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modernity in the countries of the region, to want to fix
the status of women in tradition and culture, while all
other aspects of political and economic life are plunged
in a confusion between religion and modernity.

Less than five decades after independence, these three
Maghrebi countries have gone through major social
upheavals, and are still today in a vortex of change, the
rapidity and complexity of which prevent any certainty as
to their future. But women in the Maghreb do not want
to wait any longer. They needed several years to learn to
develop independent survival strategies, to develop a
clear and shared vision of the orientation to give their
movement so as to maintain the issue of women’s rights
and equality on the public stage. Finally they have built
an autonomous movement, and have the ambition to
‘make time move faster’ so that women’s subordination
will be acknowledged as a priority on the same level as
development, democracy and social justice.

again under the pretext of social conservatism. This dis-
course presents the claim for equality as illegitimate
because society is not ready for it yet. One has to change
mentalities for the issue of equality to be accepted. The
still high illiteracy of women, especially in Morocco and
Algeria, is taken as pretext to dismiss women’s claims.
Under the pretext that the vast majority of women are illit-
erate, it is said that they need education more than rights,
because they would not know what to do with them;
- Finally, with the rise of political Islam, women, always
in the midst of such interrogations and tensions, are
accused this time of weakening the struggle, defined as
an existential priority, of political Islam.

The Maghrebi feminists’ struggle against violence and
discrimination, and to reform personal status and estab-
lish a family code based on more egalitarian marital and
family relations, has been the more painful in that resis-
tance is still strong. This is one of the paradoxes of
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male and female writers who called upon women to par-
ticipate in the Renaissance movement (An-Nahda), and
for their emancipation from the constraints of obsolete
traditions. 

In this article, we will attempt to study the history of the
feminist movement in the six Gulf Cooperation Council
states, i.e. Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, the United Arab
Emirates (UAE), the Sultanate of Oman and the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia.

I. The Feminist Movement in Bahrain 

Education played an important role in the emergence of
the feminist movement, whose beginnings can be sum-
marized as an increase in women’s self-awareness, and
their attempt to overcome the situation imposed upon
them by traditions and customs. The press also played a
major role in bringing new issues to the Gulf scene, for
example the necessity to educate females, the call to
unveil, and the opening to women of different work
opportunities. On another level, professionals from other
Arab countries, many of whom worked as teachers in
girls schools, played a prominent and essential role in
increasing women’s awareness and encouraging them to
create their own associations. Female teachers returning
from abroad, who taught in al-Hadaya al-Khalifiya School
for Girls (currently known as Khadija’s Great School),
founded the Help Orphans Association. Some daughters
of rich families later joined this small group. 

Introduction

The feminist movement in the Gulf appeared long after
its Egyptian or Bilad al-Sham counterparts. This was due
to the weight of social traditions, which denied women
presence and participation in public life, and to the delay
in starting girls’ education compared to the education of
boys. Gulf states did not begin educating girls until after
the oil surge, which helped them set the pillars for mod-
ern states. The first state school for girls in Bahrain was
inaugurated in 1938, over a quarter of a century after the
inauguration of the first boys’ school. It was not until the
early ‘70s of the past century that girls’ schools were
inaugurated or spread in the Sultanate of Oman and
some emirates on the Omani Coast (the United Arab
Emirates today).

The beginnings of the feminist movement in the Gulf,
particularly in Bahrain and Kuwait, were influenced by
the cultural movement in Egypt and Bilad al-Sham, and
by the writings of intellectuals who tackled women’s
issues such as Rifaat al-Tahtawi, Qasim Amin, and others.
The movement was also influenced by the pioneers of the
Arab feminist movement such as Hoda Sha’rawi. The ‘40s
of the past century witnessed the emergence of some
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In 1953, the Bahrain Women’s Society was founded,
presided over by the British Chancellor’s wife, Lady
Belgrave, with the help of relatively well educated upper-
class women such as “Al-Fadila” Aysha Yatim (secretary),
and Ms. Salwa Al-Omran (member of the Board). The
Society was aimed at organizing charity events, helping
the poor and the needy as well as teaching women skills
such as cooking and sewing.1 The Society was harshly
criticized in certain newspapers and mosques as an
abomination and a violation of traditions and custom. A
group calling itself Call for Islam (Al-Da’wa ila al-Islam)
issued a statement which included the following excerpt:
“Boycott this abomination and declare an all-out war on
its organizers, men and women alike. Kill it in its cradle
before it sees the light, otherwise woe unto us all for it
will be the end of us.”2

On the political scene, this period witnessed the creation
of the National Union Society, which led all national
actions, particularly the 1945-1965 movement. Historians
consider this society to be the first political party in the
Gulf area.3 Researchers link the beginning of the feminist
movement to the emergence of the National Union, and
particularly underline the two sisters Shahla and Badria
Khalfan’s role in urging women to participate in anti-
colonial demonstrations, and the speech one of them
made to a gathering of thousands of protestors in which
she demanded that women be granted their rights, and
called for their unveiling. This call struck a powerful chord
among young educated men who began urging their
wives to follow this woman’s footsteps. Nonetheless, its
influence was transient and came as a result of the polit-
ical movement’s influence at the time, as well as the sup-
port and enthusiasm expressed by women. The Khalfan
sisters soon disappeared from the scene, and the nation-
al movement was also dealt a heavy blow, and its leaders
placed under arrest.

