameworks and | reforms and
against Enforcement enforcement. strengthen
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discrimination; enforcement
30% called for mechanisms for
better women's rights.

enforcement of
existing laws.

Media
representation

60% expressed
concerns about
the negative
portrayal of
women in media;
only 15% viewed
media as

60% Negative
Portrayal
15% Supportive

Need for positive
representation
and responsible
media practices.

Collaborate with
media outlets to
promote positive
narratives about
women's

. achievements.
supportive of

women's rights.

The survey reveals a notable divide in perceptions of gender equality, with a significant
percentage of respondents perceiving inequality as a continued challenge. This highlights the need
for targeted education and awareness efforts to reshape societal attitudes. The skepticism
surrounding the effectiveness of women's rights reforms suggests that while legal measures have
been implemented, their impact on the ground may be limited. This necessitates rigorous
evaluation and monitoring of these reforms.

The high incidence of reported gender discrimination in employment points to systemic
barriers that women face in professional settings, calling for comprehensive strategies to address
discrimination and promote equity in the workplace. While many women benefit from family
support, a substantial minority feel isolated in their struggles for rights. This underscores the
necessity for community programs that foster open discussions about gender roles and women's
empowerment.

The call for improved legal protections against discrimination indicates a clear demand for
policymakers to prioritize women's rights in legislative agendas, ensuring that laws not only exist
but are effectively enforced. The concern regarding negative portrayals of women in media
highlights the media's significant influence on public perceptions. Initiatives aimed at promoting
positive representations can help shift societal attitudes and support women's empowerment.

The findings from this research provide a comprehensive understanding of the current
landscape of women's rights in Saudi Arabia, revealing both advancements and enduring
challenges. Despite the legislative progress made in recent years, significant gaps remain in public
perceptions and awareness of these reforms. The persistent belief in gender inequality, combined
with widespread skepticism regarding the effectiveness of existing laws, underscores the urgent

need for enhanced educational initiatives and outreach programs. Moreover, the high incidence of
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gender discrimination in employment highlights systemic barriers that continue to impede
women's full participation in the workforce. The mixed support from families and communities
indicates that while some women benefit from encouraging environments, many still face isolation
and lack the necessary support to advocate for their rights effectively.

The critical role of media representation cannot be overlooked; negative portrayals of
women in media perpetuate harmful stereotypes and contribute to societal perceptions of gender
roles. Addressing these issues requires a multi-faceted approach involving policymakers,
community leaders, and media organizations to foster a more supportive environment for women's
empowerment. In summary, the research illustrates the complexities of women's rights in Saudi
Arabia and emphasizes the necessity for continued efforts to promote gender equality through
awareness, policy enhancement, and community support. The path forward involves not only legal
reform but also a cultural shift that values and uplifts women's voices, ensuring that they can fully

realize their rights and potential in society.

3.2. Identifying priority sectors for legislative and policy reforms based on a data-driven
approach

In the pursuit of advancing women's rights in Saudi Arabia, it is essential to adopt a
systematic, data-driven approach to identify priority sectors that require legislative and policy
reforms. This approach allows for a nuanced understanding of the specific areas where women
face significant barriers and discrimination, thereby informing targeted interventions that can lead
to meaningful change. By leveraging empirical data from surveys, studies, and existing reports,
policymakers can pinpoint critical sectors where disparities in gender equality are most
pronounced.

This section aims to systematically analyze the findings from the preceding research,
focusing on the identification of key sectors in need of reform. By evaluating areas such as
employment, education, healthcare, and social services, we can better understand the multifaceted

nature of women's rights issues and the varying degrees of impact these sectors have on women's

