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Abstract

Since 2017, women’s rights have increased significantly in Saudi Arabia, from
being allowed to drive cars to no longer having to wear head coverings. Saudi women
now have greater mobility, not only to travel freely, but also to participate in the political,
economic, and social rights spheres. The question remains: Why did the Kingdom wait so
long to advance women’s rights?

The central question to be addressed by this thesis is, “What factors led to the
liberalization of women’s rights in Saudi Arabia?” To answer it, I will argue that the
Kingdom’s primary motivation is to increase labor participation and diversify its
economy, thereby making the country more prosperous and reducing its reliance on oil
revenue. To accomplish this, the Kingdom turned to women, who make up nearly half of
its population, to help revitalize the country and its economy.

Saudi Arabia’s economic rationale for greater inclusion of women has led the
Kingdom to grant privileges and opportunities to women by way of making them
valuable contributors to the country’s economy. The initiatives and policies impacting

women have benefited both Saudi women and the country.



Frontispiece

Saudi Women Take a Selfie at a Soccer Game in Al Ain, Saudi Arabia.

Sahib, Karim. Saudi Women Take a Selfie at a Soccer Game. Daily Mail. Daily Mail,
October 9, 2014. https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2786330/Internet-uproar-
Saudi-Arabia-woman-caught-camera-stadium-cheering-Riyadh-s-football-team-
awaygame.html
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Chapter I.

Introduction

During his interview on CBS News 60 Minutes, Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman stated that he wants to take his country back to “moderate Islam.” Until 1979,
when the country regressed to religious extremism, Saudi women were driving cars,
going to movie theaters, and going out in public unescorted.! Given its proximity to Iran,
Saudi Arabia experienced a ripple effect. In November 1979, Saudi religious extremists
seized the Grand Mosque of Mecca, the country’s holiest site. Saudi leadership felt that it
had no choice but to meet the demands of the religious militants by acquiescing to their

radical vision, resulting in women being banned from everyday activities.?

As the Crown Prince noted, Saudi Arabia in the 1960s and 1970s did not look like
the country prior to the recent removal of restrictions on women, e.g., the 2018 lifting of
the ban on women driving. “We were living a very normal life like the rest of the Gulf
countries. . . Women worked everywhere. We were just normal people developing like
any other country in the world until the events of 1979,” said bin Salman.® The Crown
Prince has been working to create a more productive and progressive country, following

the goals and expectations listed in the Kingdom’s social and economic blueprint, “Saudi

! Norah O'Donnell, “Saudi Arabia's Heir to the Throne Talks to 60 Minutes,” CBS News (CBS Interactive,
March 19, 2018), https://www.cbsnews.com/news/saudi-crown-prince-talks-to-60-minutes/.

2 Robert Lacey, Inside the Kingdom: Kings, Clerics, Modernists, Terrorists, and the Struggle for Saudi
Arabia (London, UK: Arrow Books, 2010).

3 O'Donnell, “Saudi Arabia's Heir to the Throne Talks to 60 Minutes.”



Vision 2030.”* One of the document’s priorities is transforming the roles and rights of

Saudi women.

Table 1. Timeline of Female Empowerment in the Social Sphere

Year Ruler Event
1960 King Fadh Public schools for girls are made accessible.’
1970 | Prince Ahmad First school of higher education for women is founded.®
Council of
Ministers led by
1999 King Fahd Women are issued national ID cards.’
Grand Mufti
Sheik Abdul
2005 | Aziz al-Asheik Forced marriages are banned.®
Unnamed Women are allowed to ride motorbikes and bicycles in
2013 Official recreational areas.’
Women are allowed to access government services, such as
education and healthcare, without needing consent from a
2017 | King Salman male guardian.!”
2017 | King Salman Women are allowed to drive.!!

4 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, “Overview,” Vision 2030 (Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2022),
https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/v2030/overview/.

5 King Saud Foundation, “The Beginnings of Female Education,” King Saud bin Abdulaziz, 2023,
https://kingsaud.org/en/history/history-king-saud/educator/570/.

¢ Carla Bleiker, “Women’s Rights in Saudi Arabia: A Timeline,” DW, January 7, 2019,
https://www.dw.com/en/womens-rights-in-saudi-arabia-a-timeline/g-40709135.

7 David Hirst, “Progress as Saudi Women Get ID Cards,” The Guardian, November 10, 1999,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/1999/nov/10/saudiarabia.

8 BBC News, “Saudi Arabia Bans Forced Marriage,” BBC News, April 12, 2005,
http://news.bbe.co.uk/2/hi/middle east/4437667.stm.

° Abdullah Shihri, “Saudi Ladies Can Bike ‘for Recreation,” The Times of Israel, April 1, 2013,
https://www .timesofisrael.com/saudi-women-allowed-to-ride-bikes-recreationally/.

10 Sofia Lotto Persio, “Saudi King Salman Loosens Guardianship Rules for Women,” Newsweek, May 10,
2017, https://www.newsweek.com/saudi-arabias-king-salman-loosens-guardianship-system-595242.
' BBC News, “Saudi Arabia Driving Ban on Women to Be Lifted,” BBC News, September 27, 2017,
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-41408195.



Year Ruler Event

2017 | Crown Prince Women are allowed to enter sports stadiums.'?

2018 | Crown Prince The powers of the religious police are restricted. '

The courts are required to notify women of divorce via
2019 | Crown Prince text.!4

Women can register for divorce and marriage, apply for
2019 | Crown Prince passports, and travel without a male guardian.!®

2019 | Shura Council Child marriages are banned.'®

Divorced, widowed, or single women are allowed to live
2021 | Crown Prince alone, without a male guardian.!”

Women are allowed to perform the Hajj without a
2021 | Crown Prince mahram.!®

A list of historical moments when women’s social rights were liberalized, along with the
official who is responsible for each event.

As seen in Table 1, while the advancement of women’s rights began in 1960, when King

Fadh created public schools for girls, the surge of social reforms did not start until 2017,

12 Emanuella Grinberg and Jonny Hallam, “Saudi Arabia to Let Women into Sports Stadiums,” CNN
(Cable News Network, October 30, 2017), https://www.cnn.com/2017/10/29/middleeast/saudi-arabia-
women-sports-arenas/index.html.

13 Ben Hubbard, “Saudi Prince, Asserting Power, Brings Clerics to Heel,” The New York Times, November
5, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/05/world/middleeast/saudi-arabia-wahhabism-salafism-
mohammed-bin-salman.html.

14 Carla Bleiker, “Women’s Rights in Saudi Arabia: A Timeline,” DW, January 7, 2019,
https://www.dw.com/en/womens-rights-in-saudi-arabia-a-timeline/g-40709135.

15 Ben Hubbard and Vivian Yee, “Saudi Arabia Extends New Rights to Women in Blow to Oppressive
System,” The New York Times, August 2, 2019,
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/02/world/middleeast/saudi-arabia-guardianship.html.

16 Asma 1. Abdulmalik, “Saudi Arabia’s Child Marriage Ban a Leap Forward,” Arab News, January 15,
2020, https://www.arabnews.com/node/1613691.

17 Clea Skopeliti, “Saudi Women Allowed to Live Alone Without Permission from Male Guardian,” The
Independent (Independent Digital News and Media, June 11, 2021),
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/saudi-women-live-alone-male-guardian-
b1864267.html.

18 Tawfiq Nasrallah, “Saudi Arabia Allows Women to Perform Umrah without Male Guardians,” Gulf
News, March 26, 2022, https://gulfnews.com/world/gulf/saudi/saudi-arabia-allows-women-to-perform-
umrah-without-male-guardians-1.86742689.



when Crown Prince bin Salman began his reign. Between 2017 and 2021, the Crown
Prince led several social reforms, making him the most prolific leader of social change

from the Kingdom.

Since the publication of Saudi Vision 2030, the Kingdom has allowed women to
drive and enter sports arenas, and they are not required to wear head coverings in
public.! Saudi Arabia has instituted significant reforms in its treatment of women, and
women and girls can now do many things that were prohibited before the creation of the
strategic plan. With the Saudi Kingdom wanting to better their economy and to end their
reliance on fossil fuels, is it possible that the Saudi Kingdom passed progressive reforms
to continue the relationship with stakeholders and gain foreign direct investments (FDI)
in the very modern era, which is a common point of discussion to explain these kinds of

changes?

However, FDI has been the motivation for Saudi Arabia even before these
reforms were implemented, so there must be other factors for the Saudi Kingdom to want
women to gain these rights. Why is female empowerment needed to accomplish Saudi
Arabia’s vision of a vibrant, thriving nation? Why were women prohibited from driving
when they needed to leave the country before the Gulf War began??® What ultimately led

to the significant liberalization of women’s rights?