The press took a special interest in women’s rights, offer-
ing Arab and Bahraini writers the opportunity to write in
its columns. In this regard, the late Aziza Al-Bassam says
that the Lebanese writer Rose Ghorayeb wrote in the
Voice of Bahrain magazine, and played a role in intro-
ducing several modern social opinions. The press also
underlined the necessity for women to join the workforce
and hold government posts. Some newspapers tackled
the issue of unveiling, and demanded that women be
granted their rights. This was also the period when the
term ‘feminist movement’ was used for the first time, and
there was a call to link the Bahraini feminist movement to
similar feminist movements in the Arab nation and the
world.4

In spite of this, the weight of traditions and custom was
stronger than these calls, which were not properly used so

that women could become part of the framework of a
female advocacy movement. At the same time, the lead-
ers of the national movement expressed their discontent
with the Women’s Society not only because societies were
considered the preserve of men, but also because the
Society was led by the wife of the British Chancellor, the
symbol of British colonialism in Bahrain. Consequently,
Abdul Rahman Al-Baker, one of the most prominent lead-
ers of the 1945 – 1956 movement, called for the creation
of a feminist association akin to those in Egypt and Bilad-
El-Sham to replace the Bahrain Women’s Society. Many
merchants associated with the National Union were com-
pelled to forbid their daughters to participate in the soci-
ety.5 The women in charge of the Society thought that the
best way out of this predicament was to establish a
women’s charity, known as Nahdat Fatat al-Bahrain
Society, which opened in 1955, and became the first
women’s organization in the Gulf.6

Much as in Egypt and Bilad-El-Sham, where feminist
movements were led by elite women able to acquire an
education and be in contact with the outside world, the
Nahdat Fatat al-Bahrain Society attracted mostly the edu-
cated daughters of big merchant families. For example
the Society’s president, Ms. Aysha Yatim, held a degree
from a British university, while two other members had
studied nursing in Iraq, and others had been taught in
Bahrain by teachers from Lebanon and received a degree
in primary education or its equivalent.

In 1960, the Child and Mothers’ Welfare Society (Jamiyiat
Ri’ayat al-Tifl wal-’Umuma), was founded.7 During its
inception phase, members belonged to the ruling family,
and the families of rich merchants and high-ranking pub-
lic servants. The two associations concentrated their
efforts on charitable and social activities. The Nahdat
Fatat al-Bahrain Society opened the first-ever women’s lit-
eracy class in Bahrain. Then the associations expanded
their welfare services and inaugurated a kindergarten.
The Child and Mothers’ Welfare Society opened a center
for handicapped children and a children’s cultural center.
In the ‘80s, the Nahdat Fatat al-Bahrain Society included
girls who had gone to university outside Bahrain, mainly
in Kuwait, Cairo, and Beirut. These young women had
worked in students’ movements and were influenced by
the political movements of the period. Consequently,
their membership had a great impact on the Society’s ori-
entation, and on its concern for women’s rights and
demands. 

Although the Awal Women’s Society (Jam’iyyat A’wal al-
Nisa’iyya) (AWS), was founded following the June 1967
debacle, it was not officially registered until 1970, almost
ten years after the registration of the Children and
Mothers Welfare Society. Members of this Society
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Cultural and Charitable Society and the Nahdat Fatat al-
Bahrain Society. They launched an awareness campaign
amongst women to assert their political rights and, with
the help of members of political pro-women movements,
they organized seminars and meetings in clubs. They also
sent a signed petition to the  President of the National
Assembly and the Emir. This petition was signed by most
women’s societies, with the exception of the Child and
Mothers’ Welfare Society. Emile Nakhleh believes that the
latter’s abstention was due to its members’ family origins,
for they stood to gain most from the status quo, hence
were more understanding of the government’s denial of
women’s political rights.11

At that time, in 1973 to be precise, the AWS, the Al-Rifa’
Cultural and Charitable Society and the Nahdat Fatat al-
Bahrain Society fought proposals by MPs from the reli-
gious bloc to stop mixed reunions in all public places
(including work places), to stop women from teaching
boys in elementary schools and kindergartens, and
female nurses and physicians from treating male patients.
The women’s societies regarded this proposal as a “sus-
picious attempt aimed at undermining the citizen’s per-
sonal freedoms, using women as a means to exploit slo-
gans and outbidding.”12

The short-lived National Assembly did not give women’s
societies the opportunity to develop their experience.
With the dissolution of the National Assembly and the
promulgation of the state security law, women’s activism
regressed, stifling the hope of creating an effective femi-
nist movement. Nonetheless, we must note some short-
comings in women’s activities at the time:

1. The societies’ incapacity to communicate effectively
with the mass of women in cities and villages.
2. Delay in taking action until only days before the pro-
mulgation of the election law  which denied women their
political rights.
3. Failure to address certain women who played a promi-
nent role in women’s activities, or to appeal to the coun-
try’s most powerful leaders.
4. Failure to keep up action during the formation of the
National Assembly at the same pace as when operating
parallel to the Constituent Assembly, which drafted the
Constitution. 

The Rights of Working Women

Advocating working women’s rights is an essential objec-
tive in the charters of the AWS and the Nahdat Fatat al-
Bahrain Society (following the amendment of the
Society’s first constitution). Nonetheless, they failed to
translate this objective into clear plans and strategies.
Their actions were mainly an immediate reaction to prob-

belonged to the middle class and most of them were
teachers or employees. Active in this Society were girls
who had studied abroad and had participated in student
activities and political movements. Some of them had
taken part in national political organizations such as the
Popular Front for the Liberation of the Gulf and the
Arabian Peninsula, which conducted armed operations
from the Zafar province in the Sultanate of Oman; the
National Liberation Front, which is the Bahraini wing of
the Communist Party; and the Socialist Arab Baath Party.
The political background of the AWS’s constituent body
had the greatest impact on the Society’s orientations,
making it reject the kind of charitable and welfare work
prevalent until then, and concentrate its efforts on advo-
cating women’s rights and demands.8

The same year, 1970, the Al-Rifa’ Cultural and Charitable
Society was founded. Its members were employees, par-
ticularly teachers. Its early orientations were somewhat
similar to those of the AWS, particularly in regard to
advocating women’s rights as regard the personal status
code, as well as political rights. Nonetheless, it was forced
to shift to charity, particularly after the National Assembly
was dissolved and the state security law was promulgat-
ed whereby every movement calling for women’s rights
was deemed political. In 1974, the Women’s
International Association was founded by women
belonging to the richer merchant class, the wives of
diplomats, managers and foreign businessmen. 

Women Political Rights

As mentioned before, women in Bahrain were influ-
enced by the 1945 -1956 movement, but their role was
limited at that time. As mentioned before, they were
also influenced by national movements in the Arab
world. Clandestine organizations operating in Bahrain,
connected to Arab or communist organizations,
attempted to organize their female members, but they
gave little attention to women’s issues. Women were
also influenced by the 1965 movement, which lasted in
Bahrain for almost six months. Female students partici-
pated in demonstrations all over the country, giving
them an opportunity to leave the confines of home and
school, and call once again for the emancipation of
women.9 Bahraini instructors recently graduated from
Arab universities played a significant role in this regard,
steering female students towards politics, increasing
their critical and progressive awareness.10 Their role came
to an end, however, after the 1965 movement was
struck down. From then on they ceased to influence the
feminist movement.

