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Executive Summary

In recent years, governments in the Gulf have mobilized their resources 
and political clout to lower the institutional barriers that limit women’s 
inclusion in the public sphere. Much ink has been spilled exploring 
the reforms’ impact on women’s participation in the workforce, but 
comparatively little scholarship has investigated how they have 
influenced their engagement in the national security apparatus. This 
report aims to fill that gap.

Efforts should include: the treatment 
of gender as a crosscutting issue; 
facilitating the participation of 
women in political processes and 
institutions; and incorporating 
appropriate language across 
institutions to counter narratives 
that undermine integration. These recommendations should be 
intimately linked to the Gulf’s broader development plans.

In the latest Women, Peace and Security Index, an assessment of 
female security and inclusion across the globe, most Gulf states were 
ranked below the global median.1  While the UAE ranked 24th, higher 
than some members of the European Union, Iraq and Yemen were 
among the lowest five, respectively ranking 166th and 168th; Qatar 
and Bahrain tied for 97th, and Saudi Arabia was placed 102nd, Oman 
110th, Kuwait 123rd, and Iran 125th. Although such indices sometimes 
conflate important details and fail to give a full contextualization of 
the reality on the ground, they offer a starting point for delving deeper 
into issues such as WPS.

What follows—a fusion of three expert roundtables and scholarly 
research—presents a number of key findings with a focus on nine 
states —the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), Iraq, Iran and Yemen. 
This report does not constitute a verbatim rendition of discussions 
and experts’ opinions. Additionally, Additionally, we recognize in 
our analysis and recommendations that each state has their own 
sociopolitical context. The recommendations in this report are not 
a comprehensive survey of issues in all nine states, but rather a 
general overview of key findings and recurring themes pertaining to 
WPS across the region. 

This report investigates whether “state feminist” policies can promote 
meaningful female participation in the security field. Gulf states have 
relied on top-down initiatives such as gender quotas to boost the 
representation of women in government. However, few of these 

1Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace, and Security. 2021. “Women Peace and Security Index 2021/22.” 
Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace, and Security.

“Although many Gulf states have 
achieved profound progress with 
regards to the inclusion of women in 
the workforce, they still fail to fully 
integrate “women in peacebuilding 
and security” (WPS).”
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efforts have been applied in the realm of national security. As a result, 
comparatively few women work in the field, and those who do often 
fail to rise very high in the decision-making hierarchy. Moreover, some 
scholars have questioned whether merely increasing the quantity of 
women in a particular domain actually improves the quality of their 
engagement.

In the GCC states, women’s inroads in education have begun to shift their 
standing in society, but it is doubtful whether progress in scholarship has 
translated to progress in employment in peacebuilding and the security 
sector. Depending on dominant educational narratives, it can enhance 
the status of women or be an obstacle to their progress in WPS.

The report also evaluates the state of grassroots feminism in the Gulf. 
Hesitant to dismiss the important work of women’s rights advocates 
in the region, scholars acknowledge that the dearth of large-scale, 
organized grassroots activism has stymied deeper and wider female 
empowerment in the Gulf, leaving the state to dictate the terms of 
women’s advancement.

Some scholars primarily blame the Gulf’s deeply rooted patriarchal 
traditions for limiting the progress of female empowerment. Social 
barriers are particularly firm in the national security arena, the most 
traditionally masculine segment of patriarchal societies. Masculine 
attitudes and narratives alienate women within the security sector 
and prevent many from joining in the first place. Conversely, others 
resist pleas for integration along Western lines, arguing that solutions 
to such issues should be more sensitive to domestic norms.

The report also explores how integrating women into the security sector 
could be a remedy for gender-based violence. More women in security 
means less insecurity for them. It also assesses the role of women in 
areas of the region plagued by conflict, such as Yemen. It finds that 
women, despite being disproportionately impacted by violence, tend to 
be at the forefront of resolving it; continuing to exclude women from 
diplomatic dialogues will continue to hinder peace. 

This report offers a number of policy recommendations to improve 
the meaningful representation of women in Gulf national security:

• Ensure full equal meaningful participation and representation
of women at all stages of the peace process;2

• Systematically integrate a gender perspective that avoids
patriarchal narratives and embraces intersectionality into all
stages of analysis, planning, implementation and reporting,
including educational curriculums and in national visions;3

2Sharland, Lisa. 2021. “Women, Peace, and Security Mandates for UN Peacekeeping Operations: Assessing 
Influence and Impact.” International Peace Institute.
3Ibid.
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4Ibid.

• Hire gender advisors specifically for the peacebuilding and
security sector;

• For economic statecraft and aid distribution, demand that
women be included as requisite for assistance, a step that
some branches of the government such as USAID have
already implemented;

• Institute a hybrid top-down, bottom-up approach ensuring
representation along lines of class, race, or other identifiers
and;

• Institute micro-empowerment initiatives to provide
resources to women involved in security on a local level.

• Incorporate a national plan that includes recommendations
from United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325
“Women, Peace and Security Agenda”;

• Establish gender quotas for positions at higher levels of
government, granting women more concrete influence over
policymaking;

• Minimize structural barriers to female employment through
more targeted job training, family care subsidies, and
other reforms;

• “Increase the number of civilian and uniformed women
in peacekeeping at all levels and in key positions,”4

possibly by instituting recruitment targets or exploring the
extension of national military conscription to women to
reduce the gender gap; and

• Explore the non-military, and non-masculine aspect of
conflict resolution by using gender in security studies,
enabling an exploration of multidimensional aspects of
peacekeeping and conflict resolution.
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On December 19, 2021, 137 women applied to join Kuwait’s armed 
forces.5 If accepted, they would be the first women in the emirate’s 
to serve in the military. A few months earlier, the Kuwaiti minister of 
defense announced that the country’s armed services would open its 
doors to female enlistees for the first time.6 The policy shift, marketed 
by government officials as a milestone in the advancement of women’s 
rights in the country, followed a Gulf-wide trend of state-driven integration 
of women into the national security enterprise in recent years. Only a 
few months before Kuwaiti military recruiters began to evaluate their 
first female applicants, Saudi Arabia graduated its first cohort of female 
officers from an all-female military academy.7 The kingdom officially 
allowed women to take internal security jobs in February 2021, following 
through on a reform promised two years earlier.

Other Gulf countries with longer histories of women’s involvement in the 
security sphere have also expanded opportunities in recent years. The 
Emirates established the region’s first all-female military academy in 
the early 1990s.8 Female fighter pilots have since flown sorties against 
the Islamic State (ISIL) terror group in Iraq and Syria, and Emirati 
women now account for half of all engineers in the country’s defense 
industry.9 Qatar swore in its first commissioned military officer in 1987 
(only to wait nearly two decades before appointing another). In 2018, 
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani signed a decree allowing 
women to volunteer for the Qatari armed forces;10 one year later, the 
Qatari government appointed a woman to the position of assistant 
foreign minister.11 Yemen experts observe that Yemeni women have 
taken on leading roles in repairing their war-torn country, coordinating 
the delivery of humanitarian assistance, and participating in conflict 
mitigation efforts. 

