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OZET

Bu c¢alisma, Birlesmis Milletler'in (BM) genel politikalar1 ve Onerilerinin Birlesik Arap
Emirlikleri'nin (BAE) toplumsal cinsiyet esitligi hedeflerine ne Olciide etki ettigini incelemeyi
amaglamaktadir. Uluslararasi kuruluglarin cinsiyet esitligi tizerindeki rolii ve etkisi, ¢esitli {ilkelerde
vaka ¢aligmalariyla analiz edilmistir. Bu aragtirmalar, genellikle Avrupa Birligi (AB) iilkelerinde en iyi
uygulamalarin oldugunu gostermektedir. Buna karsilik, savas ve i¢ ¢atigmalar nedeniyle istikrarsizlagan
ve demokratik olmayan iilkelerde yapilan arastirmalar, bu iilkelerde cinsiyet esitligi konusunda ciddi

eksiklikler oldugunu ortaya koymaktadir.

Federal monarsi ile yonetilen ve niifusunun ¢ogunlugu Miisliiman olan Orta Dogu iilkesi BAE,
1995 Pekin Konferansi'nin tavsiye kararlarini benimseyerek bu dogrultuda ulusal stratejiler ve eylem
planlar1 gelistirmis ve toplumsal cinsiyet esitligi konusunda onemli ilerlemeler kaydetmistir. Bu
baglamda, BAE, bahsedilen yapisal 6zelliklerine ragmen uluslararasi girisimlerdeki aktif roliiyle 6zgilin
bir vaka ¢aligmasi olarak 6ne ¢ikmakta ve bu ¢alisma, s6z konusu girisimlerin iilkenin toplumsal cinsiyet
esitligi dinamiklerini nasil etkiledigini arastirarak literatiire katki saglamay1 hedeflemektedir. Toplumsal
cinsiyet esitligi birgok agidan incelenebilir ve 6l¢iilebilir. Ancak bu ¢aligmada, temsil, istihdam ve kadin
haklar1 baglaminda, birincil ve ikincil kaynaklar ile Emirati kadinlarla gerceklestirilen derinlemesine

goriismeler araciligiyla degerlendirilmektedir.

Bu aragtirmanin temel katkisi, BM politikalarinin BAE'nin toplumsal cinsiyet hedeflerine
ulagsmasindaki etkinligini ve etkisini incelemektir. Ayn1 zamanda bu politikalarin iilke genelinde tiim

kadinlara esit sekilde fayda saglayip saglamadigini arastirmaktir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Toplumsal Cinsiyet Esitligi, Birlesmis Milletler, Birlesik Arap Emirlikleri, Kadin
haklar
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ABSTRACT

This study aims to investigate the extent to which general policies and recommendations of the
United Nations (UN) were effective for gender equality in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). The impact
and role of international organizations in various countries were examined through case studies, often
highlighting European Union countries as models of best practices. Research conducted in war-torn,
conflict-affected, and undemocratic countries has revealed shortcomings in terms of gender equality.

The UAE, as a Middle Eastern Muslim-majority country and a federal presidential elected
monarchy, has made significant progress in gender equality by adopting the recommendations of the
Beijing Conference 1995 and setting national strategies and action plans to implement these
recommendations. This makes the UAE a unique case to study and contribute to the literature on gender
equality, with the aim of investigating how these international initiatives influence the country's gender
equality dynamics. Gender equality can be measured in terms of many aspects, but in this study, it is
analyzed in terms of representation, employment, and women’s rights through primary and secondary

sources as well as in-depth interviews conducted with Emirati women.

The main contribution of this study will be to assess the effectiveness and impact of the UN
policies in advancing the gender ambitions of the UAE, while also examining the extent to which these

policies equally benefit all women across the country.

Keywords: Gender Equality, United Arab Emirates, United Nations, Women’s rights
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1. Introduction

The role of women in the 19" century was limited to maintaining a household and
raising children by looking after their families. The decrease in men’s population after the
World Wars and other social factors provided an opportunity for women in the late 19" century,
starting with the suffrage movement, which enabled women to be more active in work life, to
have voting rights, and to gain rights in marital status. Furthermore, feminist thinking has been
an essential factor in elevating women’s perception within society, and with the emergence of

the contemporary world, we can see how the role of women has changed and evolved positively.

However, discrimination against women is still observed all around the world, and
women are deprived of the same opportunities provided to men in social, economic, and
political settings. Gender equality is on the agenda of many international organizations, and
various projects are implemented to empower women and ensure gender goals. The United
Nations, as the largest intergovernmental organization, steadfastly upholds the principle of
gender equality and by integrating women's empowerment into its Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) and leveraging its sub-organs and technical bodies, the UN has been conducting

several initiatives to raise awareness on this issue through the strategy of gender mainstreaming.