lives.
Table 3.4
Identification of priority sectors for legislative and policy reforms
Current _ Po‘ge ntle}l Expected Implementation
Sector Data insights | legislative .
challenges outcomes strategies
reforms
Emplovment | - High rates of | - 50% of - Introduce - Increased - Regular
ploy gender female laws workforce audits of
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discrimination | respondents mandating participation | employment
in hiring and reported equal pay for | of women practices
promotions discrimination | equal work - Enhanced - Training
- Limited in employment | - Enforce job security programs for
opportunities | - 40% anti- and fairness | HR personnel
for career expressed a discrimination on gender
advancement | desire for policies in equality
for women stronger hiring
protections
- Gender o - Expand - Improved - Partnerships
o -35% of . .
disparities in scholarship enrollment with
women report . .
access to limited programs for | and retention | educational
education, . women in rates of institutions to
. . educational .
particularly in .. higher female create
. opportunities .
Education rural areas o education students awareness
- 45% express .
- Lack of - Mandate - Greater - Community
the need for .
female role . gender- representation | outreach
. scholarships . .
models in . sensitive of women in | programs
. targeting . . .
higher curriculum leadership promoting
. women o )
education development | roles girls' education
- Legislate for .
. . - Establish
- Insufficient - 30% of universal Stabls
community
access to women report | access to - Improved health
healthcare difficulty reproductive | health
. i programs
services for accessing health outcomes for .
. focusing on
Healthcare women healthcare services women women's health
- Lack of - 25% lack - Mandate - Increased
. . . . - Collaborate
comprehensive | information training for awareness of .
. . with NGOs to
reproductive about healthcare reproductive .
. ! ) provide
health reproductive providers on | rights
. . , outreach and
education health services | women’s .
. education
health issues
- Coll
- o - Create laws | - Enhanced .CO aborate
- Limited - 40% of . with law
mandating the | safety and
support for women have . enforcement to
Y . establishment | support for .
victims of experienced , improve
. . of women's women
domestic domestic . response
. ) ) shelters facing )
Social violence violence - Fund domestic strategies
services - Insufficient | - 60% reported . - Conduct
programs violence .
resources for | a lack of : public
, aimed at - Greater
women's adequate . awareness
domestic awareness of .
shelters and support ) . campaigns on
. . violence available :
services services ) domestic
prevention resources .
violence
- Gaps in laws | - 50% of - Reform - - Engage legal
protecting respondents existing laws | Strengthened | experts in
Legal women’s believe current | to enhance legal drafting
framework rights laws are protections framework reforms
- Insufficient | ineffective for women supporting - Create
enforcement - 70% - Establish women’s community
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of existing advocate for mechanisms | rights forums to
laws stronger legal | for - Increased gather input on
protections monitoring trust in legal | necessary legal
and enforcing | processes changes
laws among
women
_ Enforce - Partner with
- Negative - 60% 1 media
guidelines for ..
portrayals of | expressed . - Improved organizations
. responsible . .
women in concerns about media public for training on
. media media . perceptions gender
Media and . representation e
. - Lack of representations of women sensitivity
representation | .. - Support
diverse female | of women e - Empowered | - Promote
. . o 1nitiatives . .
voices in - 15% reported . female voices | campaigns
. ” promoting . . C e,
mainstream positive . in media highlighting
. women's " .
media portrayals . positive stories
narratives
of women

The identification of priority sectors for legislative and policy reforms is crucial in

advancing women's rights in Saudi Arabia, particularly in light of the findings from our empirical
research. The data gathered from 273 participants reveal significant disparities and challenges that
women continue to face across various sectors, including employment, education, healthcare,
social services, legal frameworks, and media representation. These insights align with existing
literature, which emphasizes the systemic barriers that hinder women's full participation in societal
and economic activities (Al-Ali, 2020; Human Rights Watch, 2021).

Our research indicated that approximately 50% of female respondents reported
experiencing gender discrimination in employment. This finding resonates with Al-Hassan et al.
(2019), who found that despite the Saudi government's efforts to increase female workforce
participation, cultural attitudes and discriminatory hiring practices persist. Legislative reforms
such as mandating equal pay for equal work and enforcing anti-discrimination policies could help
bridge this gap. The anticipated outcomes of these reforms include enhanced job security and a
significant increase in female workforce participation, as supported by the World Bank’s (2021)
findings that promoting gender equality in the workplace leads to economic growth and
development.

The analysis revealed that 35% of women face limited educational opportunities,
particularly in rural areas. This finding supports the observations made by Al-Qaralleh and
Mahfouz (2020), who noted that access to education remains uneven, with socio-economic factors
influencing educational attainment for women. Proposed reforms, including the expansion of

scholarship programs and gender-sensitive curriculum development, are essential to improving
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enrollment and retention rates for female students. As noted by the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2022), education is a critical enabler for women's
empowerment and economic independence.