The reasons for this integration are manifold and intersecting, 
according to regional experts. For Gulf governments, opening new 
avenues of public and professional advancement for women is a sign 

5Nagah, Hussein. 2021. “Kuwait Women Allowed into Military as Struggles for Rights Continue.” Al-Monitor. 
28 December.
6Kuwait News Agency. 2021. “Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Defense Issues a Decision to Open the 
Door for Female Citizens to Join the Honor of Military Service, Specialized Officers, Non-Commissioned 
Officers and Individuals, and the Current Stage is Limited to Services.” Kuwait News Agency. 12 October.
7Krimly, Reem. 2021. “Saudi Arabia’s First Batch of Women Soldiers Graduate.” Al-Arabiya News. 2 September.
8Duncan, Gillian. 2018. “UAE Partners with UN to Encourage More Women to Join Military.” The National 
News. 30 September.
9Tharoor, Ishaan. “U.A.E.’s First Female Fighter Pilot Dropped Bombs on the Islamic State.” The Washington 
Post. September 25
10Middle East Monitor. 2018. “Women to Serve in Qatar Armed Forces.” Middle East Monitor. 6 April.
11Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Qatar. 2022. “Her Excellency, Lolwah Rashid al-Khater, Assistant Foreign 
Minister of Qatar.” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Qatar.

Introduction
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of modernization, an essential attribute of national state rebranding 
projects (and also a helpful lure for vital international investments). 
Women’s empowerment and gender equality as broad concepts are 
stated pillars of most of the GCC states’ national “vision” strategies. 
Analysis of the Gulf media landscape reveals that state-owned outlets 
have spared no words in recent years extolling the virtues of “women’s 
empowerment” and government efforts to promote it.12 There are also 
other pragmatic, if less optics-driven, rationales at play. Gulf women 
tend to be very well-educated, especially compared to their male 
counterparts.13 Furthermore, surveys indicate that young Gulf women 
are particularly eager to join the workforce.14 Letting this skilled and 
motivated demographic go to waste is politically and economically 
imprudent. Easing women into the security establishment also helps 
Gulf armies wean off foreign military assistance by relieving personnel 
shortages and, in turn, “localizing” their security industries.15 At a 
more basic level, many Gulf women feel a strong desire to serve their 
countries.16

However, women question the intent and impact of these efforts as 
“integration.” Indeed, many recent policy changes have been little 
more than superficial, cosmetic reforms. Though a growing number of 
women throughout the Gulf are now able to enlist, the scope of their 
involvement remains severely limited. Kuwaiti women hoping to join the 
armed forces, for example, must first receive permission from a male 
relative to apply. Even if accepted, they would not be allowed to carry 
arms or roam military facilities without a head covering.17 Important 
decision-making positions across 
the Gulf continue to be dominated 
by men. (The ministers of defense 
and foreign affairs of all six GCC 
countries are—and have always been—men.) Those women who have 
managed to ascend the policymaking ladder are almost always confined 
to working on matters deemed as “women’s issues,” typically relating 
to health and family affairs. This marginalization also manifests itself 
on the international stage, where women are often relegated from the 
“big table” during negotiations. Scholars and practitioners claim that 
current policies nominally aimed at integrating women into the security 
establishment merely feign commitment to women’s empowerment, 
attempting to secure the political benefits of advancing gender parity 

12Muller, Henriette, and Christin Camia. 2022. “Between Uniformity and Polarization: Womens’ 
Empowerment in the Public Press of GCC States.” Politics & Gender, 1-29.
13Balla, Salwa, and Iman Mohamed. 2022. “The Gulf is Lagging Behind on Gender Equality. Here’s How It 
Can Catch Up.” Atlantic Council MENASource. 19 May.
14Arab Youth Survey. 2021. “Arab Youth Survey 2021 - White Paper.” Arab Youth Survey.
15Alomar, Dana, and Sarah Glubb. 2022. “Saudi Women Prove that ‘We Can Do It’ as Their Participation in 
Military Grows.” Arab News. 18 March.
16Clarke, Kelly. 2021. “Meet the Proud Military Women Representing the UAE.” The National News. 29 
August.
17United States Institute of Peace, “Advancing Women, Peace and Security,” September 2022.

“Broadly speaking, women remain 
confined to the lower rungs of the 
national security hierarchy.”
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without making the sacrifices necessary to really achieve it. Embedded 
patriarchal authorities can deflect demands for further integration—both 
domestic and international—by pointing to these surface-level reforms. 

Finally, according to United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325, 
Women, Peace and Security is a policy framework that recognizes 
women’s critical role in bringing about sustainable international 
peace and security. WPS promotes women’s equal and meaningful 
participation in political processes during times of peace and conflict 
alike. Their engagement may include work in economic development, 
judicial systems, security and law enforcement, the armed forces, 
peace negotiations and processes, peacekeeping forces, and aid for 
displaced communities. The disproportionate impact of conflicts on 
women renders an intersectional approach to female participation 
in peace and security efforts pivotal for their legal and physical 
protection. It also necessitates their involvement in conflict prevention 
or resolution, and sustainable peace efforts.18

This report aims to examine the nature of this marginalization in greater 
depth, filling a gap in academic and policy discourse about security and 
women’s empowerment in the Gulf. What factors continue to limit more 
meaningful participation of Gulf women in the security establishment? 
What are the most effective methods for enhancing participation—
grassroots activism, state-driven initiatives, or a combination of both? 
Which methods are most feasible? What does successful integration 
look like? What are the consequences of continued exclusion of women? 

This assessment is grounded in feminist analyses of international affairs. 
The modest representation of women in security studies, peacekeeping, 
and conflict resolution in general is endemic in international relations. 
From the perspective of the feminist scholars, accounting for gender—
an often neglected dimension of policy—offers a more complete picture 
of security threats and paths to peace. This framework counters the 
misconception that security studies is “masculine” with emphasis 
only on hard power, military power, war, and conflict. The definition 
of international relations and security from a feminist perspective is 
slightly different from the conventional definition of security, which is 
centered around state security and conventional defense methods. IR 
feminists define security more broadly, highlighting the importance of 
countering and deterring all types of violence—domestic violence, rape, 
poverty, gender subordination, and ecological destruction.19

18Agence France-Presse. 2022. “Kuwaiti Army Allows Women in Combat Roles—But Without Guns.” The 
Guardian. 17 February.
19Moylan, Tom. 2013. “Gender Security as a Category of International Politics.” E-International Relations. 12 March.
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Reckoning with these concepts 
is not just a stimulating 
academic exercise.  Conflict  
disproportionately victimizes 
women and girls.20 The costs 
of excluding women from the 
Gulf security establishment 
are real and high, and the 
benefits of integration are 
potentially transformational. 

The analysis that follows attempts to address these issues through a 
synthesis of contemporary scholarly research and insights provided by 
a roundtable of women academic, experts and policy practitioners from 
the Gulf region specializing in the intersection of gender and security 
in the Gulf. Their identities have been anonymized, in accordance with 
the Chatham House Rule.