In this context, the Beijing Platform for Action Declaration in 1995, with its 189
signatories and strategic approach for women's empowerment at all levels, is considered one of
the most crucial steps towards integrating common objectives into national policies.
Furthermore, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW), which was ratified by 186 countries following its adoption by the UN
General Assembly in 1979, is generally portrayed as an “international bill of rights for women”
(UN Women, 2024).

There is consensus on the importance and contribution of these initiatives to the national
implementation of gender mainstreaming; on the other hand, the level of implementation has
never been the same for all countries, considering their different social, cultural, religious, and
economic background and structures. This explains why we observe various success stories and
good examples of gender equality among developed/developing countries that have gender
priorities. However, many countries with geographical boundaries have become part of joint

efforts, yet not showing commitment to implementing gender mainstreaming.



Hence, in theory, the numbers for becoming a signatory of international agreements and
declarations on gender equality seem to demonstrate a good level of indicator for the support
and promotion of gender equality, but in practice, not all countries share the same enthusiasm
to truly execute gender action plans. In this regard, this study aims to enhance and contribute to
the current scholarly discourse by examining the impact of policies of the United Nations and
its sub-organs on gender equality in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) which adopted Beijing
Conference recommendations and ratified the CEDAW in 2004 and submits its reports
regularly to the CEDAW Committee.

It is noteworthy to state that the UAE prioritized its strategic objectives on gender,
issued laws, and established the Gender Balance Council in 2015 to empower Emirati women
across all fields of work and bolster the UAE's standing both locally and globally. The
organizational framework for the Gender Balance Council, with Shaikha Manal Bint
Mohammad, appointed as the chairperson, was approved by the UAE Cabinet (The UAE
Cabinet, 2024). The country is committed to bridging the gender gap in many strategic areas,
including representation and employment, and is determined to be ranked higher in the global
reports with its strong ambitions (United Arab Emirates, 2019, p.7). Its religious identity,
monarchical structure, cultural background, or geographical boundaries do not seem to pose
problems or excuses for the UAE on the contrary, the country with its government institutions
-both federal and local- alongside NGOs has been striving to achieve gender equality by
amending the laws to minimize or eliminate discrimination against women thereby ensuring
equitable access to constitutional rights and by providing equal education opportunities and
building women’s capacities with the overarching objective of attaining gender balance in

representation.

This study investigates in detail to what extent the UAE has benefitted from UN
decisions and recommendations and how these non-binding policies are implemented in the
country despite all the socio-cultural and other sorts of challenges. The reason why | chose
gender equality is due to my interest and passion for women’s rights and gender studies and to
be able to share my working experience as a gender focal point of an intergovernmental
organization that has become a signatory of the United Nations Economic Commission for
Europe (UNECE) Gender Responsive Standards Initiative (GRSI) and developed a Gender
Action Plan. The GRSI aims to offer a pragmatic approach for standards bodies aspiring to

advance gender equality through the standards they create and the processes by which these



standards are developed. Additionally, through its Working Party 6, for which | serve as the
focal point, the Commission provides a platform for stakeholders to convene, collaboratively
cultivate expertise, and generate guidance that can be widely disseminated (The UNECE,
2024).

1.1 Importance of the Research

According to the UN Women (2024), gender equality is “300 years away,” which is
nearly three centuries later than it is hoped. The persistent absence of women in leadership
roles, poor recruitment conditions and opportunities for women, and some conservative
movements hindering further development of women’s rights seem to continue to occupy our
agenda for a long time hence, there is now an ever-greater need to speak up for the rights of
women by making more researches to demonstrate current situation and applications. While
seeing some unfortunate cases or unsatisfactory facts of discrimination against women will
make us feel sad, it will also help us to discover best practices in others, which will surely

motivate us to reach our goals.

Undoubtedly, international organizations are pivotal in advancing such initiatives, with
the United Nations, as the largest among them, making substantial contributions, whether
directly or indirectly, to the achievement of countries' gender equality goals. For instance, the
Women's Empowerment Principles (WEPs), introduced by the UN in 2010, represent a pivotal
milestone in advancing gender equality, particularly within the framework of the UN Global
Compact (UNGC). These principles serve as a comprehensive guideline for promoting best
practices and fostering responsible corporate conduct regarding gender equality. They not only
underscore the importance of gender inclusivity within businesses but also emphasize their role
in contributing to sustainable development. With over 4,000 company CEOs worldwide
endorsing a statement in support of these principles, the influence of the UN as an international
organization in championing gender equality and encouraging corporate accountability cannot

be overstated (Bexell, 2012, pp. 389-407).

In September 2015, global leaders pledged to achieve the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), with the overarching aim of eliminating poverty, safeguarding the environment,
and fostering prosperity and peace globally by 2030. While gender inequality had been
recognized in previous international initiatives like Education for All (EFA), Millennium

Development Goals, and the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development



(UNDESD), the SDGs placed greater emphasis on addressing gender disparities (Hesketh and
Williams, 2021, p.2). The UN Women highlights the critical role of women in addressing each
of the 17 SDGs, as they are disproportionately affected by poverty, food insecurity, climate
change, economic setbacks, and insufficient medical services. The escalating climate, as well
as ecological crises, underscore the urgent need for policies prioritizing sustainable and

equitable outcomes over purely economic interests.