The AWS played a prominent role in asserting women’s
right to vote and run for office, aided by the Al-Rifa’
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lems faced by women in the workplace, and had no 
follow-up.13

The Personal Status Code

Women’s societies and other concerned organizations, as
well as some individuals, multiplied their efforts for the
passing of a personal status code. A Personal Status
Committee was formed to launch awareness campaigns
among women and in newspapers. These efforts failed
until recently, when committees were formed to discuss
the draft family law before it is submitted to the National
Assembly. The Personal Status Committee did succeed in
suspending the rule of obedience enacted by the police,
and in restricting arbitrary divorce. Now divorce is only
legal before a judge.14

Moreover, the Nahdat Fatat al-Bahrain Society and the
AWS each established a center for legal and family con-
sultancy, which constitutes a pioneering step in improv-
ing women’s status. The Child and Mothers’ Welfare
Society also created a center for studies of women and
children, which includes a specialized library. However
this center still lacks specialized researchers and sufficient
human and  financial resources.

The Feminist Movement in Bahrain since the 1990s

Interacting with the events that took place between 1994
and 1999, the women’s intellectual elite signed a petition
to the Emir, Sheikh ‘Issa bin Salman Al-Khalifa, calling
upon him to answer the population’s claims for democ-
racy and the creation of a parliament. The government
fought this movement and threatened the signatories
with dismissal should they refuse to apologize and
retract. Indeed, two women were dismissed, Hossa al-
Khoumayri and the late Aziza al-Bassam, while Dr
Mounira Fakhro, a professor at Bahrain University, was
suspended from her duties, and  not reinstated until after
the political reforms of 2001. 

Women also joined the Shi’ite opposition movement in
the 1990s, and some of them were arrested and tor-
tured in detention camps. One of them was killed; oth-
ers were exiled. However, the movement’s religious
aspect and its restriction to one confession did not give
way to a clearly defined female advocacy movement.
On the contrary, the focus of attention was women’s
inferior status, and Shi’ite women were not regarded as
partners in the national struggle but as subservient to
Shi’ite men. 

Following the political reforms of late 2000, including the
return of the exiled, the freeing of political prisoners, and
greater public freedoms, associations of all kinds - politi-

cal, social and religious - proliferated. Women joined the
new political formations, but failed to recognize the
necessity of asserting their own rights and issues, and to
convince these groupings to put women’s issues at the
core of their concern. Add to this the turmoil of  acceler-
ating events, which prevented the associations from
organizing their internal affairs, and setting their priori-
ties.

At the same time, several women’s branches of political
associations were founded. Their work pattern was not
any different from that of other women societies: visiting
the elderly, and organizing seminars restricted to the
female elite. Religiously-oriented women’s societies or
committees affiliated to religious associations enjoy a
wider popular base; but they remain prisoners of the par-
ent association, and cannot break free, particularly in
issues such as gender equality, the unified personal status
code for Sunnis and Shi’ites, and mixed gatherings.15

II. The Feminist Movement in Kuwait

The beginnings of the feminist movement in Kuwait date
back to the 1940s when the  education of girls spread in
spite of constraints imposed by opposing conservative
forces. In late 1948 some women writers emerged calling
women to participate in public life. Some male figures also
wrote articles supporting women’s right to freedom. In
1953, a group of young women advocated unveiling, call-
ing their meeting “The Conference on the Veil”. This group
gave rise to several supporting and opposing reactions, but
its activities were restricted to meetings and newspaper arti-
cles. It did, nonetheless, incite women to consider founding
their own societies, modeled after other Arab associations.16

Women’s societies in Kuwait were founded years after
the establishment of their counterparts in Bahrain. This
was due to the absence of a powerful political movement
in Kuwait and to economic prosperity, as well as the
weight of custom which made women reluctant to take
such a step or to remove the veil, even though returning
graduates regarded it as oppressive and a symbol of the
society’s backwardness. This feeling was expressed by a
woman writer: “In a country where people are still firmly
attached to ancient traditions and where the older gen-
eration still watches every woman who moves to break
the shackles of traditions… (t)his obstacle has such a
great impact that it compels us to wait and ponder, once
again, whether to remove the veil.”17

In the early 1960s, returning women graduates attempt-
ed to create a women’s association called the Kuwaiti
Women’s Society. Ms Lulwa Al-Qatami, a leading
women’s rights activist, says the Society’s aim is “to orga-
nize efforts through a legal and social entity which can
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which witnessed a surge of Muslim associations, two
such societies were formed in Kuwait: the Bayader al-
Salam Society and the Islamic Welfare Society. The
Kuwaiti Women’s Society for Voluntary Work was found-
ed following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait.

The first two of these societies do not focus on women’s
political rights or their participation in parliament, but are
mainly concerned with raising Islamic awareness, memo-
rizing the Qur’an, organizing charitable work and crafts
training for girls, and establishing kindergartens. The
Kuwaiti Women’s Society for Voluntary Work tries to raise
women’s awareness of the importance of voluntary work,
care for children and mothers, charitable work, and to
strengthen feelings of loyalty to the country. 

In 1994, a new union was registered, the Kuwaiti Union
of Women’s Societies, led by the Crown Prince’s wife,
Sheikha Latifa. This Union included the three  societies
mentioned earlier, in addition to the Nadi al-Fatat Society.
The An-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya Society did not join since it
considered the Union a manoeuver intended to weaken
and restrain its movement.  As might be expected from
the member societies’ orientations, the Union was not
active on the feminist scene, restricting itself to coordina-
tion between the three member societies,21 resolving
potential disagreements, and representing women in and
outside Kuwait. The Union is supported by the
Government but the Cultural Society’s refusal to join it,
and its disregard for women’s claims, makes the Union
just another society whose activities and orientations
resemble those of its member societies.