This report is organized as follows. First, it discusses state feminism, 
weighing in on the benefits and drawbacks of attempting to drive 
change through a top-down, state-led policy. Second, it addresses 
how grassroots movements can impact integration. Next, it turns to an 
analysis of the social factors impacting equity and women’s integration 
in security, with a discussion on tribalism and conceptions of masculinity. 
Fourth, it evaluates the role of education on the integration of women 
in the field of security and opportunities for improvement. Fifth, it 
addresses how the inclusion (or lack thereof) of WPS issues into regional 
security efforts affects violence against women. Sixth, it delves into 
the role of women in conflict and peacebuilding, with emphasis on Iraq 
and Yemen. Finally, the report offers recommendations to improve the 
integration of women into the national security enterprise in the Gulf.

20Whiting, Kate. 2018. “Why Do Humanitarian Crises Disproportionately Affect Women?” World Economic 
Forum. 7 December.
21Council on Foreign Relations. 2022. “Women’s Participation in Peace Processes.” Council on Foreign 
Relations.

“A wealth of research in recent years has 
shown that increasing women’s participation 
in government and conflict resolution 
significantly improves the prospects for 
peace; when women are involved in a 
meaningful capacity, states are less likely 
to fight, and those that do are more likely 
to achieve a lasting peace.21”
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Debates Surrounding
State Feminism

In the Gulf the task of women’s empowerment has largely fallen to 
the state. This brand of feminist activism—in which governments are 
primarily responsible for molding and enforcing feminist narratives—is 
aptly labeled “state feminism.” “Feminism,” in broad terms, decribes 
a group of connected intellectual and political movements seeking 
to promote justice for women and end sexism in all its forms.22 The 
concept of “state feminism,” in a Western context, refers specifically 
to collaboration between government agencies and non-state feminist 
actors designed to advance feminist goals.23 However, in regions 
without substantial non-state feminist activism such as the Gulf, state 
feminism instead refers to the government’s promotion of programs 
and regulations it deems to be “feminist,” often contravening dominant 
cultural norms.24 In recent decades, Gulf governments have employed 
a wide array of policies from the state feminist toolbox to further their 
visions of female empowerment, including direct appointments, gender 
quotas, and the creation of government organizations and initiatives 
focusing on women’s issues. 

Benefits and Drawbacks of State Feminism

The merits and drawbacks of state feminism in the Gulf have been hotly 
contested by activists and scholars. 
Studies of Emirati state feminist 
policies, for example, find that 
they have expanded opportunities 
for Emirati women to pursue 
leadership roles in the country’s 
economic and cultural spheres.25 Gulf state initiatives to improve 
female access to education have likewise resulted in impressive levels 
of female educational attainment in recent decades.  Although some 
social attitudes are difficult to measure, preliminary evidence suggests 
that fast-tracking women to prominent leadership positions can help 
reverse stigmas about women working in positions of authority. 
Lana Nusseibeh has represented the UAE at the UN since 2013;27 

22Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 2018. “Feminist Philosophy.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 28 
June.
23Prager, Laila. 2020. ‘Emirati Women Leaders in the Cultural Sector: From “State Feminism” to 
Empowerment?’ Hawwa 18(1): 51–74. https://brill.com/view/journals/haww/18/1/article-p51_4.xml 
(November 27, 2022).
24Ibid. 
25Ibid. 
26Findlow, Sally. 2013. “Higher Education and Feminism in the Arab Gulf.” British Journal of Sociology of 
Education, 34(1), 112–131.
27Permanent Mission of the United Arab Emirates to the United Nations. “H.E. Ambassador Lana Nusseibeh.” 
Permanent Mission of the United Arab Emirates to the United Nations. 

“Proponents of state feminist policies 
credit them with forcibly opening 
avenues for public and professional 
female advancement that would have 
otherwise remained shut.”
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Saudi Arabia appointed its first female ambassador to the United States 
in 2019.28 Appointments like these, optimists hope, will normalize the 
presence of women at higher levels of national security decision making 
and governance more broadly.29/30

Skeptics of state feminism, meanwhile, claim that its benefits are 
overblown. Numerous studies of state feminism in the Gulf castdoubt 
on its ability to change negative social attitudes about women in 
government.   Critical scholars and activists also warn that state 
feminism is at its core a vehicle for furthering the political and social 
interests of the state. Policies professing to empower women can, in 
fact, inhibit their advancement by promoting a limited and decidedly 
patriarchal conception of women’s rights. Limitations on female Kuwaiti 
soldiers are one example of this phenomenon. 

Top-down efforts at promoting female participation in the workforce also 
usually ignore diversity along lines of class, race, or other identifiers. 
Intersectional feminism, a term coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, 
provides a framework for understanding how female liberation ties 
together with other forms of oppression and discrimination.31 State-
led feminism programs generally neglect the intersectionality of female 
empowerment.32 Consequently, critics argue that existing programs 
have really only benefited well-off women from select classes, races, or 
tribal backgrounds who already occupy society’s higher echelons, while 
overlooking women from economically marginalized communities. 

Nominally inclusive reforms weighed down by patriarchal caveats can 
ultimately amount to more subtle forms of exclusion. While tokenism 
causes superficial female representation, it does not lead to genuine 
change, as the voices of women remain marginalized in workspaces 
heavily dominated by men. Embedded patriarchal authorities can also 
deflect demands for further integration by pointing to cosmetic reforms.

Scholars also warn that increasing the visibility of women in public life 
can only accomplish so much, especially when women are confined to 
positions that hold limited decision-making power such as ambassadorial 
posts. Ultimately, many female policy practitioners who have been able 
to make inroads in Gulf defense circles do not feel they have a right to 
be involved in the process; they have merely been granted a favor by 
male leaders who, when political tides shift, can revoke their position at 
a moment’s notice.

28Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in Washington, DC. “Princess Reema bint Bandar bin Sultan bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud.” Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in Washington, DC.
29Prager, 2020.
30Al-Mutawa, Rana. 2020. “I Want to Be a Leader, But Men Are Better Than Women in Leadership Positions.” 
Hawwa—Journal of Women of the Middle East and the Islamic World, 18(1), 31-50.
31UN Women, 2020. “Intersectional Feminism: What it Means and Why it Matters Right Now.” UN Women. 
1 July.
32Ennis, Crystal A. 2019. ‘The Gendered Complexities of Promoting Female Entrepreneurship in the Gulf ’. 
New Political Economy 24(3): 365–84. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13563467.2018.145701
9 (November 27, 2022).
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Gender Quotas

Gender quotas, which allot a certain percentage of positions to women, 
have become a topic of particular scrutiny in recent years. Although 
gender quotas are more commonly found in legislative bodies—it is 
unclear if and to what extent Gulf governments employ them specifically 
in the national security enterprise—several states, including Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Iraq, have dedicated a minimum 
number of seats in their respective parliaments to women.33 The UAE 
has gone to particular lengths to incorporate women; twenty members 
of its forty-seat parliament are women by default, and the Emirates 
Securities and Commodities Authority has instituted a requirement 
that all publicly-listed companies include a woman on their board.