The SDGs explicitly recognize women's equality and empowerment as essential for
achieving all targets, with women's involvement mentioned in several goals beyond Goal 5,
including poverty reduction, food security, education, clean water, economic growth,
sustainable cities, climate action, healthcare, conservation, biodiversity preservation, and
peace-building (The United Nations, 2015, p.10). Women's engagement and empowerment are
crucial prerequisites for realizing the SDGs and fostering economically prosperous, equitably
fair, and ecologically robust societies where all individuals can thrive (Hesketh and Williams,

2021, p.2).

Gender equality transcends mere economic considerations and stands as an
indispensable factor in the pursuit of peace and security. The need for streamlined coordination
among United Nations (UN) member states and the requisite political determination for
ensuring the effective operationality of the UN is imperative. The normative framework
promulgated by the UN delineates essential benchmarks and standards, with particular
emphasis placed on the pivotal contribution of women in efforts for peace and security, as
underscored by the UN Security Council Resolution 1325. Notwithstanding the existence of a
robust legislative apparatus, the principal obstacle resides in its implementation, as evidenced
by the current underrepresentation of women, who constitute less than 10% of negotiators and
mediators engaged in peace processes. There is a common belief that women contribute a
multifaceted perspective to peace negotiations, thereby engendering more efficacious outcomes

(Dubai Women Establishment, 2020, p.54).

The examination of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) holds particular significance due
to its government's prominent position in spearheading gender balance initiatives within the
region. With women assuming influential roles such as judges and ministers, the UAE has
become an exemplar for both the private sector and governments throughout the Middle East.
The UAE government has implemented various measures aimed at fostering women's

representation, education, and participation in the workforce under the theme of "gender



balance" (Fardan and Marochi, 2021, p.142). Thus, the study is essential in providing detailed
information on the subject matter and is intended to be a guide for future researchers on the
same or similar issues. The UAE is one of the unique settings for studying gender equality, and
this research aims to shed light on the UAE’s gender ambitions by analyzing to what extent
they are achieved or not. Hence, it could provide good examples and best practices for other

countries having similar structures or backgrounds.

Research into the UAE's gender equality activities and motivations exists, but an in-
depth investigation into the non-binding policies, decisions, or bodies of the UN in a Middle
Eastern country like the UAE would be original, particularly given the recent strides made.
Providing the most current information, this study will analyze literature, country reports, social
media accounts, institutional websites, and the opinions of Emirati women and aim to answer
this research question: To what extent general policies and recommendations of the United

Nations (UN) were effective for the United Arab Emirates' (UAE) gender equality?

The hypothesis of the study stands on the following arguments:

- While the United Arab Emirates is a very active member of the United Nations and
its sub-organs about gender equality, as well as becoming a signatory to international
agreements addressing this matter, not all women across the country have equal
access to the initiatives and support implemented for women's empowerment.

- Socio-cultural, religious, and geographical boundaries have significant impacts on
the execution of gender policies and action plans; however, this situation does not
pose an obstacle for the UAE.

This research aims to analyze the situation of Emirati women within the UAE.
Acknowledging the substantial population of expatriate women residing in the country, it is
important to note that this study primarily focuses on Emirati women. Consequently, a
limitation of this research is that it does not encompass the entire female population in the UAE,
particularly excluding the experiences and perspectives of expatriate women. This narrowed
focus is essential to provide a detailed and specific understanding of the unique challenges and
opportunities faced by Emirati women. However, it also means that the findings may not be

fully representative of the broader female demographic within the nation.
1.2 Literature Review

Given the extensive scope of the study, the literature was reviewed through the
perspectives of gender mainstreaming, the United Nations' approach to gender equality, and the

gender-related aspirations of the United Arab Emirates.



1.2.1 Gender mainstreaming

The initial conception of gender primarily functioned as a political strategy, centered on
achieving legal parity, echoing a liberal interpretation of the equality principle, and aligning
closely with the objectives of early feminists during the first wave. This perspective gained
prominence in Western democracies starting from the early 1960s (Jacquot, 2015, p.7). Second-
wave feminists became linked with the idea of equal opportunities and presented the concept
of "difference" to investigate the particular types of oppression faced by women. According to
Rees (1998, as cited in Jacquot, 2015, p.7), this alternative thinking, centered on the exploitation
experienced by women in the business sphere, started to be more influential in the 1980s.
Subsequently, the third strategy, known as gender mainstreaming, emerged approximately a

decade later, coinciding with the increasing adoption of the gender concept.