19 Sarah Sirgany and Laura Smith-Spark, “Landmark Day for Saudi Women as Kingdom’s Controversial
Driving Ban Ends,” CNN, June 24, 2018, https://www.cnn.com/2018/06/23/middleeast/saudi-women-
driving-ban-lifts-intl/index.html; Emanuella Grinberg and Jonny Hallam, “Saudi Arabia to Let Women into
Sports Stadiums,” CNN (Cable News Network, October 30, 2017),
https://www.cnn.com/2017/10/29/middleeast/saudi-arabia-women-sports-arenas/index.html; and Reuters,
“Women in Saudi Arabia Do Not Need to Wear Head Cover, Says Crown Prince,” The Irish Times (The
Irish Times, March 19, 2018), https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/middle-east/women-in-saudi-arabia-
do-not-need-to-wear-head-cover-says-crown-prince-1.3433096.

201990 Pre-War Saudi Arabia (CBS News, 1990).



A variety of conditions helped liberalize women’s rights in Saudi Arabia and
enlighten the views of women in Islamic societies in general. In this work, I will explore
conditions under which women’s rights have been liberalized, arguing that the
Kingdom’s primary motivating factor in expanding women’s rights across the political,
economic, and social spheres was to further its goal of diversifying and strengthening its

economy.’!

It is important to note that the goal is not to view Muslim women as victims who
need to be saved and modernized by enlightened westerners. Rather, we need to look at
this issue as equality that has yet to be achieved; moreover, we need to investigate the
reasons why female inequality has persisted so long in the first place.???* Anthropologist
Lila Abu-Lughod critiqued this savior narrative: “Projects of saving other women depend
on and reinforce a sense of superiority, and are a form of arrogance that deserves to be
challenged.”®* Abu-Lughod contends that problems of gender inequality are not driven by
religion, but that poverty, authoritarianism, and the Western-oriented World Wide Web
are key factors influencing gender inequality in the Middle East.> As a recommendation,

she said that we should use “a more egalitarian language of alliances, coalitions, and

2l Mohammad bin Salman, “Saudi Vision 2030,” Vision 2030 (Government of Saudi Arabia, April 25,
2016), https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/.

22 Mounira M. Charrad, “Kinship, Islam, or Oil: Culprits of Gender Inequality?,” Politics & Gender 5, no.
04 (2009): p. 546, https://doi.org/10.1017/s1743923x09990353.

23 Sherene Razack, “Geopolitics, Culture Clash, and Gender After September 11,” Social Justice 102, no. 4
(2005): pp. 11-31, http://www jstor.org/stable/29768334.

24 Lila Abu-Lughod, “Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving? Anthropological Reflections on Cultural
Relativism and Its Others,” American Anthropologist 104, no. 3 (September 2002): 783-90,
https://doi.org/10.1525/2a.2002.104.3.783.

% Lila Abu-Lughod, Do Muslim Women Need Saving? (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press, 2015).



solidarity, instead of salvation” to help create a world in which poor Muslim women can

enjoy safety and decent lives.?®

Literature Review

Introduction

Women'’s rights in Saudi Arabia have undergone a radical transformation in
recent years. In 2017, the Kingdom issued a royal decree allowing women to drive,
enabling them to travel freely and without having to rely on taxis, for example.?” The
country also began recently to allow single, divorced, and widowed women to live
independently and travel alone, without male chaperones.?® The country had made
significant progress in conferring privileges upon women that they lacked previously,

such as entering sports arenas without head coverings.?*-*

The question is, why now? Why, within a span of less than a decade, has Saudi
Arabia seen such a surge in liberalization of women’s rights?*! Why did the Kingdom fail

to grant women the right to drive in 1990, when they protested vigorously against the

26 Abu-Lughod, “Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving? Anthropological Reflections on Cultural
Relativism and Its Others,” 783-90.

27 Sirgany and Smith-Spark, “Landmark Day for Saudi Women as Kingdom’s Controversial Driving Ban
Ends.”

28 Clea Skopeliti, “Saudi Women Allowed to Live Alone Without Permission from Male Guardian,” The
Independent (Independent Digital News and Media, June 11, 2021),
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/saudi-women-live-alone-male-guardian-
b1864267.html.

2% Emanuella Grinberg and Jonny Hallam, “Saudi Arabia to Let Women into Sports Stadiums,” CNN
(Cable News Network, October 30, 2017), https://www.cnn.com/2017/10/29/middleeast/saudi-arabia-
women-sports-arenas/index.html.

30 Reuters, “Women in Saudi Arabia Do Not Need to Wear Head Cover, Says Crown Prince,” The Irish
Times (The Irish Times, March 19, 2018), https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/middle-east/women-in-
saudi-arabia-do-not-need-to-wear-head-cover-says-crown-prince-1.3433096.

31 Carla Bleiker, “Women's Rights in Saudi Arabia: A Timeline,” DW (Deutsche Welle, January 7, 2019),
https://www.dw.com/en/womens-rights-in-saudi-arabia-a-timeline/g-40709135.



driving ban??? The literature review will outline scholarly work that explores the
question, “What conditions drive the liberalization of women’s rights in various Islamic
countries?” The answers will provide us range of possible explanations for the outcome,

which the body of research will focus on.

Islam’s rigidity and patriarchal attitudes are often cited in support of the notion
that women are oppressed in Islamic states.’* However, scholars have made discoveries
that contradict this narrative. For example, in Turkey, women were under Islamic rule
and have made advancements in areas such as greater access to high school education,
fewer adolescent marriages, increased female political participation, and decreased
Islamic political preferences.** Some contend that oil—not Islam—has been the greater
contributor to women’s lack of progress in gender equality.?® In one study, respondents
were exposed to an interpretation in the Qur’an that provides a rationale for women’s
political equality and, in a subsequent survey, were more likely to support women’s

participation in politics.*¢

Understanding the conditions that drive women’s advancement will help us
answer questions about the sudden surge in liberalization of women’s rights in Saudi
Arabia. To better understand those conditions, we will examine studies that focus on

outcomes that advanced the rights and social position of women in Islamic countries.

32 1990 Pre-War Saudi Arabia (CBS News, 1990).

33 Hisham Sharabi, Neopatriarchy: A Theory of Distorted Change in Arab Society (New York, NY: Oxford
University Press, 1992).

34 Erik Meyersson, “Islamic Rule and the Emancipation of the Poor and Pious,” Econometrica 82, no. 1
(January 2014): pp. 229-269, https://doi.org/10.3982/ecta9878.

35 Michael L. Ross, “Oil, Islam, and Women,” American Political Science Review 102, no. 1 (2008): pp.
107-123, https://doi.org/10.1017/s0003055408080040.

3¢ Tarek Masoud, Amaney Jamal, and Elizabeth Nugent, “Using the Qur’An to Empower Arab Women?
Theory and Experimental Evidence From Egypt,” Comparative Political Studies 49, no. 12 (September
2016): pp. 1555-1598, https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414015626452.



Then we can determine the range of explanations that led to the liberalization of
restrictions in other Arab countries and perhaps understand why it was critical for the

Saudi Kingdom to pass reforms on women’s rights.

Women’s Disempowerment

Before examining the conditions that support female empowerment in the Middle
East, we need to learn about women’s disempowerment. The marginalization of women
has existed throughout history and continues to exist worldwide today, including in
Western countries. However, the problem is worse in Arab societies compared to their
western counterparts, although not compared to South Asia and parts of sub-Saharan
Africa. For example, only 18 percent of legislative seats in Arab countries are held by
women, whereas 41.5 percent of legislators in Nordic countries are women. While other
Arab countries, such as Tunisia and Algeria, have greater female representation in
politics, with 31 percent female legislators, the Arab world as a whole can still do better

in bringing more women into politics.®’

Female disenfranchisement is also visible in the labor force. In the Middle East,
women are underrepresented in both public and private-sector workforces. Scholars
blame Islamic law and tradition for women’s under-representation in private-sector and

government roles.>® Anthropologist Suad Joseph found that women in Islamic countries

37 Alexandra Domike Blackman and Marlette Jackson, “Gender Stereotypes, Political Leadership, and
Voting Behavior in Tunisia,” Political Behavior 43, no. 3 (November 2019): pp. 1037-1066,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-019-09582-5.