A sizable body of scholarship has testified to the effectiveness of 
gender quotas at increasing the representation of women in politics. 
Repeatedstudies have shown that when implemented, quotas increase 
public perceptions of women lawmakers’ qualifications, giving them 
greater credibility in politics and leading to increases in female legislative 
representation, even after the quota systems end.34/35 Proponents of 
implementing quota systems in the Arab world note that countries 
lacking them, such as Kuwait, have dismal track records of female 
representation in parliament (only 2 of the National Assembly’s 50 
members are women).  They also point to organizations like the Kurdish 
armed forces, where women, thanks in large part to progressive state 
policies, play prominent roles on the battlefield.37

Accusations of tokenism abound. Iraq’s 
2005 constitution has guaranteed 
women at least 25% of seats in 
parliament, and women currently hold 
29% of legislative seats.38 Experts find, 
however, that female legislators are 

largely confined to legislating on “women’s issues,” such as education 
and healthcare, while security matters are almost entirely reserved 
for men. Moreover, irrespective of women’s involvement in legislative 
bodies, the most important national security decisions in most Gulf states 
continue to be made by male rulers and their immediate entourage 
of male advisors. To the extent that women participate at this level, 
they are handpicked by a man or group of men and are expected to 
align their agenda with their backer’s. This exclusion of women from 
genuine leadership roles can become self-reinforcing; if women are 
not even given the chance to take on leadership positions, they cannot 
acquire the skills and experience needed to climb to higher levels of 
33International IDEA. 2021. “Gender Quotas Database.” International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 
Assistance.
34Mari Tripp, Aili, & Alice Kang. 2008. “The Global Impact of Quotas: On the Fast Track to Increased Female 
Legislative Representation.” Comparative Political Studies, 41(3), 338–361.
35O’Brien, Diana, & Johanna Rickne. 2016. “Gender Quotas and Women’s Political Leadership.” American Political 
Science Review, 110(1), 112-126.
36National Assembly of Kuwait. 2021. “About KNA.” National Assembly of Kuwait.
37Flock, Elizabeth. 2021. “‘Now I’ve a Purpose’: Why More Kurdish Women are Choosing to Fight.” The Guardian. 
19 July.
38International IDEA, 2021.

 “Many scholars and practitioners 
doubt, however, whether simply 
increasing the quantity of women in 
politics can improve the quality and 
scope of their engagement.”
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authority, or to help other women fill their shoes. Unless women can 
break into these cloistered and exclusive groups, their contributions to 
the security field will remain marginal.

Resolution 1325

The United Nations has created many legal frameworks for national plans 
to squash gender discrimination and integrate women in the security 
sector. The most notable are UN Security Council Resolution 132539 
and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW). 

While all Gulf states except Iran have signed and ratified CEDAW,  there 
has been comparatively little work on adopting Resolution 1325. None 
of the Gulf states, with the exception of Iraq, have worked toward 
integrating the resolution into a national action plan. Both the Federal 
Government of Iraq and the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG), in 
collaboration with a roster of national and regional agencies, established 
a cross-sector task force to develop a national plan. The task force 
featured 22 representatives from civil society, government ministries, 
parliamentarians, security forces, and experts, and they adopted a 
national plan in 2013.

At the same time, most GCC states have initiated important steps to 
include women in the security and defense structure, simply not under 
the umbrella of Resolution 1325. In Saudi Arabia, where women’s 
participation in the labor force was negligible prior to the accession of 
King Salman, women now comprise 33% of the labor force, owing to a 
greater diversity of jobs available to women and their expanded role in 
the public sphere. These advances have translated to improvements in 
the security sector. Prior to 2015, women’s work in security was limited 
to serving as airport security guards; today, women participate in the 
Saudi army, navy, air defense, missile forces, and cybersecurity services. 
Although questions remain over women’s access to decision-making 
power at the highest level, the changes at the entry level in less than a 
decade are steps forward—and are due in large part to the Kingdom’s 
Vision 2030 plan. The Saudi case also illustrates the value of top-down 
empowerment programs in changing social attitudes in some areas.

For this reason, many Gulf leaders genuinely believe their state feminist 
programs can succeed. Nevertheless, top-down programs without 
grassroots input can often cause unintended consequences. If they fail 
to change social attitudes, they can also inadvertently poison the well 
for organic grassroots organizing that can produce better outcomes for 
women’s empowerment in the security sector.41

39The resolution reaffirms the important role of women in the prevention and resolution of conflicts, peace 
negotiations, peace-building, peacekeeping, humanitarian response and in post-conflict reconstruction and 
stresses the importance of their equal participation and full involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and 
promotion of peace and security.
40United Nations Human Rights Treaty Bodies. “Ratification Status for CEDAW - Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women.” UN Treaty Body Database. 
41Welborne, Bozena. 2016. “‘No Agency Without Grassroots Autonomy: A Framework for Evaluating Women’s 
Political Inclusion in Jordan, Bahrain, and Morocco.” In Empowering Women After the Arab Spring, ed. Marwa 
Shalaby and Valentine M. Moghadam. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
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Prospects for Grassroots 
Movements and Implications 

for Security

Scholars and practitioners from the Gulf region recognize that heavy-
handed, state-driven feminist initiatives often struggle to move past 
superficial forms of women’s empowerment. Strides towards parity 
and advancement must be fueled, at least in part, by grassroots 
initiatives. Repeated analyses of feminist movements across the 
Middle East and North Africa—scholarship on women-led movements 
in the Gulf is comparatively sparse—suggestthat the most productive 
and sustained (if gradual) advancements in women’s rights are 
achieved when organic social movements inspire shifts in social 
attitudes, leading to transformations enshrined in law by government 
institutions.42/43  

A 2020 report published by 
Rice University’s Baker Institute 
for Public Policy detailed how 
women activists advanced labor 
reforms and anti-harassment 
laws by pressuring otherwise-unsympathetic institutions, sparking 
national dialogues about the issues they supported, and incentivizing 
governments to change policy.44 Although activists consistently 
struggled to alter patriarchal mentalities, weakening the impact 
of legal changes, scholars nonetheless maintained that grassroots 
mobilization remained the essential first step in the activism process. 
Evidence shows that “micro-empowerment” initiatives, or programs 
calibrated specifically to increase women’s capacity in local areas 
through social and professional training, became integral to broader 
trends in female empowerment nationwide, suggesting that similar 
programs could find success in other countries.45

Strong centralized governments with 
near-omnipotent control over the 
societies they govern have limited the 
growth of civil society. Additionally, 
perfunctory and infrequent elections 
limit outlets for political activity.