Meyer and Priigl (1999) point out that gender mainstreaming was first introduced by
feminists in the 1970s and later formally adopted at the Beijing Conference in 1995. This idea
is supported by Kabeer (2003), who argues that the roots of gender mainstreaming are primarily
found in feminist approaches to development, which explored various methods of integrating
gender equity into processes (as cited in Walby, 2005, p.19). Feminist approaches to global
governance contributed to the emergence of gender mainstreaming by engaging with state
institutions and advocating for women’s representation in political processes. Feminists
emphasized the importance of women’s labor and rights and the impact of economic policies
on women while organizing within both formal and informal political spheres to push for
gender-sensitive state policies. They also created political and epistemic networks that
influenced policy debates, particularly in the fields of economics and development studies.
These efforts were crucial in challenging the male bias in economic policy-making and

embedding gender considerations in global governance discussions (Rai, 2004, pp. 587-589).

Ylostalo (2016, p. 550) argues that while gender mainstreaming, rooted in feminist
theories and political frameworks, is adopted by organizations, it is frequently redefined to align
with organizational objectives such as competitiveness, productivity, and financial gain. As a
result, the original transformative potential of gender mainstreaming—its ability to challenge
and change gender inequalities—may be overlooked. Additionally, feminists incorporated the
concept of gender into political discourse to examine how societal constructs of male and
female identities shape women's experiences, roles, and opportunities in various spheres of life

(Eveline & Bacchi, 2005, p. 497).



Priigl (2009, pp. 175-176) argues that gender mainstreaming reflects a feminist
engagement with the state but has raised concerns about the risk of de-radicalizing and co-
opting feminist aims. Feminists who were not part of the state sought to campaign and influence
lawmakers. They faced opposition but also built alliances with supportive legislators to promote
feminist viewpoints. After laws were passed, feminists depended on the executive branch and

courts to enforce them. practices in society.

Gender mainstreaming is a strategic and transformative approach aimed at addressing
gender inequality by incorporating gender perspectives into all aspects of policymaking,
organizational structure, program development and processes, implementation, and evaluation
(UN Women, 2024). With its endorsement in the Fourth International Conference of the UN on
Women (Beijing-1995), gender mainstreaming stands as the globally recognized approach to
achieving gender parity (Daly, 2005, pp. 434-435). In contrast to previous initiatives aimed at
mitigating the challenges encountered by women in labor, the introduction of gender
mainstreaming led policymakers to adopt an approach that scrutinizes the societal norms of

gender roles across all policy sectors (True, 2003, pp. 369-372).

Gender mainstreaming is not an ultimate objective but rather a means to achieving gender
equality. It entails the incorporation of gender perspectives into various facets, encompassing
policy formulation, legislative measures, research, and resource distribution (European Institute
for Gender Equality, 2024). Therefore, gender equality remains the primary and enduring
objective of development, with gender mainstreaming serving as a set of strategic
methodologies, technical procedures, and institutional mechanisms aimed at realizing this
objective. It encompasses the integration of gender equality within national public and private
entities, influencing policies at central or local levels, as well as services and sectoral initiatives.
However, as stated in the texts of the UN, the originator of the concept, the mainstreaming
approach should be tailored to the specific topic at hand, as there is no universal formula or

one-size-fits-all model that applies across all contexts (The United Nations, 2002, p. 2).

Gender mainstreaming has been a significant milestone, prompting substantial efforts to
promote gender equality, particularly in developing countries. True and Mintrom (2001, pp. 27-
28) argue that the spread of gender mainstreaming is propelled by international networks of
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the United Nations (UN). These networks have
been exerting significant efforts to maintain gender mainstreaming as a priority. Countries that

integrate gender mainstreaming into their institutions often do so because of their connections



to the global community. However, the success of gender-focused policies ultimately hinges on
whether countries establish dedicated institutions to address gender equality. Additionally,
having supportive individuals in decision-making roles is crucial, but this relies on how

effectively mainstreaming practices are implemented within institutions.

In 2006, the UN System Chief Executives Board for Coordination (CEB) approved the
UN System-Wide Policy on Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment to advance gender
equality within UN policies and programs, in line with the 1997 conclusions of the Economic
and Social Council (ECOSOC). To implement this policy, the United Nations created a System-
wide Action Plan (SWAP), developed through broad inter-agency consultations led by UN
Women, aiming to foster consistency and promote gender mainstreaming across the

organization (UNCEB, 2024).

Following the initial UN-SWAP period (2012-2017), a second phase, UN-SWAP 2.0,
was introduced in 2018 after extensive consultations across UN entities. This updated
framework integrated lessons from the first phase and aligned with the 2030 SDG Agenda,
shifting the focus toward measurable outcomes. While UN-SWAP 1.0 emphasized gender
mainstreaming, the second phase prioritizes results, with 12 of the 17 SDGs supporting gender

equality through gender-specific targets (Asante, 2020, p. 13).