38 Hisham Sharabi, Neopatriarchy: A Theory of Distorted Change in Arab Society (New York, NY: Oxford
University Press, 1992); Nikki R. Keddie, “The Past and Present of Women in the Muslim World,” Journal
of World History 1, no. 1 (Spring 1990): 77—108, https://www.jstor.org/stable/20078457; and Abeer
Aldawsari et al., Saudi Women in Mixed-Gender Workplaces: Remote Work Challenges in the Age of the
COVID-19 Pandemic, July 18, 2022, https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-1870565/v1.



are systemically disadvantaged.>® However, political scientist Feryal Cherif stated that
accounts of discriminatory practices against women are largely cultural and that the

interpretation of the Islamic law determines the status of women.*°

Political scientist Michael Ross argues that the oil economy, not Islam, is to
blame for female under-representation in the workforce and in Parliament. Saudi Arabia
is oil rich, and yet, despite strong economic growth, only 19.4 percent of Saudi women
work. Ross proposes that oil income generates “Dutch disease,” a causal relationship
between an increase in economic development in one sector and a decline in other
sectors, and that the transfer of household payments does not incentivize women to work
outside the home, thereby preventing women from mobilizing to seek change. However,
Ross admits that several oil-producing countries outside the Middle East, such as
Norway, New Zealand, and Australia, have high female labor participation that predated

the oil boom.*!

In addition to Ross’s findings, other researchers have discovered that women do
not fare well in other areas beyond income and political influence. Scholars Anca Grecu
and Edner Bataille contributed to the body of literature as to certain features of the
environment favoring males over females and oil being associated with higher male-to-
female population ratios, higher teen birth rates, and lower female attendance at
universities and vocational schools compared to males. Also, they estimate that the

negative impacts of oil discoveries last for 10 years and report that oil discoveries are

39 Suad Joseph, “Gender and Citizenship in the Arab World,” A/-Raida Journal, 1970, 8-18,
https://doi.org/10.32380/alrj.v0i0.50.

40 Feryal M. Cherif, “Culture, Rights, and Norms: Women’s Rights Reform in Muslim Countries,” The
Journal of Politics 72, no. 4 (October 2010): 1144—60, https://doi.org/10.1017/s0022381610000587.

41 Ross, “Oil, Islam, and Women,” pp. 107-123.



associated with poor female health outcomes. Grecu and Bataille suggest that countries
can use oil rents to fund policies that enhance women’s education and employment
opportunities.*?> However, this recommendation is in contrary to what researchers Yu-

Ming Liou and Paul Musgrave have found.

Liou and Musgrave disagree with Ross, stating that his account overlooks
evidence that government’s design policies increase gender inequality. Contrary to
Ross’s economic explanation, Liou and Musgrave support a political explanation, i.e.,
that autocrats deliberately use oil rents to fund harmful policies, such as restricting
women’s autonomy, thereby appeasing and maintaining the support of winning coalition
members such as clerics, who are ideologically conservative. Policies that disempower
women signal the autocrats’ loyalty to winning coalition members. This also means that
opponents will have to “outbid” the autocrats by funding policies that are even more
restrictive, and such attempts are limited given that doing so would involve raising

revenue to fund more restrictive policies through taxation.*

Political scientist Lasse Lykke Rorbaek also challenged Ross’s argument that oil is
the principal explanation for Muslim countries’ poor women’s rights records. Rerbak’s
study argues that gender inequality originates from specific historical moments, e.g., the
theological struggle of the ninth century and the consolidation of Islam in modern life
that occurred a millennium ago, long before oil drilling began. His research, focusing on

166 countries, reveals that 11 countries, all members of the Organization of Arab

42 Anca M. Grecu and Edner Bataille, “Oil Discoveries and Gender Inequality,” Journal of Demographic
Economics, May 25, 2022, 1-30, https://doi.org/10.1017/dem.2022.16.

43 Yu-Ming Liou and Paul Musgrave, “Oil, Autocratic Survival, and the Gendered Resource Curse: When
Inefficient Policy Is Politically Expedient,” International Studies Quarterly 60, no. 3 (September 13, 2016):
440-56, https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqw021.
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Petroleum Exporting Countries, have contributed to the negative impacts of oil. However,
this is a small number of repressive, oil-rich countries driving the inverse relationship
between oil rents and women’s rights. Rerbak concludes that conservative Islamic

principles are the reasons why Muslim women were disempowered.**

Another factor contributing to Saudi women’s disempowerment is the kinship
nexus that exists in Muslim countries. Sociologist Mounira Charrad supports the
argument that gender inequality existed before oil extraction and suggests that other
factors are at work in the disempowerment of women, or that synergies exist with oil
extraction to drive inequality. She points to the kinship nexus, which relies on bonds
among men, as the driver of gender inequality. Charrad theorizes that political systems
that comprise patriarchal kinship networks suppress women'’s rights, while systems that

evolved to be autonomous tend to favor women-friendly policies.*®

If Saudi Arabia wishes to revitalize its economy, it needs to empower its women
and raise their status across the political, social, and economic arenas. Saudi Vision 2030
specifies increasing female labor force participation by way of reducing oil dependency,
and the country has actually surpassed its goal of raising women’s labor force
participation by 30 percent.*® However, careful policy implementation is needed to

achieve gender equality in the labor market, which will be explained later in the review.

44 Lasse Lykke Rorbak, “Islamic Culture, Oil, and Women’s Rights Revisited,” Politics and Religion 9, no.
1 (February 15, 2016): 61-83, https://doi.org/10.1017/s1755048315000814.

45 Mounira M. Charrad, “Kinship, Islam, or Oil: Culprits of Gender Inequality?,” Politics & Gender 5, no.
04 (2009): p. 546, https://doi.org/10.1017/s1743923x09990353.

46 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, “Progress & Achievements,” Vision 2030 (Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2022),
https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/v2030/achievements.
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Women’s Political Equality

Under King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz al-Saud, Saudi Arabia elected its first
woman to the Kingdom’s cabinet. Norah bint Abdullah al-Fayez was named Deputy
Minister of Education, overseeing women’s affairs and girl’s education.*” This was a
significant milestone and has led to greater political participation by women. According
to United Nations Women, 19.9 percent of the seats in the national parliament are now
occupied by women, and 1.2 percent of local government posts are held by women.*8
These numbers may appear small, but this is progress, especially when considering that

not long ago, no women held government positions.

To understand the context of women’s political participation in Saudi Arabia, it is
useful to examine other Arab countries that have made efforts to advance women’s
political participation. Tunisia is an ideal discussion case, given that the country initiated
a gender quota, requiring that 50 percent of its political candidates be women.*® As a

result, 31 percent of Tunisia’s legislative body is now female.*°

Although studies have shown that quotas can help increase women’s

representation in politics, views of female candidates and politicians are mixed.’!->? For

47 Julian Borger, “Saudi Arabia Appoints First Female Minister,” The Guardian, February 16, 2009,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/feb/16/saudi-cabinet-woman-minister.

48 United Nations Women, “Country Fact Sheet: UN Women Data Hub - Saudi Arabia,” Country Fact
Sheet | UN Women Data Hub (United Nations Women), accessed March 2, 2023,
https://data.unwomen.org/country/saudi-arabia.

4 Alexandra Domike Blackman and Marlette Jackson, “Gender Stereotypes, Political Leadership, and
Voting Behavior in Tunisia,” Political Behavior 43, no. 3 (November 2019): pp. 1037-1066,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-019-09582-5.

50 Masoud, Jamal, and Nugent, “Using the Qur’An to Empower Arab Women? Theory and Experimental
Evidence From Egypt,” 1555-1598.

5! Sarah Sunn Bush and Lauren Prather, “Islam, Gender Segregation, and Political Engagement: Evidence
from an Experiment in Tunisia,” Political Science Research and Methods 9, no. 4 (2020): pp. 728-744,
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2020.37.

52 Lindsay J. Benstead, “Why Quotas Are Needed to Improve Women’s Access to Services in Clientelistic
Regimes,” Governance 29, no. 2 (September 2015): pp. 185-205, https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12162.
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example, studies indicate that voters are biased against female candidates. A survey
conducted to test people’s perceptions of female candidates revealed that respondents are
more likely to prefer female candidates who emphasize issues that are thought of as
essential to political leadership, such as security (viewed traditionally as a male domain),

for example, rather than focusing on women’s rights.>

Also, people are less likely to contact their female representative if they learn that
she works in a mixed-gender environment, conforming to Islamist views on gender
segregation>* These studies could be interpreted to mean that, while passing laws helps
advance women’s standing in Islamic societies, we also need to take into consideration
people’s cultural preferences for gender-segregated workplaces and female politicians
focusing on issues that are relevant to political leadership and not focused on gender-

specific issues.