42Norman, Kelsey, ed. 2020. “Women’s Grassroots Mobilization in the MENA Region Post-2011.” Center for 
the Middle East: Rice University Baker Institute for Public Policy. 14 July.
43Mahmoud, Souad. 2021. “The Challenge of Grassroots Feminism in Arab Countries.” Capire. 25 March.
44Norman, ed. 2020.
45Bordat, Stephanie, Davis, Susan, & Saida Kouzzi. 2011. “Women as Agents of Grassroots Change: Illustrating 
Micro-Empowerment in Morocco.” Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, 7(1), 90–119.
46Al-Mukhled, Nour, & Yousef Alshammari. 2021. “‘Silence No More’: Women’s Rights in Kuwait Face an 
Uphill Battle.” New Lines Magazine. 23 April.

“Existing scholarship on grassroots 
feminist movements in the MENA 
region has lauded their effectiveness 
in creating organic social change.”

“The sociopolitical environment 
of the Gulf has inhibited the growth 
of vocal and influential grassroots 
feminist movements, despite the 
best efforts of female activists and 
scholars.”
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Some countries in the Gulf have exhibited more promise in this 
arena than others. Kuwait, where citizens enjoy considerably more 
political liberties than elsewhere in the GCC, has witnessed tense 
battles between a fledgling yet vocal women-led movement and a 
political establishment bent on maintaining the status quo.46 A string 
of high-profile femicides in Kuwait between 2020 and 2021 triggered 
outpourings of anger from Kuwaiti women online and in the streets. 
Young women spearheaded anti-government protests in Iraq between 
2019 and 2021, and their leadership likely played a large part in the 
unusual success of female candidates during the 2021 parliamentary 
elections.47 Iraqi women have also mobilized at the local level; 
organizations like the Basra Feminist Team, based in the eponymous 
southern port city, have collaborated with law enforcement to combat 
gender-based violence.48 Perhaps, with loosened constraints on civil 
and political discourse, similar trends may surface across the region.

46Al-Mukhled, Nour, & Yousef Alshammari. 2021. “‘Silence No More’: Women’s Rights in Kuwait Face an 
Uphill Battle.” New Lines Magazine. 23 April. 
47Jawad, Ali. 2021. “For First Time, Iraqi Women Secure 97 Parliament Seats.” Anadolu Agency. 12 October.
48El-Tohamy, Amr. 2022. “Basra Feminist Team Fights Violence Against Women and Protects Their Rights.” 
Al-Fanar Media. 25 June
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49Agence France-Presse, 2022

Social Factors Impacting Equity 
and Women’s Empowerment

Some women in the Gulf doubt whether political liberalization would 
sow the seeds for greater women’s empowerment. They contend 
that deeply rooted patriarchal social norms, rather than government 
institutions, have limited the meaningful integration of women into 
the national security establishment. In many cases, they argue, the 
state has pushed forward changes that society at large has been 
unwilling to swallow. Many Gulf citizens and policymakers wish to 
promote women’s inclusion, but have been reluctant to do so when 
such changes would conflict with the Gulf’s traditional social values.

Tribalism and Conceptions of Masculinity

Tribal identity permeates culture across the Gulf, and traditional tribal-
centric views on women’s empowerment continue to dictate a woman’s 
place in society. In pre-existing tribal norms it is incumbent upon the 
nation’s defenders (men) to protect women. Moreover, tribal norms 
for conflict resolution automatically exclude women making it difficult 
for integration. Attempts to increase their participation will inherently 
face great resistance as long as the Gulf’s existing interpretations of 
tribalism remain at odds with such efforts.

Examples of this mentality abound, 
though its impact may be difficult 
to chart. One conservative Kuwaiti 
lawmaker who helped lobby for 
restrictions on female engagement 
in the military, for example, 
described combat as something 
that “does not fit with a woman’s nature.”49 While the feats of Mariam 
Al-Mansouri, the UAE’s first female fighter pilot, were widely celebrated 
abroad, many Emiratis treated her accomplishments with skepticism 
and disdain. Instead of discussing Al-Mansouri’s military career, most 
commentators within the UAE focused on her tribal identity, which 
many claimed she had misrepresented. 

The security sector in Gulf states, researchers observe, is inseparable 
from masculine attitudes—both indigenous and foreign. Moreover, 
the predominant flavor of masculine behavior within the security 
services is the “hegemonic” kind, defined generally as attitudes and 
practices that legitimize male superiority and female subjugation 
in society. Scholars and practitioners from the region have argued 

“The lingering and widespread 
perception that national security and 
warfighting are inherently masculine 
affairs—a product of deeply rooted 
tribal norms—also limits the ability 
of women to progress in the field.”
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that this culture makes the military an unwelcome space for women 
and reinforces the narrative that men are the only ones capable of 
protecting society. 

Women from the Gulf have noted that it is sometimes women 
keen on preserving traditional practices and filial honor who most 
vocally denounce feminist reforms in the region. They posit that 
many women in the Gulf (and elsewhere in the world generally) are 
preservers of the existing patriarchal hierarchy and can be hindrances 
to women’s empowerment and their integration in the peacebuilding 
and security sector.50 More progressive observers have challenged 
these conservative reflexes, arguingthat avenues for equity and 
power should be available to women who seek them.51

The rise of masculine nationalist 
narratives in some Gulf states could 
also hinder women’s advancement. 
Some women from the region 
emphasize that Gulf conceptions 
of “nationalism” are inherently 
patriarchal. Scholars and practitioners 

from the region argue that modern understandings of nationalism have 
always been male-dominated, and women have consistently been 
relegated to familial duties within it. The UAE’s Vision 2021 plan, for 
instance, makes preserving the Emirates’ “unique culture, heritage and 
traditions” and “social and family cohesion” a top priority.52

Those women who do penetrate the security sector in the Gulf are 
expected to adhere to existing cultural attitudes and social views. 
Tehran, for instance, has integrated women into narrow areas of its 
security forces—notably the IRGC’s Basij-e Khaharan (“Sisters’ Basij”) 
militia units—but to the extent that women are allowed to meaningfully 
participate, they are expected to fit into the country’s existing narrative 
of transnational security along Islamist lines. Women who do not 
adhere to the government’s preferred Islamist security narrative are 
marginalized and targeted by clerical authorities, depriving them of 
security and peace. Ultimately, some political and military leaders 
in the Gulf—particularly those of a conservative tilt—resist calls for 
broader and deeper gender parity as un-Islamic, unpatriotic, and 
destabilizing.

 50Ribieras, Amelie. 2021. “‘Stop Taking Our Privileges’: Phyllis Schlafly’s Narrative of Traditional Womanhood 
and the Fight for Socioeconomic Hegemony in the 1970s–1980s.” USAbroad – Journal of American History 
and Politics, 4(1), 37–50.
51Said-Foqahaa, Nader. 2011. “Arab Women: Duality of Deprivation in Decision-making under Patriarchal 
Authority.” HAWWA—Journal of Women of the Middle East and the Islamic World, 9(1), 234–272.
52United Arab Emirates National Agenda 2021. “Cohesive Society and Preserved Identity.” United Arab 
Emirates National Agenda 2021.