Additionally, performance indicators were introduced to assess the contributions of UN
institutions at the country level and within regulatory frameworks. There is a consensus that the
SWAP has played a key role in fostering dialogue on gender mainstreaming, though opinions
vary on its impact. Organizations with initially lower performance, like the International
Telecommunication Union (ITU), the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO), and
the United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), viewed it as a valuable tool
for setting minimum benchmarks. Meanwhile, those with established gender initiatives, such
as the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the International Labour
Organization (ILO), the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), viewed it as a means of further
enhancing and institutionalizing their efforts. The Action Plan also highlighted areas requiring
further enhancement and secured internal backing to resolve those shortcomings (D'Errico &

Zengeni, 2019, pp. 4-5).



Numerous Voluntary National Review (VNR) reports demonstrated progress in
promoting gender equality through policy measures, as well as efforts to prevent laws and
programs from perpetuating discrimination. Notable examples include Lebanon’s abolition of
a law that allowed rapists to avoid prosecution by marrying their victims, Namibia’s adoption
of gender-responsive budget guidelines, and Mexico’s incorporation of a comprehensive gender
perspective into its national development plan. However, challenges such as gender-based
violence and inequalities in leadership roles and pay still remain (D'Errico & Zengeni, 2019, p.

3).

Gender mainstreaming is guided by various strong mandates taken at the UN level, which
are crucial for focusing on gender equality and women's rights. United Nations ECOSOC
Agreed Conclusions 1997/2, Beijing Platform for Action 1995, Chief Executives Board for
Coordination (CEB) Decision 2006/2, General Assembly resolution 64/289 on system-wide
coherence (2010), Rio+20 outcome document, The Future We Want (2012), ECOSOC
Resolution 2021/7 and Quadrennial Comprehensive Policy Review 2020 are key mandates used
to clarify responsibilities, provide guidance on actions, and facilitate policy dialogue in

development organizations and practices (UN Women, 2022, p.16).

The implementation of gender mainstreaming marked a notable shift in which the
responsibility for gender equality policies ceased to be solely borne by activists or feminist
figures. However, this strategy was also criticized in that it fails to acknowledge the absence of
consensus regarding the precise definition of the term "equality," even among the entities tasked
with advancing policies related to gender mainstreaming. Beijing Platform for Action (1995)
and the European Commission (2016) provide descriptions that are relatively noncommittal,
focusing on "equal opportunities" and acknowledging a "gender perspective." In contrast, the
Council of Europe (2018) underscores the importance of "gender equality," a term that is
inherently more effective in prioritizing outcomes compared to "equal opportunities" (Meier

and Celis, 2011, p. 472).

Moreover, Booth and Bennett (2002, pp. 433-436) advocate that while gender
mainstreaming has the potential to address gender disparities and contentious issues, including
gender quotas for women, its application should encompass a holistic understanding of equality,
integrating perspectives from both women and men. Buckingham et al. (2021, p. 673) argue
that within the EU, gender mainstreaming tends to prioritize neoliberal managerialism, focusing

on institutions leveraging women's expertise and capabilities instead of promoting gender



equality. On the other hand, Butale (2023), in his study conducted for the Southern African
Development Community (SADC), concludes that gender mainstreaming tends to focus on
women's roles as contributors to economic growth, rather than driving transformation, and
stresses the importance of improved monitoring, sector-wide collaboration, and capacity

building to enhance conditions in the informal sector (p. 726).

Similarly, the current approach to gender equality is also criticized for being abstract,
rigid, and reinforcing existing inequalities. In response to these concerns, Rittenhofer and
Gatrell (2012, p. 203) propose an analysis of gender from a situational and organizational
standpoint, taking into account the social roles and expectations attributed to men and women.
This underscores the necessity for a more flexible interpretation of gender that encompasses
socio-cultural and post-structural perspectives. Kardam and Acuner (2003, pp. 96-99) argue
that most UN member states have national machineries, established since the 1980s and 1990s,
which differ in structure and mandate but all aim to promote gender equality, though they are
often limited in resources and political influence, sparking debates about their relevance and

impact.

On the other hand, there is another perspective on the more effective implementation of
gender mainstreaming at an institutional level, which involves modifying organizational rules
and policies to promote gender equality, known as institutional gender mainstreaming
(Ravindran & Kelkar-Khambete, 2021, p. 2). This concept is integral to the UN-SWAP, which
has been implemented by UN Women for over a decade and plays a crucial role in programmatic
gender mainstreaming, utilizing policies, actions, and programs to advance gender equality. The
UN-SWAP framework is proof of the UN's commitment to the accountability of gender
mainstreaming, with 70 entities participating in 2020, 62% of which met or exceeded
requirements, and an increase in gender equality scorecard assessments from 33 to 38 country

teams (UN Women, 2022, p.8).

Gender mainstreaming operates at two levels: programmatic and institutional.
Programmatic efforts involve gender analysis, program design, resource allocation,
implementation, and monitoring and evaluation, while institutional efforts focus on setting up
arrangements like gender units and focal points, allocating resources, and enforcing
accountability mechanisms to advance gender mainstreaming (UN Evaluation Group (UNEG),

2018, p.8).
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A multiple-track strategy for gender mainstreaming, combining gender-targeted
interventions and integrated gender efforts across all sectors, is considered more effective in
achieving gender equality and women's empowerment. This approach promotes sustained
societal change by addressing various factors contributing to gender inequalities and ensuring

that both specific and general gender-focused measures are implemented (UN Women, 2020,
p.5).