Some think that gender quotas ignore women’s qualifications. However, as noted
by scholar Lihi Ben Shitrit, Islamist parties in Egypt and Palestine have convinced voters
that their decision to include women is not based on quota requirements, but rather on
women’s track record of success. Given a pool of female applicants, Islamist parties must
go through each application, evaluate each woman’s qualifications, and then select the

individual that bests fit the role. Shitrit argues that, with this process, Islamist parties

33 Alexandra Domike Blackman and Marlette Jackson, “Gender Stereotypes, Political Leadership, and
Voting Behavior in Tunisia,” Political Behavior 43, no. 3 (November 2019): pp. 1037-1066,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-019-09582-5.

54 Bush and Prather, “Islam, Gender Segregation, and Political Engagement: Evidence from an Experiment
in Tunisia,” pp. 728-744.
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must highlight the women’s qualifications and skills, emphasizing that they are capable

of becoming effective political leaders.>

Considering these studies, while Saudi Arabia has been able to advance women’s
personal freedoms significantly, e.g., extending driving rights and relaxing head covering
restrictions, the Kingdom was perhaps unable to appoint more women to political roles
because of Saudi perceptions of women and stereotypical views of political

leadership.>6-7

Women in the Labor Market

Saudi Vision 2030 specifies goals and expectations to be fully realized by 2030.
One of these goals is to increase female labor participation.® Saudi Arabia’s economic
incentive for increasing female labor participation helps explain why the Kingdom has
granted additional privileges to women so rapidly. According to Saudi data, female
workforce participation has increased from 19.4 to 35.6 percent, surpassing the 30
percent goal stated in Saudi Vision 2030.>° Let us examine what led Saudi Arabia to

increase women’s labor participation so quickly.

55 Lihi Ben Shitrit, “Authenticating Representation: Women's Quotas and Islamist Parties,” Politics &
Gender 12, no. 04 (2016): pp. 781-806, https://doi.org/10.1017/s1743923x16000027.

56 Sirgany and Smith-Spark, “Landmark Day for Saudi Women as Kingdom’s Controversial Driving Ban
Ends.”

57 Reuters, “Women in Saudi Arabia Do Not Need to Wear Head Cover, Says Crown Prince,” The Irish
Times (The Irish Times, March 19, 2018), https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/middle-east/women-in-
saudi-arabia-do-not-need-to-wear-head-cover-says-crown-prince-1.3433096.

58 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, “Overview,” Vision 2030 (Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2022),
https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/v2030/overview/.

59 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, “Progress & Achievements,” Vision 2030 (Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2022),
https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/v2030/achievements/.
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Recently, the Kingdom allowed women to work in several sectors, but they
continued to separate workplaces by gender.®® Women-only workplaces were created so
that women could work while maintaining the conservative religious prohibition on
women and men working alongside each other. In the Guardian article, women felt
comfortable working with other women. One stated, “If we work with the men, I have to

wear my abaya and my nigab—it’s less comfortable.”®!

Confirming this sentiment, one study reveals that women are deterred from
accepting higher pay if the job exists in a mixed-gender environment. While a higher
wage makes the job more desirable, patriarchal norms can suppress women’s entry into
the labor force and reduce employment’s empowering effects.®? The research suggests
that liberalization of women’s rights in Saudi Arabia might depend in part on how the

nation and its employers address women’s workplace preferences.
Yy

Progressive Islam

While Saudi Arabia granted women significant new privileges in 2017, more
needs to be done in liberalizing women’s rights. There are several reasons for female
disempowerment in the Middle East, but one point often raised is patriarchal attitudes.

Historian David Landes argues that these attitudes stem from Islam and have nurtured

60 Abeer Aldawsari et al., Saudi Women in Mixed-Gender Workplaces: Remote Work Challenges in the Age
of the COVID-19 Pandemic, July 18, 2022, https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-1870565/v1.

6! Ruth Michaelson, “An 'Oasis' for Women? Inside Saudi Arabia's Vast New Female-Only Workspaces,”
The Guardian (Guardian News and Media, July 20, 2019),
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/jul/20/an-oasis-for-women-inside-saudi-arabias-vast-new-female-
only-workspaces.

62 Carolyn Barnett, Amaney A. Jamal, and Steve L. Monroe, “Earned Income and Women's Segmented
Empowerment: Experimental Evidence from Jordan,” American Journal of Political Science 65, no. 4
(2020): pp. 954-970, https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12561.
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notions of women’s inferiority.®> Some specialists, however, say that the Islamic doctrine
does not contribute to these attitudes, but that the interpretation of the doctrine has led to
inferior perceptions of women.®* Other non-Arab Muslim countries, such as Indonesia,
Pakistan, Turkey, and Bangladesh, have female heads of government, suggesting that

female disempowerment has nothing to do with Islam.

Perhaps it is the interpretation of Islam that determines women’s roles in society.
Masoud, Jamal, and Nugent conducted a survey exposing respondents to a progressive
interpretation of the Qur’an.%® The passage that was used in the experiment is the 71
verse of the Qur’an’s ninth chapter, “Atonement”: “Believing men and believing women
are protectors of one another. They enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong and
establish prayer and give charity and obey Allah and His Messenger. On them will Allah

pour his mercy. Indeed, Allah is Exalted in Might and Wise.”®¢

This verse is referenced often to support the argument that Islam does not
distinguish between men and women. Respondents exposed to the liberal reading of the
passage were more likely to support female political leadership. The study reveals that
Islamic discourse can help change people’s perceptions of women in politics, leading to a

progressive view of women’s rights.%” As we learn that interpretations of Islam can drive

% David S. Landes, The Wealth and Poverty of Nations: Why Some Are So Rich and Some So Poor (New
York, NY: W.W.Norton, 1999).

% Fatima Mernissi, Beyond the Veil: Male-Female Dynamics in a Modern Muslim Society (Bloomington,
IN: Indiana University Press, 1987); Masoud, Jamal, and Nugent, “Using the Qur’An to Empower Arab
Women? Theory and Experimental Evidence From Egypt,” 1555-1598.

65 Masoud, Jamal, and Nugent, “Using the Qur’An to Empower Arab Women? Theory and Experimental
Evidence From Egypt,” 1555-1598.

%6 Masoud, Jamal, and Nugent, “Using the Qur’An to Empower Arab Women? Theory and Experimental
Evidence From Egypt,” 1555-1598.

7 Masoud, Jamal, and Nugent, “Using the Qur’An to Empower Arab Women? Theory and Experimental
Evidence From Egypt,” 1555-1598.
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empowerment or disempowerment of women, let us look at how Saudi rulers counter
conservative clerics residing in the Kingdom and seek to drive them to take measures to

modernize Islam.

The Crown Prince has made it known that he wants to eliminate the conservative
interpretation of Islam. He has advocated for a more open style of Islam, and yet Saudi
Arabia’s religious institutions have immense power, and they have used oil wealth to
promote the conservative interpretation of Islam.%%%° To bring back “moderate Islam,” the
Crown Prince curbed the powers of the religious police and sheikhs. Clerics, who are
strict and uncompromising in their interpretation of the Qur’an, were detained, while

other clerics talk freely about respecting other religions.”

According to CNN International Diplomatic Editor Nic Robertson, social
upheaval in Saudi Arabia has resulted from the Crown Prince challenging the clerics,
who created “generations of orthodoxy” that produced Osama Bin Laden, al Qaeda, and
most of the 9/11 hijackers.”! It may be too optimistic to think that advancing the
progressive interpretation of Islam will change the hearts and minds of conservatives, but
it may be effective in the longer term. However, immediate changes, such as those
achieved by the Crown Prince, require overt measures to curb the power of the religious

police and detain conservative clerics rather than wait for conservative religious ideology

% O'Donnell, “Saudi Arabia's Heir to the Throne Talks to 60 Minutes.”

% Yu-Ming Liou and Paul Musgrave, “Oil, Autocratic Survival, and the Gendered Resource Curse: When
Inefficient Policy Is Politically Expedient,” International Studies Quarterly 60, no. 3 (September 13, 2016):
440-56, https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqw021.

70 Ben Hubbard, “Saudi Prince, Asserting Power, Brings Clerics to Heel,” The New York Times, November
5, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/05/world/middleeast/saudi-arabia-wahhabism-salafism-
mohammed-bin-salman.html.

"I Nic Robertson, “Saudi Arabia Has Changed Beyond Recognition. But Will Tourists Want to Visit?,”
CNN, December 5, 2020, https://www.cnn.com/travel/article/saudi-arabia-fun-tourists/index.html.
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to evolve on its own. Scholars Neilan Chaturvedi and Orlando Montoya would agree that
the Crown Prince’s autocratic measures in reducing the power of the fundamentalists are
effective, as their study found that such measures bring about expanded rights for

women.”?