“Indeed, nation-building narratives 
across the Gulf often stress the 
importance of “family values,” implying 
that women can best serve their 
countries by being good mothers and 
wives rather than CEOs or generals.”
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Concerns Over Western Versions of Feminism

Western discussions of WPS issues in the Gulf rarely consider how 
women see themselves. While Western narratives often emphasize 
widespread oppression and unequal rights in the Gulf, surveys indicate 
that a majority of young women in the GCC (upwards of 66% in 2021) 
believe that women and men already enjoy equal rights.53 Despite 
these survey results, experts from the region have argued that female 
career advancement is hamstrung by society-wide expectations that 
women prioritize familial duties over professional ones. 

Some commentators from the region more wary of “Western” versions 
of feminist ideology point out that many Gulf women find comfort 
and strength in more traditional conceptions of modernization. 
Empowerment—or rather a Eurocentric conception of it—is not 
necessarily a desirable outcome; as such, the argument goes, women 
should not be pressured to embrace it. Moreover, notions of feminism 
and women’s empowerment are also closely tied to Islamic religious 
observance and subject to the diverse interpretations of gender roles 
within the religion.

53Arab Youth Survey, 2021.
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Education and Integration -
a Boon or a Hindrance?

Education is one of the realms of public life in the Gulf where women 
have made substantial inroads. In fact, women across the GCC 
attend and graduate from university at higher rates than their male 
compatriots. Women constitute around 52% of university students in 
Saudi Arabia.54 Three-quarters of the students who enrolled in Qatar 
Foundation universities in 2021 were women.55 A similar trend plays 
out in the UAE, where women comprised 80-90% of the student body 
at two of the Emirates’ three federal universities in 2017.

Even the Gulf’s most educated women still struggle to make headway 
in the industries they study. Across the region, female labor force 
participation lags well behind male rates, especially in the private sector. 
Only 41% of tertiary-educated Saudi women found employment after 
school in 2018, compared to 94% of tertiary-educated Saudi men.56 
As of 2018, Emirati women make up only 28% of the total Emirati 
workforce.57 This disparity is particularly pronounced in the military 
sector. Despite relatively high-levels of female STEM education among 
Emirati women, for example, their presence in STEM-focused areas 
of the armed forces, such as non-proliferation, is meager. 

Government-financed education for women in the Gulf—an example 
of state feminism in action—has had a mixed effect on women’s 

empowerment. On the one hand, 
government efforts to advance 
female education have provided 
women with new ideas and 
tools; in some cases, however, 
educated women are groomed to 
be subservient to the patriarchal 
system.58 Scholars and analysts 
from the region agree that bolder 
policy changes are needed to 

bridge the gap between the classroom and the board room. Studies 
of state-sponsored female entrepreneurship programs can sometimes 

54Saudi Gazette. 2015. “More Women than Men in Saudi Universities, Says Ministry.” Al-Arabiya. 28 May.
55Abdullah, Hala. 2021. “Qatari Women ‘Outnumber Men’ at Local Universities.” Doha News. 7 March.
56OECD. 2019. “Education at a Glance 2019: Saudi Arabia.” Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development.
57Jeffery, Sally. 2018. “Getting Emirati Women Into Work: Why Our Study Surprised Me…” 
PricewaterhouseCoopers. 17 October.
58Findlow, 2013..
59Ennis, 2019.
60Assi, Rima, and Chiara Marcati. 2020. “Women at Work: Job Opportunities in the Middle East Set to 
Double with the Fourth Industrial Revolution.” McKinsey and Company.

“Reinforced by educational curricula 
and national vision plans, efforts 
at promoting female participation 
in the workforce often reinforce 
patriarchal norms by edging women 
into industries more in line with 
“traditional” female roles such as 
in the education and healthcare 
sectors.59/60”
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reinforce gender-based sectoral segregation. For example, Oman 
and Qatar find that the initiatives pipeline women into traditionally 
“female” industries —e.g. textiles and culinary arts—instead of 
elevating women to positions of greater authority and impact.61 
Many scholars attribute the dearth of women in top national security 
circles to the unwillingness of male leaders to break the tradition of 
exclusion. That same resistance has made the presence of women at 
large international negotiations a rarity.

Some scholars from the region go as far as to suggest that these 
impressive levels of female educational attainment represent a civic 
form of conscription. Women are tasked with being the vanguards of 
culture and knowledge; physical protection—through military service 
or other forms of national security policymaking—is neither their duty 
nor their strong suit. In some regards, the education system confines 
them and constructs a narrative that they are preservers of “culture.” 
This dynamic can implicitly hinder reimagining women as possible 
military protectors of the country. Therefore, although education is 
commonly framed as a gateway to women’s empowerment, it may 
actually restrain their progress in the national security field.

61Ennis, 2019.
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Security Sector & Violence 
Against Women

When it comes to preventing gender-based violence (GBV), the 
leaders of the Gulf states have a clear interest in accommodating 
more women in the overall security domain. Gulf states aspire for 
strong external security, but in order to make conditions within the 
country safe for women, the states must also devote resources 
toward internal security. The integration of women into the security 
field is key to these efforts, but it often coincides with simultaneous 
exclusion; as noted earlier, Kuwait allows women to join the army 
with the permission of a male guardian, but forces them to wear 
headscarves and bans them from carrying weapons.

Internally, the Gulf states need more women protecting women. 
Femicides—the targeted murder of women—are still rampant in the 
region. Experts estimate that 400-500 women are killed every year in 
Iran to protect men’s “honor.”62 A Kuwaiti government survey conducted 
in 2022 reported that more than half of the country’s women had been 
the victims of physical violence at some point in their lives.63 Recruiting 
more female police officers, scholars and practitioners argue, could 
help stem this tide of gender 
violence. Recruiting women from 
diverse backgrounds could also be 
a priority. The higher the degree of 
social integration across the lines 
of class, race, or other identifiers, 
scholars argue, the more secure 
Gulf societies will be.

Most of the Gulf states retain a “guardianship” system in which women 
require permission from their husbands or male relatives to participate 
in some aspects of public life. Several nations, including Kuwait and 
Iraq, also allow men to receive a lesser sentence for murdering a 
female family member if it can be shown that they had “honorable 
motives” in doing so, and Kuwait allows rapists to escape punishment 
if they marry the victim with the permission of her guardian.64/65  

62Parsa, Fariba. 2021. “Iranian Women Campaign to Stop the Rise in ‘Honor Killings.’” Middle East Institute. 
26 August.
63The Arab Weekly, 2022. “Kuwait Faces Uphill Struggle to Counter Violence Against Women.” The Arab 
Weekly. 10 June.
64Human Rights Watch. 2022. “World Report 2022: Kuwait.” Human Rights Watch.
65Human Rights Watch. 2022. “World Report 2022: Iraq.” Human Rights Watch.