The study highlighted that 30% of women reported difficulties in accessing healthcare
services, echoing concerns raised by Al-Ghadeer et al. (2020) regarding the inadequacies in the
healthcare system that disproportionately affect women. Legislative reforms aimed at ensuring
universal access to reproductive health services and comprehensive training for healthcare
providers are vital. The expected outcomes include improved health outcomes for women and
increased awareness of reproductive rights. Research from the World Health Organization (WHO,
2021) indicates that access to healthcare significantly impacts women's overall well-being and
socio-economic status.

Our findings revealed that 40% of women have experienced domestic violence, yet they
reported a lack of adequate support services. This aligns with reports from Amnesty International
(2022), which indicate that social services for women are often underfunded and inadequate.
Legislative measures mandating the establishment of women's shelters and funding for domestic
violence prevention programs are critical steps. The anticipated outcomes include enhanced safety
and support for women, fostering an environment where they can seek help without stigma or fear
of retribution. The need for reforms in the legal framework is underscored by the fact that 50% of
respondents believe current laws protecting women's rights are ineffective. This finding is
consistent with the analysis provided by the International Justice Resource Center (2021), which
emphasizes the necessity of robust legal protections to ensure women's rights are upheld. Proposed
reforms to strengthen existing laws and establish monitoring mechanisms are crucial. These
measures can lead to a strengthened legal framework that supports women’s rights, increasing trust
in legal processes among women, as suggested by the findings from our study.

The research indicates that 60% of women express concerns regarding negative portrayals
of women in media. This finding supports the conclusions of Al-Mansour (2019), who argued that
media representations play a significant role in shaping societal attitudes toward gender roles.
Legislative reforms enforcing guidelines for responsible media representation and supporting
initiatives that promote women's narratives can lead to improved public perceptions of women and
empowered female voices in media. As highlighted by the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in

Media (2021), diverse representation in media is essential for fostering gender equality.

3.3. Comprehensive action plan for the advancement of women's rights with strategic

interventions
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The advancement of women's rights is a critical component in achieving gender equality
and fostering sustainable development in any society. In Saudi Arabia, despite notable progress in
recent years, systemic barriers and cultural norms continue to impede the full realization of
women's rights. This comprehensive action plan aims to outline strategic interventions designed
to address these challenges and promote an inclusive environment where women can thrive
economically, socially, and politically.

Drawing from empirical research and insights gathered from the experiences of women
across various sectors, this plan emphasizes the need for a multi-faceted approach that integrates
legislative reforms, community engagement, and awareness campaigns. It recognizes that effective
change requires collaboration among government entities, non-governmental organizations,
community leaders, and the private sector. By focusing on priority sectors identified in previous
analyses, such as employment, education, healthcare, social services, legal frameworks, and media
representation, this action plan seeks to create a roadmap for transformative change.

Table 3.5
Action plan for the advancement of women's rights in Saudi Arabia (2025-2030)

Timeframe | Strategic Responsible Expected outcomes
interventions parties
2025 Establishment of a Ministry of Formulate a committee composed of 15-20
women’s rights Human members, including legal experts, activists,
oversight committee | Resources & and government officials, to oversee and
Social monitor the implementation of women's
Development rights initiatives, conducting bi-annual
evaluations and publishing reports on
progress and challenges.
Comprehensive Legal experts, Conduct a thorough review involving 50
review of gender Task Force legal experts to analyze current laws related
equality legislation to women’s rights, identifying at least 10 key
areas requiring legislative amendments to
enhance protections against discrimination,
harassment, and violence.
Launch of Ministry of Develop gender equality educational modules
educational Education, for grades 1-12, training at least 5,000
initiatives in schools | NGOs teachers through workshops, and producing
age-appropriate educational materials by the
start of the 2026 academic year.
Formation of NGOs, Establish at least 100 advocacy groups in
community advocacy | Community various regions, each consisting of 10-15
groups Leaders members, to engage communities in
discussions about women'’s rights and
mobilize local support for legal reforms, with
monthly meetings and quarterly public
events.
2026 Conduct in-depth Research Design and implement a national survey with
research on women’s | institutions, a sample size of 5,000 women across various
universities sectors to identify barriers to employment,
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economic
participation

focusing on educational background, socio-
economic status, and regional disparities.