Women’s Political Rights in Kuwait

In lobbying for their political rights, particularly their right
to vote and run for seats in the National Assembly,
Kuwaiti women referred to article 29 of the Constitution
which stipulates: “All people are equal in regard to
human dignity. Under the law, all people have equal
rights and duties; regardless of their sex, origin, language
or religion.” However, the election law restricted the right
to participate in the National Assembly (Majlis al-Umma)
to male citizens, thereby denying women three basic
rights: the right to run for office, to vote and hold a cab-
inet position.22

As Nuriya al-Sidani writes, Egyptian women’s experience
from the beginning of their struggle led by Hoda Sha’rawi
was similar to that of Kuwaiti women: “Here in Kuwait, it
is as if history is repeating itself after eight decades have
gone by. The same means that were used then are used
now in Kuwait…the historical moments that Kuwaiti soci-
ety witnessed from 1973 till 1982 are the same as those
that Egyptian society witnessed at the beginning of this

achieve their [women’s] aspirations in bringing about
social and cultural changes that embrace Kuwaiti princi-
ples and values, favor the majority of the country’s
women, and can help empower them to play their prop-
er role as citizens, mothers and wives.”18

However, the authorities refused to allow them to work,
due to traditions which opposed the idea of a women’s
society. The group consequently resubmitted its applica-
tion to found a women’s association under the name the
Women’s Cultural Social Society, which was officially reg-
istered on February 10, 1963. A few days before, on
January 17, the An-Nahda al-’Arabiyya al-Nisa’iyya
Society, which had changed its name to an-Nahda al-
Ousariya Society, was given permission to operate.19

The Cultural Society focused on women’s rights such as
constitutional rights, and on raising women’s awareness
of their legitimate rights, while seeking to change statu-
tory laws and social customs that violate women’s rights.
It did not neglect charitable work but this was not its
main concern.20 The objectives of the An-Nahda al-
’Usariyya Society, on the other hand, were more general
and included helping young Kuwaiti women by raising
cultural and scientific awareness, advocating their rights,
treating social problems, increasing awareness of the
importance of families, and being informed about
women’s renaissance movements (An-Nahda) in the
other Arab countries. Charitable work was not among its
objectives due to Kuwait’s higher income levels, and wel-
fare services to the poor. 

The two associations both provided social welfare and
awareness services. They created kindergartens, launched
cleanliness and health awareness campaigns in the rural
areas of Kuwait, initiated literacy classes, and organized 
conferences and seminars to raise family and social 
awareness. Their charitable work was mainly outside
Kuwait, and included building the Hanan Villages for
orphans in Sudan, and supporting Arab efforts to liberate
Palestine. The two associations also participated in Arab
women’s movement meetings, with An-Nahda al-’Usariyya
Society representing Kuwait in the Arab Women’s
Federation. They also helped form a Women’s Action
Committee for the Gulf and the Peninsula, to create a
regional women’s network. However, the Committee’s 
activities were restricted to holding conferences, and it came
to an end following the Iraqi-Kuwaiti crisis.

In 1974, the two societies tried to form a women’s union
to integrate Kuwaiti women’s activities into a single
framework and further their demands. But the Union was
short-lived, dissolved by order of the Ministry of Labor
and Social Affairs in 1977, following the Cultural
Society’s withdrawal. Between 1981 and 1990, a period
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lems faced by women in the workplace, and had no 
follow-up.13

The Personal Status Code
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AWS each established a center for legal and family con-
sultancy, which constitutes a pioneering step in improv-
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core of their concern. Add to this the turmoil of  acceler-
ating events, which prevented the associations from
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At the same time, several women’s branches of political
associations were founded. Their work pattern was not
any different from that of other women societies: visiting
the elderly, and organizing seminars restricted to the
female elite. Religiously-oriented women’s societies or
committees affiliated to religious associations enjoy a
wider popular base; but they remain prisoners of the par-
ent association, and cannot break free, particularly in
issues such as gender equality, the unified personal status
code for Sunnis and Shi’ites, and mixed gatherings.15

II. The Feminist Movement in Kuwait

The beginnings of the feminist movement in Kuwait date
back to the 1940s when the  education of girls spread in
spite of constraints imposed by opposing conservative
forces. In late 1948 some women writers emerged calling
women to participate in public life. Some male figures also
wrote articles supporting women’s right to freedom. In
1953, a group of young women advocated unveiling, call-
ing their meeting “The Conference on the Veil”. This group
gave rise to several supporting and opposing reactions, but
its activities were restricted to meetings and newspaper arti-
cles. It did, nonetheless, incite women to consider founding
their own societies, modeled after other Arab associations.16

Women’s societies in Kuwait were founded years after
the establishment of their counterparts in Bahrain. This
was due to the absence of a powerful political movement
in Kuwait and to economic prosperity, as well as the
weight of custom which made women reluctant to take
such a step or to remove the veil, even though returning
graduates regarded it as oppressive and a symbol of the
society’s backwardness. This feeling was expressed by a
woman writer: “In a country where people are still firmly
attached to ancient traditions and where the older gen-
eration still watches every woman who moves to break
the shackles of traditions… (t)his obstacle has such a
great impact that it compels us to wait and ponder, once
again, whether to remove the veil.”17

In the early 1960s, returning women graduates attempt-
ed to create a women’s association called the Kuwaiti
Women’s Society. Ms Lulwa Al-Qatami, a leading
women’s rights activist, says the Society’s aim is “to orga-
nize efforts through a legal and social entity which can
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which witnessed a surge of Muslim associations, two
such societies were formed in Kuwait: the Bayader al-
Salam Society and the Islamic Welfare Society. The
Kuwaiti Women’s Society for Voluntary Work was found-
ed following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait.

The first two of these societies do not focus on women’s
political rights or their participation in parliament, but are
mainly concerned with raising Islamic awareness, memo-
rizing the Qur’an, organizing charitable work and crafts
training for girls, and establishing kindergartens. The
Kuwaiti Women’s Society for Voluntary Work tries to raise
women’s awareness of the importance of voluntary work,
care for children and mothers, charitable work, and to
strengthen feelings of loyalty to the country. 