“While limited reforms have been 
instituted with regard to GBV across 
the Gulf region over the past half-
decade, serious obstacles continue 
to prevent women from accessing 
justice. ”
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The legal regime allowing for violence against women is particularly 
controversial in Iran, which has no law against domestic violence and 
where parental abuse is explicitly permitted “within the customary 
limit.”66 The MahsaAmini protests in Iran from September 2022 
onward can therefore be understood as a reaction by women to 
reclaim their safety and security from a government that has failed to 
deliver them. The government’s violent crackdown on demonstrations 
has only seemed to bolster their case. It is important to remember, 
however, that not all Iranian women feel deprived of security under the 

Iranian government; indeed, many 
thousands of Iranian women have 
expressed support for the Islamic 
Republic or participated in counter-
protests in support of the ruling 
authorities.67 A clash between the 
two ideas is not inevitable, and the 
Iranian government might institute 
changes to its ideology, perhaps 

through the greater incorporation of women into different roles in 
government, as a way to mitigate the mass unrest. However, if the 
Iranian state fails to incorporate the diverse voices of women, state-
society relations will only crumble.

66Human Rights Watch. 2022. “World Report 2022: Iran.” Human Rights Watch. 
67Vohra, Anchal. “It’s Woman vs. Woman in Iran’s Protests.” Foreign Policy. 7 November.

“The events in Iran showcase two 
opposing security-driven narratives: 
the first derived from women who 
view the current security status 
as violating their rights, and the 
second from women who view Iran’s 
transnational Islamist rhetoric as 
securing them.”
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Women in Conflict 

Although armed conflicts are primarily fought between men, women 
are still disproportionately impacted by the negative consequences of 
a breakdown in law and order. It is 
therefore ironic that women have a 
minimal presence in peacemaking 
efforts across the Middle East. Fewer 
than 5% of the UN’s peacekeeping 
forces are women,68 and the Gulf 
states’ conflict mediation teams 
are nearly all men. Women invited to these dialogues usually fulfill 
minor roles and rarely access positions where they could alter the 
outcomes of negotiations. The dearth of women’s participation in these 
efforts is unfortunate, as studies have shown a clear link between the 
(genuine) participation of women in peace negotiation efforts and the 
subsequent success of those efforts.

Resolution 1325 encourages UN member states to increase women’s 
roles in conflict prevention, facilitate their participation in peacebuilding 
efforts, protect their rights during and after armed conflicts, and 
respect their specific needs during resettlement, repatriation, and 
post-conflict reconstruction.69 International efforts to achieve the goals 
of Resolution 1325, including by the United Nations Entity for Gender 
Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women), have included 
attempts to; strengthen women’s peace coalitions to help prepare 
them for engagement in peace processes, work with peacekeepers to 
help detect and prevent conflict-related sexual violence, and support 
the construction of justice and security institutions that protect women 
and girls from violence.70

It is striking that women have remained effectively absent from 
politics in the region’s conflict zones. Increases in GBV are linked to 
increases in more conventional forms of violence, and women also 
suffer from a host of connected humanitarian consequences of war. 
These problems are compounded in traditional areas where a woman’s 
ability to participate in public life is limited.71 During Yemen’s Arab 
Spring uprising, women remained mostly absent from the political 
68UN Women. 2018. “Ready for Peacekeeping Deployment, With a Gender Lens.” United Nations Entity for 
Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women. 29 May.
69United Nations Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs. “Women, Peace and Security.” United 
Nations Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs.
70UN Women. 2012. “Women’s Role in Peace and Security.” United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and 
the Empowerment of Women.
71Goessmann, Katharina, Ibrahim, Hawkar, & Frank Neuner. 2020. “Association of War-Related and Gender-
Based Violence With Mental Health States of Yazidi Women.” Journal of the American Medical Association. 
1;3(9).

“Because women are among the 
greatest victims of war, they have 
a clear interest in successful 
peacebuilding efforts and are among 
the greatest advocates for peace in 
areas of conflict.”
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negotiations. Although two constitutional committees established in 
2014 each instituted gender quotas, those who participated did not 
go on to prominent positions in government or peacemaking efforts. 
Today, eight years after the onset of Yemen’s civil war, there are no 
female ministers on either side of the conflict. 

However, since war broke out, 
women have remained active in 
peacemaking and humanitarian 
efforts throughout Yemen’s eight-
year civil war, playing critical roles in 
health, education, and local peace-

building efforts. They serve on the front lines as medical personnel, 
organize advocacy efforts as members of civil society groups, and 
have even helped negotiate prisoner exchanges. Interestingly, women 
contributed to peacebuilding differently based on their degree of access 
and privilege. For example, less educated rural women in Yemen have 
commonly provided assistance and mutual aid within their respective 
communities. On the other hand, privileged wealthier and educated 
women have greater access to resources and opportunities thereby 
allowing them to participate in civil society and coordinate their efforts 
with the international community.

Women have fought for a place in Iraq’s post-2003 political system 
throughout the conflicts that have engulfed the country over the last 
two decades and despite the extreme forms of gender-based violence 
and sectarian conflict during the 2006-2007 civil war and the invasion 
of ISIS in 2014. Iraqi women led the country’s first modern protest 
movement in 2003, demonstrating against the new political elite’s 
attempt to overturn the Personal Status Code, the basis for women’s 
legal rights. They succeeded in pressuring the parliamentary blocs 
and political parties to block bills that could have imposed dress 
codes on both women and men and limit gender mixing. When Iraq’s 
Islamist political elite attempted to put in place a sectarian legal code, 
women’s protests were critical to its defeat. In spite of this early 
setback, Islamist parties have constantly renewed attempts to update 
the Personal Status Code, but Iraqi women have fought against these 
proposed changes at every turn.72

The eruption of Iraq’s nationwide protest movement in October 
2019 brought the country’s women to the forefront of the popular 
demonstrations. Despite physical threats and assassination attempts, 
as well as mounting societal and political pressure to block women 
from partaking in Iraq’s first grassroot political movement since 2003, 
women were present and active in both protests and negotiations 
with officials to implement economic and political reforms. Female 
protesters ranged from uneducated middle-aged mothers at 
protesters’ camps throughout Iraq helping to feed demonstrators to 

72Ali, Zahra, “Women and the Iraqi Revolution,” 2020, AssafirAlarabi, March 3.

“The work of Yemeni women 
in conflict zones highlights the 
capacity of women to organize and 
pursue peace, even in the most dire 
circumstances.”
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sophisticated middle-class students participating in constitutional law 
debates. Although these women differ along sectarian and class lines, 
they have shared a common space and collaborated on strategies 
to effect meaningful change. One notable chant from the protests—
“Don’t say it’s shameful, a woman’s voice is a revolution”—speaks to 
the subversive nature of women’s presence in street movements.73

73Kaufman, Rachel, “Women and Social Media: Key Drivers of Protests in Iraq,” 2021, Wilson Center, 
December 22



27Women, Peace and Security |

Policy Recommendations 

Through research and input from women from the region with 
expertise in WPS, we propose a number of reforms to improve the 
integration of women into the national security enterprise in the 
Gulf. Although we are keenly aware that each Gulf state has its own 
unique circumstances, we based our recommendations on recurring 
themes regarding women and security across the region. These 
recommendations are general suggestions, not comprehensive ones, 
and only touch the surface of a deeply rich and contested topic.