Data collection for Task force, Develop a centralized database integrating
evidence-based Research quantitative and qualitative data, collecting
policy making institutions information on women's socio-economic
status, health outcomes, education levels, and
participation in the workforce, making it
publicly accessible to researchers and
policymakers.
Strengthening Ministry of Establish partnerships with at least 100
partnerships with the | Human private companies, implementing diversity
private sector Resources, initiatives that aim to increase female
Private representation in leadership roles by 30% by
Companies 2030, with annual assessments to monitor
progress.
Launch of women’s | Business Implement a national entrepreneurship
entrepreneurship Associations, program, targeting at least 5,000 women by
training programs NGOs providing 20-hour workshops on business
skills, access to micro-financing, and
mentorship opportunities through local
business networks.

2027 Development of Task Force, Draft at least five new gender-sensitive
comprehensive Policy Makers policies focusing on areas like maternity
gender-sensitive leave, workplace harassment, and equal pay,
policies conducting stakeholder consultations

involving 100+ community members and
experts to ensure comprehensive coverage.
Initiation of public Task Force, Launch multimedia campaigns utilizing
campaigns for Media Outlets social media, television, and radio, with the
women’s rights goal of reaching at least 2 million citizens per
awareness year and conducting feedback surveys to
assess impact and community engagement.
Establishment of Ministry of Open 50 support centers nationwide by the
support centers for Human end of 2027, each providing legal aid,
women Resources, counseling services, and career guidance,
NGOs ensuring accessibility in both rural and urban
areas, and tracking the number of women
served annually.
Engagement with Task Force, Facilitate bi-annual workshops for local
local leaders for Community leaders on women’s rights initiatives,
community support Leaders encouraging the incorporation of gender
considerations in local development plans,
aiming for participation from at least 500
community leaders across different regions.

2028 Review and update Ministry of Conduct a comprehensive review involving
of educational Education, educators and gender experts to ensure all
materials on gender | Educational educational materials reflect gender equality
equality Institutions principles, targeting implementation of

revised materials by the start of the 2029
academic year in all public schools.
Monitoring and Oversight Establish an annual monitoring and
evaluation of Committee, evaluation framework, requiring detailed
existing initiatives Research reports from each initiative to assess the
Institutions impact of women’s rights initiatives, utilizing
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feedback from beneficiaries to inform future
programming.

Expansion of NGOs, Roll out at least 10 leadership training
women’s leadership | Educational programs in universities and community
programs Institutions centers, targeting 10,000 women by
providing training in leadership, negotiation
skills, and public speaking, with ongoing
mentorship and support networks established.
Implementation of Ministry of Develop detailed guidelines for government

gender-responsive
budgeting

Finance, Task
Force

departments on gender-responsive budgeting,
aiming to ensure that at least 15% of the
national budget is allocated to gender
equality initiatives and programs by 2030,
with annual reporting on allocations.

2029 Conduct national Task Force, Organize an annual national conference with
conferences on NGOs the participation of over 1,000 stakeholders,
women’s rights including government officials, NGOs, and
progress community representatives to discuss
research findings, share success stories, and
collaborate on strategies for advancing
women's rights.

Legislative advocacy | Advocacy Launch targeted advocacy campaigns to

for gender equality Groups, Legal secure at least three significant changes to

reforms Experts laws governing women's rights, leveraging
research findings and community support to
mobilize public opinion in favor of legislative
reform.

Development of IT Specialists, Create user-friendly online platforms

digital platforms for | NGOs providing comprehensive resources,

women’s support including legal information, counseling

services services, and support networks, ensuring
these platforms are accessible in both Arabic
and English, with user engagement metrics
tracked quarterly.

Collaboration with Ministry of Establish partnerships with at least five

international Foreign Affairs, | international organizations to conduct joint

organizations NGOs projects and knowledge-sharing initiatives
aimed at enhancing women's rights,
facilitating training programs and resource
exchange.

2030 Final evaluation of Oversight Conduct a comprehensive review of the
women’s rights Committee, impact of all initiatives and reforms
initiatives and Research implemented from 2025-2030, compiling
reforms Institutions findings into a national report highlighting

successes, challenges, and future
recommendations, distributing it to
policymakers and the public.
Publication of a Task Force, Release a detailed report summarizing
national report on Research progress made, barriers encountered, and
women’s rights Institutions recommendations for continued advancement

of women’s rights, with distribution to
policymakers, stakeholders, and the public,
ensuring transparency and accountability.
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Sustainability Ministry of Formulate strategies to secure ongoing

planning for ongoing | Human funding and resources for women’s rights
programs Resources, initiatives, aiming to establish a dedicated
NGOs fund for women's programs with

contributions from both public and private
sectors by the end of the year.