Discussion

The research shows various determinants that have helped loosen restrictions on
women’s rights in various Arab countries, resulting in some of the following measures:
setting gender quotas for all electoral lists; segregating workplaces based on gender so
that women can feel comfortable and thrive in the workplace; and curbing the powers of
religious police and clerics.”® There are examples in the literature of arguments against
these conditions and suggestions; however, while there may be gaps, research reveals
their effectiveness, which has proven more compelling in relaxing regulations and

perceptions that impede women’s progress in Islamic societies.”

There is insufficient research on women’s political participation in Saudi Arabia.

Broader theoretical literature would be helpful; hence, we can make meaningful

2 Neilan S. Chaturvedi and Orlando Montoya, “Democracy, Oil, or Religion? Expanding Women’s Rights
in the Muslim World,” Politics and Religion 6, no. 3 (2013): 596-617,
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1755048312000648.

73 Alexandra Domike Blackman and Marlette Jackson, “Gender Stereotypes, Political Leadership, and
Voting Behavior in Tunisia,” Political Behavior 43, no. 3 (November 2019): pp. 1037-1066,
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-019-09582-5; Carolyn Barnett, Amaney A. Jamal, and Steve L. Monroe,
“Earned Income and Women's Segmented Empowerment: Experimental Evidence from Jordan,” American
Journal of Political Science 65, no. 4 (2020): pp. 954-970, https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12561; and Nic
Robertson, “Saudi Arabia Has Changed Beyond Recognition. But Will Tourists Want to Visit?,” CNN,
December 5, 2020, https://www.cnn.com/travel/article/saudi-arabia-fun-tourists/index.html.

74 Mounira M. Charrad, “Kinship, Islam, or Oil: Culprits of Gender Inequality?,” Politics & Gender 5, no.
04 (2009): p. 546, https://doi.org/10.1017/s1743923x09990353.
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comparisons among Arab countries and observe what has helped and what has failed to

help Saudi women thrive politically.

Thus far, scholarly findings suggest that gender equality can be achieved in Saudi
Arabia if the Kingdom continues to liberate women and girls and shape their futures in a

positive and meaningful way, thereby achieving the vision of a radical, free state.

Historical Background

There was a time when advocates’ lives were at stake, and they could not seek
refuge due to the totalitarian nature of their country. Saudi women had to worry for their
families’ safety and thus wanted to flee the country before it entered the Gulf War.”
However, according to Islamic law, women were not allowed to drive. In protest, Saudi
women held driving demonstrations in Riyadh, the nation’s capital.”® As a result, King
Salman imposed penalties—including imprisonment, confiscation of passports, and loss
of employment—on 47 women who participated in the protest.”’” Years later, beginning in
2018, Saudi women have been allowed to drive.”® What led to these reforms? Why could
they not have been implemented in 1990, at a time when lives were at risk due to the

impending war? There were moral calls for rights at the time, and yet it was not until

75 The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Persian Gulf War,” Encyclopedia Britannica (Encyclopadia
Britannica, inc.), accessed December 17, 2021, https://www.britannica.com/event/Persian-Gulf-War.

76 Susan Reed, “MP4” (Saudi Arabia, November 1990).

77 Hana Al-Khamri, “Why Did Saudi Arabia Lift the Driving Ban on Women Only Now?,” 4l Jazeera (Al
Jazeera, June 24, 2018), https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2018/6/24/why-did-saudi-arabia-lift-the-
driving-ban-on-women-only-now/.
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nearly three decades later that these rights were realized. In fact, they were granted

primarily due to economic incentives.

Saudi Arabia has a number of incentives for allowing women to participate more
fully in the economy. As of April 2016, the Kingdom’s goal was to diversify its
economy, thus reducing its reliance on oil, by seeking other avenues, such as renewable
energy, to reduce carbon emissions.”” The Kingdom continues to expand its workforce
and incorporate as many people as possible into the labor force. With women comprising
nearly half of the Saudi population, the government has begun relaxing Islamic law and
allowing women to work.3%#! The United Nations Arab Human Development Report has
stated that the Arab world needs to open education and the economic sphere to women as

a means of reducing poverty.5?

The Saudi Kingdom wants to promote tourism by making it more accessible and
profitable through “instant visas.”®3 Until the 1970s, Saudi Arabia was isolated
intentionally, to protect the holy city of Mecca and the Haj, a religious visitation required
for all Muslims. This made it difficult for “secular” tourism to exist in Saudi Arabia, as

King Abdul Aziz established a limit to the number of non-Muslim pilgrimage visitors.3*
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Crown Prince bin Salman wants to expand tourism and evolve the economy from oil
revenues. As outlined in Saudi Vision 2030, the Kingdom seeks to attract 100 million
tourists a year, in hopes that it will experience economic prosperity as envisioned in its

blueprint.33-86

To achieve the goals outlined in the plan, women’s rights need to be liberalized as
it signals to tourists, especially female visitors, that Saudi Arabia is safe to explore, since
the media has painted a picture of the country as unsafe and even brutal toward women.®’
Moreover, with the push for increased tourism and hospitality, more people, including
female workers, are needed to cater to visitors, and this will require lifting restrictions on

women’s movement and choices to drive to get to work.

Saudi Arabia’s focus on boosting other areas of its economy makes women’s
participation crucial for diversifying its workforce. So far, Saudi women are involved in
all of the Kingdom’s development processes, with female participation in the economic
sector currently at 33.2 percent.®® The World Bank released its “Women, Business and
The Law 2021 report, which measured the reforms and regulations affecting women’s
employment in each country, and Saudi Arabia scored 80 out of 100 points, making it a

leader in developing women’s employment across the Middle East and North Africa.®® —
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This could not have happened without women simply being able to drive to work.”°
While the workforce is still comprised mainly of men, it is still critical to employ women
as they have different skill sets that complement the capabilities of men and will help

diversify the economy.

Demands for changes to the system at the grassroots level have pushed
policymakers to pass reforms.’! Unfortunately, other protestors, including the women
who held driving demonstrations, were jailed and their passports confiscated, simply for
advocating for the right to drive.”? It took nearly 30 years after the driving demonstration
for Saudi Arabia to focus on women’s rights as a crucial labor strategy in diversifying its
economy. To do so, the Kingdom granted women more rights, including the right to drive
to work and the right to hold jobs that were once foreclosed to women.” These actions
reveal that economic incentives, not human rights advocacy, were the drivers behind the

Kingdom’s expansion of civil rights.
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Methodology and Sources

This thesis offers a new perspective on civil rights and will make a significant
contribution to understanding the intersection of human rights and political economy. It
will give scholars greater understanding of civil rights that are tied not to humanistic and
liberal notions of equality, but rather to economic conditions. We will gain a deeper
understanding of how Saudi Arabia is tied to the global order and the economic motives
that drive its decisions, which other human rights scholarship does not cover. Exploring
economic incentives as drivers for advancing human rights matters because it changes the
ways in which we advocate for human rights and understand the implications of these

struggles.

In this research, I will engage with the theoretical literature to seek explanations
for the outcome and assess explanations in connection to the evidence and cases in Saudi
Arabia. I will conduct a comparative study between Saudi Arabia’s human rights and
economic situation prior to the 1990s and now. This study will involve collecting and
evaluating news stories from both periods, scholarly analyses that provide insight as to
human rights and economic issues, and statements from former and current Saudi

government officials.

I will also employ the qualitative case study approach, where I analyze a complex
phenomenon from not just one perspective, but several, thereby providing a variety of
explanations. For example, are there possible explanations besides economic
determination that led to the liberalization of women’s rights? What element drove the
Saudi Kingdom to make sweeping social changes for women? Could there be a

humanistic explanation that led to women’s rights being liberalized? For example, did

23



Saudi leaders simply have a change of heart and decide to improve women’s political,
economic, and social position in society? Perhaps the Saudi Kingdom was swayed by
activism and citizenry to pass reforms for women?** In addition, this method will be
useful in comparing the literature as to how disparate interpretations of Islam empower or
disempower women, providing greater detail on the impact of women from different
perspectives. Journal articles, interviews that were conducted for studies, and news

reports will be used to implement this method.

I will use within-case analysis, more specifically process tracing, which has the
potential to provide a more complete explanation and help identify the link between the
Saudi Kingdom’s motivations and measures to liberalize women’s rights. This method
will yield several relevant theoretical observations. The evidence used to test the
hypothesis will be drawn from studies, reports, books, and news focusing on the
relationship between women’s rights and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, along with

studies focused on countries such as Tunisia and Egypt.
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Chapter II.