The integration of women and gender policies through these strategies has significantly
catalyzed political actions that have strengthened regulatory systems for gender equality
globally. Despite these developments, substantial challenges remain, including a lack of
enforcement mechanisms and insufficient commitment to data collection by members, and
much work is still needed to translate gender mainstreaming into practical reality (Maenza,

2018, p.32).

1.2.2 United Nations' approach to gender equality

Gender equality through various strategies, including gender mainstreaming, has been
embraced and promoted by international organizations to have a collective and systematic
action for the successful implementation of policies set particularly by the United Nations (UN),
its relevant organs, and specialized agencies. Women's issues were initially considered and
managed within the framework of human rights throughout the 1950s and 1960s, and as a result,
they were exclusively debated in the Commission on the Status of Women and the UN General
Assembly, where social and humanitarian matters are discussed. Nonetheless, approaches and
attitudes began to shift in the 1970s, and it was decided to designate 1975 as the International
Women's Year, which has received great attention by improving the recognition of the issue
(Oke, 2018, p. 54). One of the most striking actions at that time was to announce the UN Decade
for Women (1975 and 1985) as an awareness initiative to empower women socially, politically,

economically, and educationally, which was taken a step further with the CEDAW in 1979.

International organizations have been influential in setting norms and guides that
encourage their members to take action for gender equality in their respective countries. This
is evident in the activities of the UN which has gathered and shared statistics that highlight how
crucial women are particularly for 12 strategic areas declared in the Beijing Conference 1995
(UN Women, 2024) and how the UN system urges its member states to execute policies and

strategies for the successful engagement and empowerment of women.
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The 4" International Conference on Women (1995) introduced gender mainstreaming as
a crucial and tactical approach to fulfilling gender equality pledges (UN Women, 2024). The
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action was the result of this conference, urging all players
in development policies and programs, such as the UN members and institutions, as well as
civil society participants, to actively engage in this endeavor. Further engagements and
commitments reinforced by the Millennium Declaration, and numerous resolutions and
decisions of the UN General Assembly, the Security Council, the Economic and Social Council,
and the Commission on the Status of Women have culminated in a global awakening on the
importance of the gender mainstreaming (Skard, 2009, pp.160-170). Based on 40 years’
experience of using gender mainstreaming as a policy tool, much has been achieved internally
within organizations, including staffing and policies, however, this does not cover the failure
witnessed particularly in the implementation, as not all countries have shown the same devotion
to producing significant results in reducing gender disparities and transforming organizational

approaches, often reducing it to a mere procedural formality.

Despite considerable efforts exerted to refer to and focus on gender equality, beginning
with the founding of the UN in the 1940s, human rights declaration in the 1950s and 1960s, the
Women's Year and Women Decade initiatives between 1975-1985, various conferences on
women held within the presence of a global audience (Mexico City in 1975, Nairobi in 1985,
and Beijing in 1995 conferences and so on) as well as millennium development goals,
significant disparities still exist and much work and planning still need to be executed to bridge

gender gaps (Arat, 2015, pp. 675-683).

Although all United Nations agencies have adopted gender mainstreaming policies and
taken seriously the implications of gender policies when making decisions and prioritized the
issue by making it one of the Sustainable Development Goals, overall, they seemed to be
ineffective; researchers and analysts who have examined the results of such policies have shared
the same opinion that there has not been a significant change at the UN since 1997 (Nivedita &
Deshpande, 2019, p. 293). Novovic (2023, p. 1059) states that it is uncertain how these policy
initiatives influence the inherently political nature of gender mainstreaming, raising the

question of whether Agenda 2030 is advancing the circumstances for its execution.

It is demonstrated in Tibor Kozma's research (2012) that no progress has been achieved
in some member states’ gender mainstreaming implementation, and this issue is mostly

overlooked by not having any law enforcement mechanisms. On the other side, some nations
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have developed detailed strategies and actions that incorporate gender mainstreaming into their
policies. The former are mostly developing countries, whereas the latter are developed countries

like Spain, Sweden, and others in Western Europe (p. 91).

Hence, the role of international organizations in ensuring gender equality will be most
likely studied in the future as well considering the two-pronged debate on this issue by
highlighting the well-developed guiding plans and programs of the UN and other bodies on the
one hand and the inefficient structure of the international organizations due to lack of
enforcement mechanism on the other hand. In this regard, countries’ will and commitment to
implement gender mainstreaming policies will be the main determinant in achieving gender
equality, considering the gap between theory (advanced discourse and rhetoric) and practice
(Arat, 2015, p. 675).