Integration of Women in Peacebuilding and Security

Gulf nations should establish the full, equal and meaningful participation 
of women at all levels of peacebuilding and security by integrating 
a gender perspective into all aspects of the respective institutions, 
including the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of 
policies and programs.74 They can facilitate women’s broader entry 
into security and peacemaking fields by minimizing structural barriers 
to female employment. Gulf governments can accomplish this through 
more targeted job training, family care subsidies, and other reforms. 

To combat systemic discrimination and harassment—in the military and 
beyond— Gulf states can improve communication channels allowing 
women to report harassment or discomfort to their superiors. One 
practical step is to hire gender advisors specifically for the peacebuilding 
and security sector. These advisors can assist in strategizing on how 
to identify and reduce gender gaps by gender mainstreaming in a 
manner conducive to cultural norms.

While women are currently 
serving in most of the Gulf states’ 
militaries, where and how they can 
serve remains severely limited. 
Integration could be facilitated 
by a conscription program or by 
instituting recruitment targets for 
their respective defense ministries. Although conscription would likely 
lead to backlash in many Gulf states, some of this backlash could be 
ameliorated through promises to maintain existing conditions subject 
to the comfort level of women. These steps would significantly reduce 
existing gender gaps in Gulf militaries and provide their nations with 
a broad pool of personnel with military skills that could be valuable for 
work in security policymaking. In turn, it could assist in “localizing” 
their security industries.75

74Sharland, 2021.
75Alomar &Glubb, 2022

“Gulf states should increase the 
number of civilian and uniformed 
women in peacekeeping at all levels 
and in key positions. This should 
begin by easing the direct integration 
of women into their militaries.”
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Instituting a Holistic View of Security

However, if security is defined as 
ensuring a nation’s peace, prosperity, 
and sovereignty, it takes on far wider 
implications. Food security, water 
security, energy security, and climate 
security are all vital to a nation’s 

well-being, and insecurity in these areas is widely recognized as a 
catalyst for the breakdown of social order, but peacemaking efforts in 
the Gulf are typically focused on the more narrow issue of preventing 
violence after it occurs.

In the same way that women are excluded from traditional conflict 
resolution efforts, they also lack a meaningful place in discussions on 
food and water security, even though they are affected to an equal 
or greater degree as men in these areas and often have insightful 
perspectives and proposals. Expanding the concept of ‘security’ to include 
these broader areas, and planning for the meaningful participation of 
women, could do much to benefit the nations of the Gulf.

Capacity Building through Hybrid Top-Down, Bottom-Up Approaches

While state-led feminism can be credited for progress in women’s 
participation in public life, instituting a hybrid top-down, bottom-up 
approach could offer the best of both worlds. It is undeniable that 
the states are major drivers to promote change. Top-down change 
comes from a state or national level since governments are able to 
produce and enforce laws, impose punishment and incentivize socially 
acceptable behavior. At the same time, grassroots initiatives have the 
potential to reflect societal needs at a more intimate level and can 
transform the lives of marginalized members of society. This approach 
is an effort where NGOs, social entrepreneurs, traditional businesses 
and private citizens working from the bottom up collaborate closely with 
the government to ensure the full, equal and meaningful participation 
of women in peacebuilding and the security sector. This also can ensure 
representation across the lines of class, race, or other identifiers.

Another approach is the introduction of micro-empowerment initiatives 
to provide resources to women involved in security. Micro-empowerment 
initiatives have been successful at capacity-building on a small scale 
in other Arab nations, notably in Morocco. These successes could 
be repeated within the GCC states, Yemen, Iraq, or Iran, as long as 
financial, humanitarian, or military assistance is tailored toward the 
specific conditions of each country and the needs of local women.

In order to codify the strategic aims of this program, each country’s 
leaders should also incorporate a national plan that includes 
recommendations from UN Security Council Resolution 1325. Such 
75Alomar &Glubb, 2022

“Much of the discourse surrounding 
security studies in conventional 
circles focuses on violence and armed 
conflict, the purest expression of a 
breakdown in security.”
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plans could easily be introduced under the auspices of the GCC states’ 
existing development “visions,” which could also provide a framework 
for change for non-GCC Gulf states.

Comprehensive Approach for Lowering Social Barriers to WPS

Gulf governments must also make concerted efforts to lower broader 
social and cultural barriers to their participation. As long as Gulf 
societies stigmatize women’s participation in security affairs on cultural 
grounds, any efforts to reform—whether bottom-up or top-down—are 
likely to only achieve shallow or tokenistic results. In order to ensure 
genuine social change, Gulf states’ efforts should extend beyond 
security institutions to other cultural areas such as secondary and 
tertiary education. 

By instituting a school curriculum that empowers women and avoids 
reinforcing patriarchal ideology, Gulf states could strengthen public 
acceptance of women’s greater participation on security issues. 
Furthermore, national economic or reform plans, such as the GCC 
states’ “Vision” plans, should incorporate a gender perspective 
while remaining amenable to local needs and intersectionality. Gulf 
governments should explore the non-military and non-masculine 
aspects of security and conflict resolution and incorporate them within 
their national security strategies. Furthermore, within these important 
strategic plans, the language should avoid masculine narratives across 
institutions and curricula that could hinder women’s advancement in 
the peacebuilding and security field. This will enable an exploration 
of multidimensional perspectives that serve their national interests, 
while promoting the treatment of gender as a crosscutting issue.

Instituting a Meaningful Quota System

Although gender quotas on their own are insufficient to bring 
about broader change— often leading to tokenism when poorly 
implemented—the Gulf states should nonetheless incorporate them at 
higher levels of government to grant women more concrete influence 
over policymaking in the short term. Implementing workplace gender 
quotas coupled with other mentioned recommendations in this report 
could fast track progress in gender equality for WPS and cause a 
“shock effect” on embedded male-dominated institutions in the 
security sector. Furthermore, the positions allocated to WPS should 
be ones of substance with full, equal and meaningful participation 
addressing diverse, important national security issues. For example, 
women should have a seat at all peacebuilding negotiation tables. 
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“In addition to pushing for policy 
changes, the international community 
should attempt to collaborate with 
indigenous and grassroots feminist 
movements, while remaining sensitive 
to the needs of women on the ground, 
political context and norms. ”

Continued Engagement from the International Community

While the Gulf states have agency, continued engagement from the 
international community—both from foreign governments and NGOs—
has historically played a positive role in advancing women’s rights in 
the region. However, international groups should not appear to engage 
in unhelpful “virtue signaling” instead of attempting to enhance the 
public life of indigenous women on the ground. Nevertheless, to 
help build upon recent progress, 
these organizations can continue 
to advocate for these reforms, 
perhaps by making financial aid, 
agreements, and other benefits 
contingent on policy reforms that 
decrease the gender gap. 
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