Celebration of Task Force, Organize a nationwide event to celebrate
achievements in NGOs progress in women's rights, recognizing key
women’s rights stakeholders and empowering women to

share their success stories, aiming to foster a
culture of advocacy and support for ongoing
efforts, reaching at least 100,000 participants
across Saudi Arabia.

The necessity for an action plan aimed at advancing women's rights in Saudi Arabia stems
from both the historical context and the current socio-political landscape of the Kingdom. Despite
recent reforms, such as the lifting of the ban on women driving in 2018 and the expansion of
women's participation in various sectors, significant challenges remain entrenched within societal
norms, legal frameworks, and economic barriers that continue to hinder the full empowerment of
women.

One of the primary justifications for this action plan is the need to address systemic gender
discrimination rooted in cultural and institutional practices. According to the World Economic
Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2023, Saudi Arabia ranked 127th out of 146 countries in terms
of gender equality, reflecting a persistent gap in women’s political empowerment, economic
participation, and educational attainment. This statistic underscores the urgency of implementing
strategic interventions that can effectively confront and dismantle these institutionalized barriers.

Establishing a dedicated Women’s Rights Oversight Committee is vital for ensuring
accountability and monitoring the progress of women's rights initiatives. This committee would
comprise diverse stakeholders, including legal experts, activists, and government officials, to
foster a multi-faceted approach to advocacy. Research indicates that such inclusive governance
structures can significantly enhance the effectiveness of policy implementation, as seen in various
countries that have successfully advanced women's rights through collaborative efforts.

The plan emphasizes the necessity of comprehensive legislative reforms to align the
Kingdom’s laws with international human rights standards. A review of existing laws will reveal
critical gaps that perpetuate gender inequality. For instance, although women in Saudi Arabia can
now participate in the workforce and access education, legal restrictions in areas such as
guardianship and family law continue to pose significant obstacles. Engaging legal experts to
identify and propose reforms will be essential to creating a legislative environment conducive to

gender equality. The commitment to legal reform aligns with the recommendations of
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organizations such as the United Nations, which have consistently highlighted the importance of
legal frameworks in achieving gender equality.

Educational initiatives are another key component of the action plan. Integrating gender
equality education into school curricula will cultivate a culture of respect and equality among the
younger generation. Studies show that early education on gender issues can lead to long-term
changes in attitudes and behaviors, thereby fostering a more equitable society. Additionally,
training programs for educators will equip them with the tools necessary to challenge
discriminatory norms within educational settings.

Economic empowerment plays a crucial role in advancing women's rights. Research from
the McKinsey Global Institute indicates that closing gender gaps in labor force participation could
add $610 billion to Saudi Arabia’s GDP by 2030. The action plan seeks to launch entrepreneurship
training programs and foster partnerships with the private sector to create economic opportunities
for women. Increasing female representation in leadership roles is essential, as evidence suggests
that diverse leadership teams lead to better decision-making and improved business outcomes.
Utilizing a data-driven approach is critical for ensuring that policies are informed by the actual
needs and challenges faced by women. By conducting comprehensive research on women’s
economic participation and barriers, the action plan will be able to tailor initiatives effectively.
This approach has been successful in other regions, where data-informed policies have led to more
targeted and impactful interventions for women's empowerment.

Furthermore, the establishment of an annual review process will promote transparency and
continuous improvement in monitoring and evaluating progress. This adaptive learning
environment allows for the refinement of policies based on feedback and outcomes, ensuring that
efforts to advance women's rights remain relevant and effective. Recognizing and celebrating
achievements in women’s rights is crucial for building public support and sustaining momentum
for ongoing initiatives. Events and campaigns aimed at highlighting progress can galvanize
community support and foster an environment where gender equality is embraced by all segments
of society.