In 1994, a new union was registered, the Kuwaiti Union
of Women’s Societies, led by the Crown Prince’s wife,
Sheikha Latifa. This Union included the three  societies
mentioned earlier, in addition to the Nadi al-Fatat Society.
The An-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya Society did not join since it
considered the Union a manoeuver intended to weaken
and restrain its movement.  As might be expected from
the member societies’ orientations, the Union was not
active on the feminist scene, restricting itself to coordina-
tion between the three member societies,21 resolving
potential disagreements, and representing women in and
outside Kuwait. The Union is supported by the
Government but the Cultural Society’s refusal to join it,
and its disregard for women’s claims, makes the Union
just another society whose activities and orientations
resemble those of its member societies.

Women’s Political Rights in Kuwait

In lobbying for their political rights, particularly their right
to vote and run for seats in the National Assembly,
Kuwaiti women referred to article 29 of the Constitution
which stipulates: “All people are equal in regard to
human dignity. Under the law, all people have equal
rights and duties; regardless of their sex, origin, language
or religion.” However, the election law restricted the right
to participate in the National Assembly (Majlis al-Umma)
to male citizens, thereby denying women three basic
rights: the right to run for office, to vote and hold a cab-
inet position.22

As Nuriya al-Sidani writes, Egyptian women’s experience
from the beginning of their struggle led by Hoda Sha’rawi
was similar to that of Kuwaiti women: “Here in Kuwait, it
is as if history is repeating itself after eight decades have
gone by. The same means that were used then are used
now in Kuwait…the historical moments that Kuwaiti soci-
ety witnessed from 1973 till 1982 are the same as those
that Egyptian society witnessed at the beginning of this

achieve their [women’s] aspirations in bringing about
social and cultural changes that embrace Kuwaiti princi-
ples and values, favor the majority of the country’s
women, and can help empower them to play their prop-
er role as citizens, mothers and wives.”18

However, the authorities refused to allow them to work,
due to traditions which opposed the idea of a women’s
society. The group consequently resubmitted its applica-
tion to found a women’s association under the name the
Women’s Cultural Social Society, which was officially reg-
istered on February 10, 1963. A few days before, on
January 17, the An-Nahda al-’Arabiyya al-Nisa’iyya
Society, which had changed its name to an-Nahda al-
Ousariya Society, was given permission to operate.19

The Cultural Society focused on women’s rights such as
constitutional rights, and on raising women’s awareness
of their legitimate rights, while seeking to change statu-
tory laws and social customs that violate women’s rights.
It did not neglect charitable work but this was not its
main concern.20 The objectives of the An-Nahda al-
’Usariyya Society, on the other hand, were more general
and included helping young Kuwaiti women by raising
cultural and scientific awareness, advocating their rights,
treating social problems, increasing awareness of the
importance of families, and being informed about
women’s renaissance movements (An-Nahda) in the
other Arab countries. Charitable work was not among its
objectives due to Kuwait’s higher income levels, and wel-
fare services to the poor. 

The two associations both provided social welfare and
awareness services. They created kindergartens, launched
cleanliness and health awareness campaigns in the rural
areas of Kuwait, initiated literacy classes, and organized 
conferences and seminars to raise family and social 
awareness. Their charitable work was mainly outside
Kuwait, and included building the Hanan Villages for
orphans in Sudan, and supporting Arab efforts to liberate
Palestine. The two associations also participated in Arab
women’s movement meetings, with An-Nahda al-’Usariyya
Society representing Kuwait in the Arab Women’s
Federation. They also helped form a Women’s Action
Committee for the Gulf and the Peninsula, to create a
regional women’s network. However, the Committee’s 
activities were restricted to holding conferences, and it came
to an end following the Iraqi-Kuwaiti crisis.

In 1974, the two societies tried to form a women’s union
to integrate Kuwaiti women’s activities into a single
framework and further their demands. But the Union was
short-lived, dissolved by order of the Ministry of Labor
and Social Affairs in 1977, following the Cultural
Society’s withdrawal. Between 1981 and 1990, a period
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century, with the use of the same means, from the press
to the parliament… Even when it comes to women’s lob-
bies, they are the same as the Egyptians’, since Egyptian
women’s journey also started with women’s associations
in 1924.” This writer underlines the effect of the 1967
June debacle in making her reconsider the activities of
Kuwaiti women’s societies: “The shock of 1967 made me
change my lifestyle and way of thinking. The path to
adopt is not holding charitable events or exhibitions, clap-
ping, and endless other stupidities… The first point in this
new line of thinking is for Kuwaiti women’s societies to
throw off the shackles of charity.”23

Four years after this statement, on December 15, 1971, a
general women’s conference was held in Kuwait, making
it the first conference in the Gulf region to raise women’s
real demands. Issues pertaining to women’s political and
social rights were discussed, and following the confer-
ence a list of seven claims of women’s full political rights
as well as participation in public life and personal status
demands were submitted to the National Assembly.
Reading these demands makes it clear how poor Kuwaiti
women’s situation was at the time and how much it has
improved since then, at least as to participation in public
life.24 Women have become lawyers and businesswomen,
and they can now enjoy a personal status code. 

The women behind these demands may be criticized for
not really pursuing them, in spite of intermittent attempts
at organizing seminars or launching awareness campaigns
about women’s political rights among female university
students. Such campaigns failed to reach the broad-based
female population in their homes, or the districts where
movements opposing women rights flourished. 

In February 1977, a petition signed by 395 women was
submitted to the Crown Prince. This document contained
several demands including women’s full political rights.
But the National Assembly refused to concede these
rights in its January 19, 1982 session, nearly nine years
after receiving the demands of the women’s conference
mentioned above. 