Economic Explanation for Women’s Participation in Politics

Saudi Arabia has made significant strides in advancing women’s political rights in
recent years. In 2013, King Abdullah appointed the first women to ministerial positions
and granted suffrage rights to women.”® These are notable developments, enabling Saudi
women to be heard in a country that has always been well-known for its patriarchal
attitudes.’® In this chapter, I will discuss one of the three outcomes of the liberalization of
women’s rights in Saudi Arabia, gender quota or parity, and the rulers’ motivations
behind this implementation.

According to the study on Saudi women'’s reaction to the social and political
changes, participants said that the social changes—including gender parity in politics—
are taking place because of Saudi Vision 2030, supporting the idea that the Kingdom is
reducing its dependence on oil and diversifying its economy in key sectors.”” However,
the decision to enact a gender quota in the Shura Council was made by King Abdullah in
2011, not based on the blueprint. The King explained that it was time to advance
women’s rights: “Balanced modernization in line with our Islamic values, which preserve

rights, is an important requirement in an era with no room for the weak and undecided
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people.” He also consulted with religious scholars after granting women the right to vote
and run for elections.”®

Despite his statements, it is not clear whether King Abdullah’s intentions were
genuine. According to Al Jazeera, his appointment of women to the Shura Council was a
response to the Arab Spring rather than any genuine concern for incorporating women
into politics.” T argue that the motivation behind political change for women has been
economic, i.e., women’s participation in the sector contributes to the nation’s wealth.

In this chapter, I will also compare Saudi Arabia’s quota to Tunisia’s, given that
the countries enacted gender quotas one year apart from each other, and examine how
they have benefited. Saudi Arabia’s quota is a step toward positive change, allowing
female politicians to speak on behalf of Saudi women'’s interests in the assembly.
However, there are critiques of women’s political participation. To make sense of them, I

will also discuss Tunisia’s reforms.

Achievements Since The Enactment of The Gender Quota
In 2013, the Saudi Kingdom issued an historic decree allowing women to join its
previously all-male legislative branch, the Shura Council. Prior to 2004, the Council was
restricted to advising the King on issues regarding regulations and national and public

interests. In 2004, the Council’s powers were broadened to include proposing new
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legislation and amending existing laws without prior submission to the King.!%° In 2013,
King Abdullah ordered that 20 percent of the 150-member Council must be women.!!
This was remarkable, as it would increase the percentage of women serving in the Saudi
Council to a level greater than in the U.S. Congress.!?? While this is an important
accomplishment for Saudi women, there is skepticism regarding their political
participation and the real political power they wield. Some have expressed that the Shura
Council and the municipal councils are not as powerful as King Salman and his cabinet,
and membership on the councils is of little actual significance, as they do not have any
actual decision-making power.!%

Saudi councilwomen have been able to make their voices heard and have even
had their proposals passed by King Salman. Statistician and Shura Councilwoman Igbal
Zain Al Abedin Darandri supported a proposal to allow Saudi women who are married to
non-Saudi men to pass on Saudi citizenship.!% In 2023, the Kingdom amended Article 8,
transferring the power of granting citizenship from the Minister of Interior to the Prime
Minister and allowing individuals born to Saudi mothers and non-Saudi fathers to apply

for Saudi citizenship.'%> Also, Dr. Latifah Ashaalan, Associate Professor of Psychology at
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Princess Nora bint Abdulrahman University and Shura Councilwoman, has called upon
the Ministry of Labor and Social Development to close the pay gap between men and
women in 2018.1% Subtle efforts, such as Dr. Ashaalan’s, help the ministry focus on
closing the gender wage gap. In 2018, women were paid 56 percent less than their male
counterparts, but by 2021, the pay gap had decreased by between 39 percent to 48
percent.!97:19% Recently, the World Economic Forum reported that Saudi Arabia advanced
by 10 ranks in the index of equal wages for similar work for men and women, earning

16" place worldwide and 12t place for female participation in the labor force.!%°
p p p p
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Table 2. Timeline of Female Empowerment in the Political Sphere

Year Ruler Event

2009 | King Abdullah | The first female minister was appointed in the cabinet.!!°

Women allowed to vote for the first time in local elections
and be appointed to the Consultative Assembly, the national
2011 | King Abdullah legislature.!!!

The Consultative Assembly required that women hold at
2013 | King Abdullah least 20 percent of seats.!!?

The first woman Deputy Secretary-General of the Saudi
2022 | King Salman Cabinet was appointed.'!?

Saudi Arabia appointed the first woman as head of the
2022 | King Salman Saudi Human Rights Commission. !4

Individuals born to Saudi women, married to foreign men,
2023 | King Salman are allowed to apply for Saudi citizenship.'!>

A list of historical moments when women’s political rights were liberalized, along with
the King either responsible for or was passed under his leadership for each event.

We can infer from these achievements that the Saudi Kingdom was driven by economic
incentives, as seen in Table 2, and Shura Councilwomen introduced proposals that were
passed by the King that helped strengthen the country’s economy. That benefits both

Saudi Arabia and its women.
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Social Norms in Saudi Arabia and Tunisia

Despite women’s progress in political participation, social norms are still largely
unchanged. For example, in the Shura Council, women must enter through a separate
door and be seated in a separate area to avoid interacting with men.!!'® Mixed-gender
workplaces are still not tolerated.!!” In a study conducted on the media’s portrayal of
Saudi women, one participant noted that women face a major barrier in societal norms
that are informed by a stricter interpretation of Islam. “Many of our ulama [religious
scholars] are rigid not because of religion but because of the environment in which they
were brought up.” Moreover, women participating in politics might lead “to working in
mixed-gender setting[s],” which is counter to societal norms.!'® In Tunisia, several
female members of parliament (MP) and civic leaders stated that one of the obstacles
female politicians face is conservative social expectations about women’s roles.'"”
Conservative social norms are highlighted in a study conducted by political scientists
Sarah Bush and Lauren Prather, who found that citizens were significantly more likely to
contact their representatives if they were told that their representatives work in a women-

only group versus a mixed-gender group.'?’ Will expectations change when more women
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become office holders and work alongside men in socially conservative countries? There
is value in exploring this question, but it lies outside the scope of this thesis.

Saudi Arabia has been cautious in advancing women’s rights, e.g., women’s
eligibility for ministerial positions, while still maintaining its societal norms, e.g.,
separating the sexes in workplaces, including governmental assemblies, and yet the
Kingdom’s efforts to include women in politics have resulted in mixed reactions from the
public, with some questioning the Kingdom’s motives. Individuals beyond age-25 believe
that the Kingdom’s efforts were disingenuous; they believed that it was forced to advance
women’s rights due to international pressure rather than a sincere desire to improve
women’s rights. Participants younger than 25-years-old were more optimistic and said
that “women’s voices ... can now be heard louder than ever” after women are appointed
to office.!?! Regardless of the public’s mixed views on the Kingdom’s efforts to improve
conditions for women, gender quotas in politics is one of the real measures that stem

from economic motivations to liberalize women’s rights.
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Chapter II1.

Economic Explanation for Women’s Participation in the Labor Market

As discussed in the previous chapter, Saudi Arabia had to maintain its societal
norms by instructing female elected officials to enter through separate doors and sit in a
special area, separate from men, given that gender mixing is prohibited. Gender
segregation exists not only in the Saudi government, but also in the workforce. This
chapter will explore another feature of the liberalization of women’s rights in Saudi
Arabia: incorporating women'’s preferences in the workplace. I argue that the Kingdom’s
desire to strengthen the country’s economy will lead it to implement women’s workplace
preferences. We will also explore another policy, the Nitaqat, which requires Saudi
companies to hire Saudi nationals, both women and men, according to quotas.!?
Applying women’s workplace preferences in reforms and forming policies that prioritize
hiring Saudi women and men boost women’s labor market participation.

I will also draw from a study conducted on Jordanians that emphasizes how
women’s preferences are impacted by certain features of hypothetical job opportunities.
Interestingly, the experiment reveals that women are reluctant to take higher-paying jobs

that entail working in mixed-gender environments.!'??

122 Musrrat Parveen, “Women Empowerment: New Paradigm Shift of Saudi Women into Labor
Workforce,” Society and Business Review 17, no. 1 (2021): pp. 66-91, https://doi.org/10.1108/sbr-10-2020-
0123.

123 Carolyn Barnett, Amaney A. Jamal, and Steve L. Monroe, “Earned Income and Women's Segmented
Empowerment: Experimental Evidence from Jordan,” American Journal of Political Science 65, no. 4
(2020): pp. 954-970, https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12561.