It is widely agreed that gender issues should be systematically addressed by specifying
targets and performance indicators to be evaluated and monitored within gender action plans.
The UN, UN Women, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD),
the UNECE, the UNDP, the World Bank, and the World Economic Forum along with other
organizations have demonstrated a marked improvement by incorporating sophisticated gender
lenses into their fields of activities (Ergas, 2013, p.16). Over the last couple of years, the role
of the UN was studied in a selected country or group of countries, particularly focusing on the

EU nations as best practices and war-torn, undemocratic countries to prove otherwise.

Although gender policies have contributed immensely to women’s empowerment within
representation, educational, and legal framework in various countries over the past decades, in
the absence of enforcement and political will, gender equality is expected to be a constant
struggle for us until gender parity is fully achieved and desired level is maintained all around
the world (Nivedita & Deshpande, 2019, pp. 293-294).

1.2.3 The Gender-Related Aspirations of the United Arab Emirates

The historically patriarchal structure of the UAE society echoed in neighboring nations,
presented a significant barrier for many women, who have long been confined to traditional
domestic roles as mothers, wives, and caregivers, while men are viewed as the primary family
providers (CEDAW, 2015; Tlaiss, 2013, as cited in Miller et al., 2017, p.30). Arab women
navigating careers face a cultural tug-of-war, as societal norms place great importance on

motherhood and family commitments, often instilling a sense of guilt when these pursuits
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conflict with professional aspirations. Although Islamic teachings appear to support women's
participation in the workforce, traditional interpretations prioritize their roles as homemakers,
perpetuating a patriarchal system evident in the UAE family law and gender roles (Gallant and
Pounder, 2008; UAE Federal Law 28 on Personal Status, 2005; CEDAW, 2015, as cited in
Miller et al., 2017, p.30). This deeply rooted patriarchy extended into the workplace, as
evidenced by Tlaiss and Klauser's research, shaping Arab women's unique career experiences

and challenges in the UAE (Tlaiss and Klauser, 2011, as cited in Miller et al., 2017, p.30).

However, this trajectory has changed, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) has stepped
forward in advancing gender equality. The country is committed to bridging the gender gap in
many strategic areas, including representation and employment, and is determined to be ranked

higher in the global reports with its strong ambitions (United Arab Emirates, 2019, p.7).

In line with this, the UAE adopted the recommendations of the 1995 Beijing Conference,
ratified the CEDAW in 2004, and consistently reported to the Committee, demonstrating
various efforts to ensure gender equality. The prioritization of strategic objectives for gender
equality by the UAE, including enacting laws and establishing the Gender Balance Council as
a federal body in 2015, constitutes crucial steps (UAE Gender Balance Council, 2020, pp. 91-
103).

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has gender ambitions as part of its broader
developmental goals and societal aspirations. These ambitions stem from recognizing the
significance of gender parity as well as the impact of empowering women on social progress,
economic development, and sustainable growth. Additionally, promoting gender equality aligns
with international standards and commitments, such as the SDGs and the UN’s agenda for
gender equality and women's empowerment. Moreover, addressing gender disparities enhances
the UAE's global competitiveness and reputation as a modern, inclusive, and forward-thinking

nation (UAE Gender Balance Council, 2020, pp. 6-8).

The shift in perspective revealed that for gender mainstreaming to be effective,
organizations must first show dedication to gender equality by enacting meaningful internal
transformations, setting this as a necessary basis for mainstreaming activities (Mehra & Gupta,
2006, p.6). In this context, in 2017, the Gender Balance Council collaborated with the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) to prepare the Gender
Equality Guide, which serves as a significant guide for relevant public and private sector

organizations. This document sets goals through the lens of mainstreaming gender, taking
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critical steps toward achieving the 2021 UAE vision. By endorsing gender mainstreaming, the
country has attained significant gains in gender equality, supporting international organizations'

efforts in this regard (Gender Balance Guide, 2017).

Seeking regional leadership in the Middle East and aiming to manage economic
development effectively, the UAE has closely monitored the UN and its sub-organizations’
initiatives regarding gender equality. Collaborations between the UAE government and UN
Women have laid the groundwork for the country's success, including the development of its

first National Action Plan (United Arab Emirates, 2021, pp.3-4).

While the UAE is very ambitious and target-oriented in minimizing gender inequality in
various strategic areas such as representation and employment, it aims to achieve higher
rankings in global reports with its robust objectives. The country's efforts to minimize or
eliminate discrimination against women through constitutional regulations and provide equal

educational opportunities demonstrate its determination to achieve gender balance.

The motivation behind these reforms is somewhat contentious. It is stated (Stubbs-
Richardson et al., 2024, pp.1-2; Filho et al., 2022, pp. 14179-14182; Nazish, 2024, p. 42) that
changes in gender discrimination laws are mainly attributed to international initiatives like
CEDAW, the SDGs, and the #MeToo campaign. On the other hand, Pinto (2019, pp. 345-347)
links these changes to a political movement aimed at enhancing the portrait of the UAE as a
country positioned to attract global human capital and investments (LSE Business Review,
2023, p.2). Particularly in the private sector, the need for foreign employees in the UAE has
necessitated changes in the country's gender policies. The UAE boasts a remarkably diverse
demographic landscape, with over 200 nationalities represented among its residents.
Expatriates constitute more than 80% of the population, reflecting the country’s status as a

global hub for international talent and business (The UAE Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2024).