Nuriya al-Sidani believes that the women’s societies failed
to serve women’s cause by not making a move before the
National Assembly session. She summarizes the reasons
for the failure as follows:
1. Lack of coordination between the women’s societies.
2. The disintegration of the Kuwaiti feminist movement.
3. The non-involvement of the An-Nahda Al-Ousariya
Society, one of the most important pillars in advocating
women rights.
4. The limited experience of new societies such as Nadi
al-Fatat.
5.The absence of proper planning that would have

enabled the societies to become influential lobbying
groups.
6. The societies’ failure to adopt a systematic strategy for
women’s actions.
7. The failure to exert pressure in crucial moments, and
the absence of women from the January 19 session dur-
ing which women political rights were discussed.
8. The frustration felt by the Arab nation in the 1970s
and 1980s.
9. The domination of religious movements opposing
women’s rights on the Arab scene.25

Following the Kuwaiti crisis in 1990/1, and in the absence
of the National Assembly, the Kuwaiti Crown Prince
issued a royal decree granting women their political
rights, in appreciation of their efforts in defending Kuwait
during the occupation. The re-elected National Assembly,
however, ruled that the decree was illegal, and by a sim-
ple majority rejected women’s political rights. Even peo-
ple known for their liberalism voted against women’s
rights in order to remain in the political arena.26

Women tried to organize themselves and operate as a
lobby, while a few of the female elite tried to register
their names in voter registration centers, or to resort to
the Constitutional Court to obtain their political rights.
But the latter ruled that this would be unconstitutional.
This suggests that Kuwaiti women’s struggle for the suf-
frage is a lengthy road that requires women to be patient
and persevering. It also calls for them to concert their
efforts to raise awareness among the broad-based female
population, to attempt to win the support of moderate
Muslim movements, and to coordinate and cooperate
with all civil society’s institutions to achieve their goals.

III. The Feminist Movement in the Other
Gulf States

Except for Bahrain, Kuwait and to some extent the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, there is no movement lobbying
for women rights in the Gulf States. This is due to young
state institutions in those countries, the delay in begin-
ning to educate girls, the influence of the central gov-
ernment, and the absolute loyalty to the head of the
state and the government. 

Despite harsh constraints imposed by the social and polit-
ical system on Saudi women, the latter are ahead of their
counterparts in other Gulf States as they have founded
women’s societies, though these are mostly led by Saudi
princesses, and their members are mainly the wives and
daughters of the Kingdom’s wealthier strata. The
Women’s Charitable Society was founded in Jeddah on
February 28, 2002. Its main objective is charitable work,
including aid to needy families, providing homes for the
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women’s traditional psyche, as well as the social value
system, and some of the social legacy”,31 not to mention
the freeing of the creative forces in society and allowing
the latter to form its civil organizations, providing for
greater freedom of opinion and political diversity. The
political leadership will not succeed in its work with the
popular bases unless it is supported by a strong and effi-
cient civil society that is truly free and democratic.

In the UAE, women’s societies sprang up immediately
after Independence, and the creation of the Union of the
seven small emirates, the largest and richest of which is
Abu Dhabi. Women’s societies fulfilled the image and
requirements of a modern state. They also fulfilled this
young state’s need to provide women with some welfare
services such as education, vocational training, and rais-
ing awareness among families. Women’s societies in the
UAE have garnered such complete governmental
endorsement that they have become akin to governmen-
tal institutions rather than NGOs. They are mostly
presided over by the rulers’ wives or relatives.

The Nahdat al-Mar’a al-Zabaniya Society (February 1973)
was the first women’s association in the UAE. Five others
were formed which “followed the An-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya
Society’s footsteps in order to achieve their common goal
of improving  women’s situation and status.”32

In March 1975, the Women’s Union composed of six soci-
eties was officially registered, led by the head of state’s
wife, Sheikha Fatima. This Union aims at improving Arab
women’s spiritual, social and cultural status, expanding
women’s activities to reach all the state’s emirates, sup-
porting the country’s full national development, pursuing
the establishment of good relations with other women’s
societies and unions in the Gulf and Arab region, and
cooperating with international women associations.33  The
activities of the Union and its member societies are main-
ly aimed at providing welfare services such as raising
health awareness, raising religious awareness, carrying
out charitable work, and vocational as well as crafts train-
ing for women. 

Prior to the accession of Sultan Kabous, women’s journey
in the Sultanate of Oman differed from the rest of the
Gulf. Omani women took part in the armed struggle led
first by the Zafar Liberation Front, then by the Popular
Front for the Liberation of the Arab Gulf. The latter
included  women’s issues in its program, but poverty, illit-
eracy and the conditions of political life prevented the
achievement of this program. The Popular Front concen-
trated on eradicating women’s illiteracy. Omanis owe the
achievement of this goal to the Bahraini militant, Layla
Abdullah Fakhro, a member of the Popular Front who ran
schools for girls in the Zafar province, south of Oman.

handicapped, orphans, and the children of prisoners. The
Society also tends to the welfare of children, mothers,
and girls, and strives to educate girls through seminars
and conferences.27

There are currently 19 women’s charities throughout the
Kingdom. These associations firmly adhere to the objec-
tives stated above, to government regulations, and to
social custom. Saudi women do, however, express their
rejection of these constraints through literature and art.
They are also active in the business sector but, in spite of
their good education and high qualifications, they are still
confined to ‘women’s professions’. Any female advocacy
movement, however restrained, is firmly suppressed by
the authorities and clerics.28 Although the Kingdom
adhered to the Convention on the Elimination of all
Forms of Discrimination against Women, it had reserva-
tions about core items of the convention, and did not
change women’s legal status. 

Women’s associations are absent from Qatar, where
women work through the Supreme Council of Family
Affairs, presided over by the Crown Prince’s wife.
Founded by a royal decree in 1998 (no 35), the Council
filled an institutional gap in the family development sec-
tor, and enhanced coordination between the ministries
and various institutions concerned with social develop-
ment. The Council groups a number of qualified Qatari
females, particularly instructors from Qatar University. On
March 5, 2000, the Committee of Women’s Affairs was
formed in order to handle women’s rights and duties, to
underline women’s role in sustainable development, to
ensure women’s right to participate in leadership roles
and decision-making positions, to enhance the role of
civil society, and enable it to implement women-related
programs.29

In spite of the recent nature of women’s organizing in
Qatar, Qatari women enjoy some support from the polit-
ical leadership, as they have been granted the right to
stand in elections, and to run for a seat in the central
municipal council. Women’s right to vote and run for
office summarizes long, hard years spent trying to con-
vince politicians of women’s rights and competence to
hold leadership positions, and participate in political life.30

Female candidates were greatly opposed by this conserv-
ative society, as their participation in elections was
deemed too huge a leap for Qatari society to assimilate,
particularly with ultra-conservative traditions that refuse
changes that other Arab and Muslim societies have
accepted, such as mixed gatherings and women drivers.
Consequently, introducing social changes in favor of
women requires the concerted efforts of conscientious
men and women alike. It also requires “the elimination of
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century, with the use of the same means, from the press
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bies, they are the same as the Egyptians’, since Egyptian
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in 1924.” This writer underlines the effect of the 1967
June debacle in making her reconsider the activities of
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ping, and endless other stupidities… The first point in this
new line of thinking is for Kuwaiti women’s societies to
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real demands. Issues pertaining to women’s political and
social rights were discussed, and following the confer-
ence a list of seven claims of women’s full political rights
as well as participation in public life and personal status
demands were submitted to the National Assembly.
Reading these demands makes it clear how poor Kuwaiti
women’s situation was at the time and how much it has
improved since then, at least as to participation in public
life.24 Women have become lawyers and businesswomen,
and they can now enjoy a personal status code. 