32



Saudi Women’s Economic (and Physical) Mobility

Before we discuss women’s workplace preferences and quotas set for Saudi
companies, let us investigate women’s rights prior to these initiatives. Before women
were allowed to drive, their mobility was limited as they need permission from a male
guardian to go anywhere.!?* If they needed to travel, they had to have permission from a
male guardian. If they wanted to run for office, they also needed permission from a male
guardian.'?® The imperative to gain permission from a male, which may or may not be
granted, prevented women from moving about freely and participating fully in the
political and economic spheres. The question facing rulers, then, was, how can Saudi
Arabia grow its economy and realize its Saudi Vision 2030, with nearly half the
population unable to access the labor market?!2® Loosening prior restrictions enhances
women’s mobility, thereby allowing them to decide what is best for themselves and their
families.

In 2018, the driving ban was lifted.!?” Saudi women were thus able to transport
themselves to work and move about freely without a man’s approval. Unfortunately for
women’s rights activist Loujain al-Hathloul, she was not able to celebrate this historic
moment as she had been arrested for fighting the driving ban just few weeks before the

ban was lifted and sentenced to nearly six years in prison. Two years and ten months of
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her sentence were suspended, and she has been released, but she is still on probation and

has been banned from traveling for five years.!8

Table 3. Timeline of Female Empowerment in the Economic Sphere

Year Ruler Event

Saudi Arabia prohibits private sector wage discrimination of
2018 | Crown Prince women who perform similar work to men.!?

2019 | Crown Prince Women can be senior military officers.!3°

King Salman
and the Crown The cabinet allows women to work at night and in
2020 Prince hazardous jobs and industries.!3!

A list of historical moments when women’s political rights were liberalized, either with
the King responsible for the actions or the actions passed under his leadership.

In Table 2, we see greater opportunities and flexibility for women to choose and
participate in whatever ways they feel best fit their skill sets and needs. For example, they
can work at night if it fits their schedule. Before 2020, women were prohibited from
working nightshifts.

With women’s increased workplace participation, they face new challenges—

having to share workspaces with men. While gender segregation is perceived as
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oppression in westerners’ eyes, Saudi women reported being more comfortable working
with women then in mixed-gender environments.'*? In a Guardian article, one female
worker in Jeddah said that it is better to work separately because if she works with men,
she must wear her abaya and nigab, which are uncomfortable. However, in 2018, the
Crown Prince said that women do not need to wear head coverings.!??

Saudi women struggle to understand the difference between law and cultural
expectations.!3* The female worker in Jeddah is an example of what anthropologist
Hanna Papanek described as “portable seclusion,” when women saw the head cover as
means to navigating segregated spaces, while still respecting the cultural norms of
separating women from unrelated men.'3*> Another woman said she “prefer[s] women
only,” since she does not like to work with men and, by working with women only, she

has “more freedom.”!3¢

Comparative Analysis of The Job Experiment in Jordan
As gender segregation is already a social norm in Saudi Arabia, the Kingdom

does not need to take further initiatives to maintain it.!3” Moreover, if leadership wishes
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to diversify the country’s labor force and increase economic output, it needs to ensure
against the loss of workers that would occur if it ended gender segregation by fiat;
otherwise, women may be reluctant to work.

To further underscore this point, let us look at the experiment conducted on
Jordanians. An experiment was made to determine how Jordanian women would respond
to hypothetical job opportunities. Interestingly, women were deterred from accepting jobs
with higher incomes if they involved working in mixed-gender workplaces. These results
suggest that Saudi women likely prefer working only with other women. Hence, failing to
take into consideration women’s working environment preferences may repel women
from jobs with mixed-gender workplaces, even when the opportunity includes higher

wages.!?8

Saudizing the Labor Force
Finally, the Nitaqat, also known as the “Saudization Policy,” is a gender-neutral
policy that requires Saudi companies to hire Saudi nationals on a quota basis.!3° In 2011,
the policy was crafted by the Ministry of Labor to eliminate non-Saudi nationals and give
preference to Saudi men and women. The policy has been effective in uplifting Saudi

women and providing them opportunities to contribute more fully to the labor market.
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Because of Nitaqat, there has been a dramatic increase in Saudi women working
in the private sector, from 56,000 in 2010 to 606,000 in 2017.'4° The program was
created and implemented before Saudi Vision 2030 was released in 2016.!4! The Saudi
Kingdom planned to increase employment and diversify its economy, even before the
Kingdom announced the Vision’s blueprint for transforming Saudi Arabia. Therefore,
improving women’s economic position may not be a public relations tactic, but rather an

earnest attempt to improve the country’s economic fortunes.
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Percentage of Female Population Ages 15+
Saudi Arabia Labor Force Participation Rate

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Figure 1. Percentage of Female Population Ages 15+: Saudi Arabia Labor Force
Participation Rate

Source: World Development Indicators

Figure 1 shows an overall increase in women’s participation in the Saudi labor force
between 2013 and 2021. However, there was a decrease in women’s labor participation in
2017. This could be attributed to social norms that prevented women from labor market
participation. For example, with women’s increasing labor participation, they may be
expected to work in spaces shared with men.'#? This factor may deter them from taking
jobs. Between 2020 and 2021, we also see a decrease in women’s labor participation, and

this could be attributed to Saudi women resigning from private sector jobs, deemed as
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“ghost employment” created by Nitagat. Saudi women now seek genuine job

opportunities, which are more abundant than before.!*

These measures—incorporating women’s workplace preferences and creating and
executing policies that increase women’s economic participation, such as the Nitaqat
program—represent the liberalization of women’s economic rights. If the Kingdom’s
goal is to increase women’s labor participation, then it must not ignore their workplace
perceptions, preferences, and concerns. As mentioned in the research on Jordanians,
women are deterred from accepting higher-income jobs if they entail working alongside
men, 144

The Kingdom’s initiatives to improve and diversify the country’s economy are
apparent through the rapid liberalization of women’s rights, e.g., allowing them to travel
and work without permission from a male guardian. There are still more improvements
that can be made. If the Kingdom wants to change the economic landscape by increasing

female labor participation, then women’s workplace preferences, such as working in

gender-segregated jobs, must be factored into workplace policies.
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Chapter I'V.

Economic Explanation for Progressive Islam

So far, we have covered the political and economic aspects of women’s rights,
and Saudi Arabia has established measures, such as gender quotas and workplace
preferences, as part of its drive to increase economic participation and diversify its
economy.'* Women are empowered when they are given a platform to speak at
assemblies and earn money for their families.!*®!4” The country has implemented these
reforms to improve women’s positions in the political and economic domains and achieve
the goals outlined in Saudi Vision 2030.'*® Evidence has shown that gender equality has
improved as a result of these efforts.!** The third realm we have yet to cover is women’s
rights in the social sphere. In this chapter, I will argue that there is economic rationale for

the Kingdom to modernize Islam.
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Social Attitudes about Women’s Equality
Before we explore social conditions that expand women’s rights in Saudi Arabia,
we must learn the context in which women’s equality is not achieved and identify reasons
why this is the case. We can look at one social attitude as to a man’s vs. a woman’s right
to a job. According to the World Values Survey, respondents across MENA countries

strongly agree that men should have greater rights to jobs than women.

Percentage of Respondents That Strongly Agree
Men Should Have More Right to a Job than Women
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Figure 2. Percentage of Respondents That Strongly Agree: Men Should Have More Right
to a Job than Women.

Source: World Values Survey, Seventh Wave.

As shown in Figure 2, Arab countries such as Iran (40.1 percent), Tunisia (41.1 percent),
Jordan (58.9 percent), and Egypt (67.4 percent) have higher percentages of respondents

who strongly agree that men have greater rights to jobs, while no respondents in the U.S.
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strongly agreed, and only 10.8 percent of respondents in China strongly agreed.
Interestingly, Bangladesh (46 percent) and Pakistan (67.1 percent) are pre-dominantly
Muslim non-Arab countries, and yet they have higher percentages of those who strongly
agree with the statement. Southeast Asian countries such as Thailand, the Philippines,
and Indonesia have 12 percent, 25.4 percent, and 26.8 percent agreement, respectively.
Interestingly, Indonesia is predominantly Islamic, and yet it has a lower percentage of
agreement compared to its Arab and non-Arab Islamic counterparts. Although there was
no survey conducted in Saudi Arabia, we can assume that the sentiment is similar, as
women there are still working toward equality. Now that we have a general sense of the

social attitudes in the Arab world, we need to learn where these values come from.

Where Do These Social Attitudes Stem From?

Some scholars believe that social attitudes about women come from Islam.
Historian David Landes stated that Muslim societies, “accord[s] women an inferior place,
and this is clearly related to attitudes cultivated in Islam and especially in the Islam of the
Arab world.”!>® Also, most interpretations of Islamic jurisprudence and the Qur’an are
used to justify women’s receiving only half of inheritances and the general notion that
men are superior to women. The latter has also been used to justify men having the right
to apply corporal punishment on their unruly wives. However, several non-Arab Muslim

countries, such as Indonesia, Pakistan, Turkey, and Bangladesh, have female heads of

150 David S. Landes, The Wealth and Poverty of Nations: Why Some Are So Rich and Some So Poor (New
York, NY: W.W.Norton, 1999).
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state, suggesting that these social attitudes originate from not from Islam, but from some
other factor.!>!