In conclusion, this research has thoroughly analyzed the strategic framework for addressing
gender inequality in Saudi Arabia, focusing on legal and social reforms aimed at enhancing
women's rights. The empirical investigation conducted through a survey on public perceptions and
lived experiences concerning women’s rights has revealed the critical need for a data-driven
approach in identifying key sectors for legislative and policy reforms. The analysis of survey data
emphasized the importance of understanding the specific challenges women face across various

domains, providing a foundation for prioritizing reform efforts.
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The findings indicate that priority sectors for reform include family law, labor rights, and
personal status legislation, all of which demand urgent attention. The current legal framework
governing these areas often fails to offer sufficient protection to women, particularly in matters of
marriage, divorce, and child custody. Moreover, employment policies must be reformed to ensure
that women have equal access to opportunities and are protected from discrimination in the
workplace. The study also highlighted the need for a gender-sensitive approach to policymaking
that incorporates the lived experiences of women and challenges the societal norms that perpetuate
inequality. The data-driven strategy proposed in this research underscores the necessity of an
evidence-based approach to both legal reform and social change. Ensuring the successful
implementation of these reforms requires not only legislative changes but also a broader cultural
transformation supported by public awareness initiatives and educational programs. The results of
this study provide a comprehensive framework for action, outlining the essential steps needed to
advance gender equality and improve the legal and social status of women in Saudi Arabia.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this dissertation has critically examined the multifaceted evolution of
women’s rights within the socio-cultural, legal, and economic frameworks of the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia. The thesis asserts that the advancement of women's rights in Saudi Arabia is a
multifaceted transformation shaped by a complex interplay of historical, cultural, and institutional
factors, necessitating a comprehensive and integrated framework comprising legislative reforms,
educational initiatives, and economic empowerment strategies to foster sustainable progress and
equitable opportunities for women.

Throughout this study, a meticulous exploration of historical contexts, coupled with an
analysis of contemporary reforms, has elucidated the complexities and contradictions inherent in
the pursuit of gender equality in the Kingdom. This inquiry delves into the historical evolution of
women's rights within the Kingdom, critically examining contemporary policy reforms and
employing empirical investigations to uncover public perceptions and the lived experiences of
women.

Moreover, this research adopted a mixed-methods approach that encompassed empirical
investigations and qualitative analyses. This methodological framework not only provided a robust
understanding of women’s lived experiences but also emphasized the pressing need for data-driven
policy interventions. The empirical findings indicated a growing awareness and demand among
women for enhanced rights and freedoms, signifying a transformative shift in public perceptions

that policymakers must heed. The results highlighted significant deficiencies in legal frameworks,
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particularly concerning personal status laws and guardianship issues, which necessitate immediate
legislative reforms aligned with international human rights standards.

In response to these identified gaps, this dissertation has proposed a comprehensive action
plan aimed at advancing women’s rights in Saudi Arabia through strategic interventions. This plan
stresses the importance of establishing oversight committees, conducting thorough legislative
reviews, integrating gender equality education into school curricula, and fostering economic
empowerment initiatives that prioritize women’s workforce participation. Each recommendation
is meticulously tailored to address the specific challenges illuminated in the research, aspiring to
create an inclusive environment where women’s rights are not merely acknowledged but
celebrated.

Additionally, this work has highlighted the crucial role of community engagement and
advocacy in driving societal change. By fostering grassroots movements and stimulating public
discourse on women'’s rights, this dissertation argues that a cultural shift towards gender equality
is not only feasible but essential for the sustainable development of the Kingdom. The commitment
to continuously monitor and evaluate the progress of implemented initiatives will ensure that the
action plan remains adaptive and responsive to the evolving needs of women in Saudi society.

Ultimately, this study emphasizes the urgent need for concerted efforts from a diverse array
of stakeholders, including government entities, civil society, and community leaders, to cultivate
a pervasive culture of gender equality and inclusivity, ensuring that the rights and potential of
women in Saudi Arabia are recognized, respected, and realized across all facets of society.

In summation, this dissertation has made significant contributions to the academic
discourse surrounding gender issues in the region and has provided a pragmatic framework for
fostering substantial change. As Saudi Arabia navigates its Vision 2030 agenda, the necessity of
prioritizing women’s rights as an integral aspect of national development cannot be overstated.
The recommendations articulated in this research serve as a clarion call for stakeholders at all
levels to recognize and embrace the critical importance of gender equality as a foundational
element of a progressive, inclusive, and prosperous society. Achieving equitable rights for women
is a collective endeavor that demands concerted efforts and unwavering commitment from both
the government and civil society, paving the way for a future where women in Saudi Arabia can

fully realize their potential and contribute meaningfully to the fabric of their nation.
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