The women behind these demands may be criticized for
not really pursuing them, in spite of intermittent attempts
at organizing seminars or launching awareness campaigns
about women’s political rights among female university
students. Such campaigns failed to reach the broad-based
female population in their homes, or the districts where
movements opposing women rights flourished. 
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submitted to the Crown Prince. This document contained
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But the National Assembly refused to concede these
rights in its January 19, 1982 session, nearly nine years
after receiving the demands of the women’s conference
mentioned above. 

Nuriya al-Sidani believes that the women’s societies failed
to serve women’s cause by not making a move before the
National Assembly session. She summarizes the reasons
for the failure as follows:
1. Lack of coordination between the women’s societies.
2. The disintegration of the Kuwaiti feminist movement.
3. The non-involvement of the An-Nahda Al-Ousariya
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5.The absence of proper planning that would have
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6. The societies’ failure to adopt a systematic strategy for
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the absence of women from the January 19 session dur-
ing which women political rights were discussed.
8. The frustration felt by the Arab nation in the 1970s
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9. The domination of religious movements opposing
women’s rights on the Arab scene.25

Following the Kuwaiti crisis in 1990/1, and in the absence
of the National Assembly, the Kuwaiti Crown Prince
issued a royal decree granting women their political
rights, in appreciation of their efforts in defending Kuwait
during the occupation. The re-elected National Assembly,
however, ruled that the decree was illegal, and by a sim-
ple majority rejected women’s political rights. Even peo-
ple known for their liberalism voted against women’s
rights in order to remain in the political arena.26

Women tried to organize themselves and operate as a
lobby, while a few of the female elite tried to register
their names in voter registration centers, or to resort to
the Constitutional Court to obtain their political rights.
But the latter ruled that this would be unconstitutional.
This suggests that Kuwaiti women’s struggle for the suf-
frage is a lengthy road that requires women to be patient
and persevering. It also calls for them to concert their
efforts to raise awareness among the broad-based female
population, to attempt to win the support of moderate
Muslim movements, and to coordinate and cooperate
with all civil society’s institutions to achieve their goals.

III. The Feminist Movement in the Other
Gulf States

Except for Bahrain, Kuwait and to some extent the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, there is no movement lobbying
for women rights in the Gulf States. This is due to young
state institutions in those countries, the delay in begin-
ning to educate girls, the influence of the central gov-
ernment, and the absolute loyalty to the head of the
state and the government. 

Despite harsh constraints imposed by the social and polit-
ical system on Saudi women, the latter are ahead of their
counterparts in other Gulf States as they have founded
women’s societies, though these are mostly led by Saudi
princesses, and their members are mainly the wives and
daughters of the Kingdom’s wealthier strata. The
Women’s Charitable Society was founded in Jeddah on
February 28, 2002. Its main objective is charitable work,
including aid to needy families, providing homes for the
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women’s traditional psyche, as well as the social value
system, and some of the social legacy”,31 not to mention
the freeing of the creative forces in society and allowing
the latter to form its civil organizations, providing for
greater freedom of opinion and political diversity. The
political leadership will not succeed in its work with the
popular bases unless it is supported by a strong and effi-
cient civil society that is truly free and democratic.

In the UAE, women’s societies sprang up immediately
after Independence, and the creation of the Union of the
seven small emirates, the largest and richest of which is
Abu Dhabi. Women’s societies fulfilled the image and
requirements of a modern state. They also fulfilled this
young state’s need to provide women with some welfare
services such as education, vocational training, and rais-
ing awareness among families. Women’s societies in the
UAE have garnered such complete governmental
endorsement that they have become akin to governmen-
tal institutions rather than NGOs. They are mostly
presided over by the rulers’ wives or relatives.

The Nahdat al-Mar’a al-Zabaniya Society (February 1973)
was the first women’s association in the UAE. Five others
were formed which “followed the An-Nahda al-Nisa’iyya
Society’s footsteps in order to achieve their common goal
of improving  women’s situation and status.”32

In March 1975, the Women’s Union composed of six soci-
eties was officially registered, led by the head of state’s
wife, Sheikha Fatima. This Union aims at improving Arab
women’s spiritual, social and cultural status, expanding
women’s activities to reach all the state’s emirates, sup-
porting the country’s full national development, pursuing
the establishment of good relations with other women’s
societies and unions in the Gulf and Arab region, and
cooperating with international women associations.33  The
activities of the Union and its member societies are main-
ly aimed at providing welfare services such as raising
health awareness, raising religious awareness, carrying
out charitable work, and vocational as well as crafts train-
ing for women. 

Prior to the accession of Sultan Kabous, women’s journey
in the Sultanate of Oman differed from the rest of the
Gulf. Omani women took part in the armed struggle led
first by the Zafar Liberation Front, then by the Popular
Front for the Liberation of the Arab Gulf. The latter
included  women’s issues in its program, but poverty, illit-
eracy and the conditions of political life prevented the
achievement of this program. The Popular Front concen-
trated on eradicating women’s illiteracy. Omanis owe the
achievement of this goal to the Bahraini militant, Layla
Abdullah Fakhro, a member of the Popular Front who ran
schools for girls in the Zafar province, south of Oman.

handicapped, orphans, and the children of prisoners. The
Society also tends to the welfare of children, mothers,
and girls, and strives to educate girls through seminars
and conferences.27

There are currently 19 women’s charities throughout the
Kingdom. These associations firmly adhere to the objec-
tives stated above, to government regulations, and to
social custom. Saudi women do, however, express their
rejection of these constraints through literature and art.
They are also active in the business sector but, in spite of
their good education and high qualifications, they are still
confined to ‘women’s professions’. Any female advocacy
movement, however restrained, is firmly suppressed by
the authorities and clerics.28 Although the Kingdom
adhered to the Convention on the Elimination of all
Forms of Discrimination against Women, it had reserva-
tions about core items of the convention, and did not
change women’s legal status. 