However, scholars have claimed that the Islamic doctrine is not to be blamed for
women’s oppression; rather, it is the interpretation of the Qur’an that led to women’s
disempowerment. Moroccan feminist Fatima Mernissi said that “paradoxically. . . Islam
does not advance the thesis of women’s inherent inferiority. Quite the contrary, it affirms
the potential equality between the sexes.”!>? Political scientist Michael Ross found that it
is not Islam that oppresses women, but rather oil rents. Ross’s study revealed that the oil
boom shifted away from the traded sector, where most women are employed. Higher oil
rents are linked to lower female labor participation, fewer female legislators, and fewer
female cabinet members. In short, oil perpetuates patriarchy, and without large numbers
of women participating in the political and economic domains, patriarchy will not be
challenged.!>* However, there are countries in the MENA region, such as Egypt and
Yemen, that have patriarchal attitudes, and yet do not have strong oil sectors compared to

large exporters such as Saudi Arabia.

Islam Affirms Gender Equality
Scholars and Islamic feminists have argued that to increase Islam’s acceptance of
progressive reforms for women, the reforms need to be grounded in religion. In his essay

about Iraqi labor reform codes, legal historian Adnan A. Zulfigar argues that law
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containing an Islamic framework will be more likely to succeed, since the law will be
considered more legitimate, given its religious grounding.'>* To emphasize that Islam
affirms gender equality, a study conducted on Egyptians reveals that respondents are
more persuaded to support women’s empowerment when exposed to religious
propositions that favor of women’s equality.

This suggests that Islamic discourse may be fruitful in changing patriarchal
attitudes in the Arab world, thus giving greater mobility to women in political and
economic spheres.!> While there is hope that patriarchal attitudes regarding women’s
equality can change though progressive readings of the Qur’an, the Crown Prince
employed a somewhat assertive approach to bringing immediate change to Islam, thereby

removing hindrances to the country’s economic prosperity.

Curbing Conservative Religious Power
The conservative interpretation of Islam did not co-exist only with the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia. It is infused in the structure of the society and embedded in the mindset
of its residents. This version of Islam was seen as a barrier that could hinder greater,
economic change from taking place.!>® For example, the conservative interpretation of
Islam and those who practice it can prevent women from making valuable economic

contributions to Saudi Arabia. The economic determination empowered the Crown Prince

154 Adnan A. Zulfiqar, “Religious Sanctification of Labor Law: Islamic Labor Principles and Model
Provisions,” Penn Carey Law: Legal Scholarship Repository (University of Pennsylvania Journal of
Business Law, 2007), https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/jbl/vol9/iss2/6/.

155 Masoud, Jamal, and Nugent, “Using the Qur’An to Empower Arab Women? Theory and Experimental
Evidence From Egypt,” 1555-1598.

156 Yasmine Farouk and Nathan J. Brown, “Saudi Arabia’s Religious Reforms Are Touching Nothing but
Changing Everything,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, June 7, 2021,
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/07/saudi-arabia-s-religious-reforms-are-touching-nothing-but-
changing-everything-pub-84650.

44



to reduce hurdles that may hinder economic growth. Therefore, the Crown Prince
stripped the power of the religious police and detained conservative clerics. Clerics who
were not detained fear losing their status, and so they must follow the Kingdom’s agenda,
regardless of whether they agree with it.!>” For example, Saudi rulers began allowing
women to drive, and most of the Council of Senior Scholars membership endorsed the
move. However, most individual members would have opposed lifting the ban if Saudi
rulers had not supported it.!>® The Crown Prince took seriously initiatives such as
allowing women to drive, and he even announced at an investment conference in Riyadh
that the Kingdom needed a “moderate, balanced Islam that is open to the world and to all

religions and all traditions and peoples.”

In addition to political and economic measures that were created to liberalize
women’s rights, social measures, such as limiting the powers of the religious police and
detaining conservative clerics, were also implemented to remove barriers that may hinder
further advancements in women’s rights. Like the political and economic measures
explored in previous chapters, these social measures have been driven by economic

factors, to diversify the country’s labor force and improve women’s labor participation.
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Chapter V.

Conclusion

In this thesis, I explored the political, economic, and social facets of women’s
rights underpinning the economic explanation behind those measures: the Saudi
Kingdom’s desire to achieve its vision of an economically thriving nation. In an ideal
world, human rights advancements are backed by humanistic and liberal ideas, but
research reveals that progress in these areas can also be tied to economic incentives. We

will review the three areas of women’s rights that were discussed in the paper.

Political Domain

In the political sphere, Saudi Arabia has economic reasons to create positive
change for women and has used its authority to implement reforms that will advance
women’s equality. An example of these efforts is the gender quota, which requires that 20
percent of its Shura Council be female.!>® While King Abdullah stated simply that it was
time for women to be in the Council, in reality the policy is part of an economic strategy
to increase women’s participation in key sectors.'®

The gender parity law helped women earn seats in the Council and supported

proposals passed by King Salman. A few notable achievements include allowing Saudi
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women who are married to non-Saudi men to pass on Saudi citizenship to their children
and calling on the Ministry of Labor and Social Development to close the pay gap for
women.'®! Councilwomen can speak on behalf of the Saudi female population, who make
up nearly half of the country’s population and are increasingly present in key sectors,

thereby growing the country’s economy.

Economic Domain

In the economic domain, the Saudi Kingdom is motivated to increase women’s
labor participation. It had created measures giving Saudi women opportunities to work
and participate in the country’s economic life. However, if the Saudi Kingdom wants to
maintain Saudi women’s labor participation at an increasing rate, it must ensure that the
women feel comfortable in the workplace; otherwise, they may be deterred from
accessing job opportunities, 62163

Saudi women said they feel more comfortable and empowered by working only
with other women.!®* This suggests that if Saudi Arabia wants to continue to increase

women’s economic participation, the Kingdom must take their workplace preferences

into consideration when creating policies geared toward advancing women’s economic
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position. Hence, addressing women’s workplace preferences benefits both Saudi Arabia

and Saudi women.

Social Domain

Finally, within the social realm, the Crown Prince has taken measures to ensure
that economic potential and wealth take precedence over social and religious mores. That
economic willpower led to the Crown Prince’s efforts to reduce the powers of the
religious police and detaining conservative clerics who refuse to be swayed, leaving those
who were not detained fearful of losing their positions and thus agreeing to the Prince’s
agenda.!®’

Aside from a top-down approach, here is a prescription: it is critical to engage in
religious discourse and promote a progressive reading of the Qur’an. Islamic discourse
can provide an avenue for people seeking to express progressive views about women’s
roles in society, especially for women who are trying to change men’s attitudes. As a
study on Egyptians’ attitudes toward women’s equality has shown, respondents are more
likely to support women’s empowerment when presented with a religious argument than
those who were not presented a religious rationale. 6

Nevertheless, the Kingdom’s assertiveness, powered by economic determination,
helps bring about change for women by reducing the powers of religious leaders and their

followers.
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Closing Remarks

Women’s rights in Saudi Arabia is a complex issue that requires careful
consideration when formulating policies to remove barriers to progress. We have
witnessed significant improvements for Saudi women in the political, economic, and
social spheres, and yet more research needs to be done to understand the complexity of
women’s rights in relation to economic conditions rather than humanistic, liberal values.

While human rights development is driven by idealistic views of humanity and
equality, economic motivations support the progression of human rights. It is significant
to explore the relationship between monetary incentives and human rights advancements
because that would impact the way we undertake advocacy work for civil rights and our
understanding of those struggles.

As we have seen, Saudi Arabia has adopted policies that allow women to
commute to work without needing permission from a male guardian and access positions
that were once held by men only.!®” The Kingdom’s economic dream of making Saudi
Arabia the “Silicon Valley of MENA™ has influenced the liberalization of women’s rights
and helped women realize their potential in achieving something that was thought to be

impossible. '8

These historical events revealed that economic incentives — not the moral calls or
that human rights is a necessity — were the driving force behind the Saudi Kingdom’s act

to advance civil rights. Economic determination is responsible for the creation of these

167 Abeer Aldawsari et al., Saudi Women in Mixed-Gender Workplaces: Remote Work Challenges in the
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policies that have promoted human flourishing and improved the lives of Saudi women

and girls. Economic will has a place in advocating for greater freedom and equality.
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