Women’s associations are absent from Qatar, where
women work through the Supreme Council of Family
Affairs, presided over by the Crown Prince’s wife.
Founded by a royal decree in 1998 (no 35), the Council
filled an institutional gap in the family development sec-
tor, and enhanced coordination between the ministries
and various institutions concerned with social develop-
ment. The Council groups a number of qualified Qatari
females, particularly instructors from Qatar University. On
March 5, 2000, the Committee of Women’s Affairs was
formed in order to handle women’s rights and duties, to
underline women’s role in sustainable development, to
ensure women’s right to participate in leadership roles
and decision-making positions, to enhance the role of
civil society, and enable it to implement women-related
programs.29

In spite of the recent nature of women’s organizing in
Qatar, Qatari women enjoy some support from the polit-
ical leadership, as they have been granted the right to
stand in elections, and to run for a seat in the central
municipal council. Women’s right to vote and run for
office summarizes long, hard years spent trying to con-
vince politicians of women’s rights and competence to
hold leadership positions, and participate in political life.30

Female candidates were greatly opposed by this conserv-
ative society, as their participation in elections was
deemed too huge a leap for Qatari society to assimilate,
particularly with ultra-conservative traditions that refuse
changes that other Arab and Muslim societies have
accepted, such as mixed gatherings and women drivers.
Consequently, introducing social changes in favor of
women requires the concerted efforts of conscientious
men and women alike. It also requires “the elimination of
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Issue

Many in the Sultanate still remember her efforts.

After Sultan Kabous came to power and the Popular
Front was dissolved, the Sultanate evolved at a great 
pace and girls’ schools sprang up. In modernizing its 
political and educational system, the Sultanate resorted
to educated Omani citizens who returned to their home-
land and held leadership positions. Among them were
women with university degrees from Cairo, Beirut,
Kuwait, Bahrain and Zanzibar.  

With the establishment of a modern state in the Sultanate
appeared the need to create an institution capable of com-
municating with women in distant, rural areas. For this pur-
pose, 25 women’s societies joined hands under the banner
of the Omani Women‘s Society, which covered most of
Oman’s provinces. The first one was formed on September
23, 1970, in the capital Muscat (officially registered in 1972),
and the last one was founded in 1994 in Khusb (registered
officially in 1999).34

Women’s associations in the Sultanate of Oman today
hardly differ from their counterparts in the UAE. Their
objectives and activities mainly serve the welfare of chil-
dren and mothers through similar programs. They under-
line the importance of respecting local traditions, which
is why they have not done anything to fight female cir-
cumcision, a common practice in Oman, nor have they
lobbied for women’s rights. Much like the associations in
the UAE, they completely coordinate their work with the

Directorate of the Affairs of the Woman and Child
(Mudiriyyat Shu’un al-Mar’a wal Tifl), which is part of the
Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs. 

Conclusion

The feminist movement in the Gulf still has to overcome
several problems, the most important of which is that the
authorities control the women’s societies to such a
degree that they cannot undertake any action without
the authorities’ consent. Financial aid is dependent on
the quality of a society’s relationship with the authorities.
Associations led by figures close to the regime benefit
from financial support from the government as well as
from private institutions, while other societies suffer from
insufficient financial and human resources.

The other dilemma these societies face is lack of volun-
teers and human resources, and weak technical capaci-
ties, which makes them unable to set up modern strate-
gies and programs. The majority of them still cannot
reach women in villages and distant regions. So their
activities are concentrated in the capital and restricted to
the intellectual elite, which makes them the preserve of
the privileged. Most Omani women’s societies have failed
to attract younger women as members; in consequence
their leaderships have not changed  (as in most Arab
countries) in almost 30 years. Should this situation
remain, there is fear that these societies might become
extinct. 
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pace and girls’ schools sprang up. In modernizing its 
political and educational system, the Sultanate resorted
to educated Omani citizens who returned to their home-
land and held leadership positions. Among them were
women with university degrees from Cairo, Beirut,
Kuwait, Bahrain and Zanzibar.  

With the establishment of a modern state in the Sultanate
appeared the need to create an institution capable of com-
municating with women in distant, rural areas. For this pur-
pose, 25 women’s societies joined hands under the banner
of the Omani Women‘s Society, which covered most of
Oman’s provinces. The first one was formed on September
23, 1970, in the capital Muscat (officially registered in 1972),
and the last one was founded in 1994 in Khusb (registered
officially in 1999).34

Women’s associations in the Sultanate of Oman today
hardly differ from their counterparts in the UAE. Their
objectives and activities mainly serve the welfare of chil-
dren and mothers through similar programs. They under-
line the importance of respecting local traditions, which
is why they have not done anything to fight female cir-
cumcision, a common practice in Oman, nor have they
lobbied for women’s rights. Much like the associations in
the UAE, they completely coordinate their work with the

Directorate of the Affairs of the Woman and Child
(Mudiriyyat Shu’un al-Mar’a wal Tifl), which is part of the
Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs. 

Conclusion

The feminist movement in the Gulf still has to overcome
several problems, the most important of which is that the
authorities control the women’s societies to such a
degree that they cannot undertake any action without
the authorities’ consent. Financial aid is dependent on
the quality of a society’s relationship with the authorities.
Associations led by figures close to the regime benefit
from financial support from the government as well as
from private institutions, while other societies suffer from
insufficient financial and human resources.

The other dilemma these societies face is lack of volun-
teers and human resources, and weak technical capaci-
ties, which makes them unable to set up modern strate-
gies and programs. The majority of them still cannot
reach women in villages and distant regions. So their
activities are concentrated in the capital and restricted to
the intellectual elite, which makes them the preserve of
the privileged. Most Omani women’s societies have failed
to attract younger women as members; in consequence
their leaderships have not changed  (as in most Arab
countries) in almost 30 years. Should this situation
remain, there is fear that these societies might become
extinct. 
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