Heskett and Williams (2021, p.13) highlight that the need to draw in international
financial and human resources has resulted in a heightened focus on the country’s gender
policies, driven by the increasing presence of expatriates. The UAE's government-level
campaign strategy and generous government sponsorship to promote women's rights
organizations have led to initiatives being labeled as "state feminism" (LSE Business Review,
2023, p.3) referencing Stetson and Mazur’s (1995, p.16) definition of mechanisms employed

by states as the official agents for advancing women's status and gender equality.
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However, Carvalho Pinto (2019, p.346) by embracing a different line of argument
regarding the UAE’s gradual success in international ranking states that this is a part of the
“status-seeking strategies” of the UAE’s foreign policy which is aimed at changing perception
and separating the UAE from other Arabic countries through increasing the number of women
politicians and promoting a particular group of business women. However, he still believes that
the UAE is worth exploring, considering that the country is a latecomer yet striving hard to be
a prominent actor in gender policies. Considering all these views, this research endeavors to
illustrate the UAE’s historical trajectory, the evolving perception of women within the
workforce, the impact of the UN on the country, and the initiatives aimed at fostering gender

equality.
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2. Methodology

To test the accuracy of the hypothesis and the main objective of the research, the
qualitative method was used to access more explanatory information. The study utilized both
primary and secondary data, as well as benefited from in-depth interviews to better comprehend

how gender policies are applied in the UAE.

In this research, the role of the United Nations and its organs was searched and analyzed
in terms of laws enacted in the UAE, government policies executed, as well as investigating the
functions of ministries and relevant bodies, and the cooperation mechanisms between them.
National and international reports showing the index of all UN countries were also used to
provide important statistical data to understand the situation and level of implementation in the
UAE. By conducting in depth-interviews with Emirati women, it was targeted for further

elaboration and first-hand experience and perspective on gender actions of the UAE.

In this study, the stance on gender equality in the United Arab Emirates, societal
perceptions, and their impacts on professional life were addressed through interview questions.
Within the framework of relevant questions, the perception of gender equality within society
and how this affects individuals' professional lives was examined. Additionally, the perception
and attitude of men towards gender equality, women's experiences in accessing job
opportunities, perceptions of equal treatment, and measures taken to encourage participation in

the workforce were also evaluated.

I conducted interviews with six Emirati women representing diverse professional fields:
two® engineers—one employed in a private tech company and the other in a logistics firm—an
academic at a private university, a tour guide and cultural presenter at a cultural center, and an
academic at a public university with prior experience in the private sector. All participants have
higher education, with some having completed postgraduate studies, and are professionals in
either the private or public sectors, with no aristocratic or royal backgrounds. They live and

work in the largest emirates, Abu Dhabi and Dubai.

11t is worth noting that the document titled "Balance for Better' and the websites of government institutions are all
available in English. Given the high value placed on gender equality, I encountered no language barriers during

my research.
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The interviews were conducted via an online meeting platform, recorded, and then
transcribed for analysis. To establish trust with the participants, I ensured that their informed
consent was obtained and each interviewee received detailed information about my background,
including my university affiliation, as well as an overview of the research objectives and the

interview questions before the interview.

To maintain confidentiality and protect the identities of the participants, pseudonyms
were assigned to each individual involved in the study. For instance, Interviewee 1 was referred
to as ‘Lana,’ Interviewee 2 as ‘Fatima,’ Interviewee 3 as ‘Aaliyah,’ Interviewee 4 as ‘Leila,’

Interviewee 5 as ‘Amira,” and Interviewee 6 as ‘Samira’ throughout the analysis.

Following a literature review, sources were analyzed with specific categorizations, and
academic publications were consulted for topics such as the historical development of gender
equality, gender mainstreaming, the UN's decisions and initiatives in this regard, the socio-
cultural and economic development of the UAE after its integration into the international
system, and the role and evolution of women in society during this process. Country reports
with the most up-to-date data were also selected based on issues such as women's rights,
representation, and employment, and the data were analyzed in this context. Interviews are
considered an important part of the analysis, as they reflect the information contained in all

these written sources to the public.

While the six interviews conducted do not claim to represent the full spectrum of Emirati
women's experiences—a limitation that must be acknowledged—the insights shared were
compelling and enlightening. These firsthand perspectives provided valuable depth and nuance
to the research, revealing culturally specific viewpoints and lived experiences that were not
accessible through publicly available sources. Although the primary analysis did not rely on
these interviews, they played an important role in enriching the study and complementing the

broader data.
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3. Historical Context of Gender Equality in the United Arab Emirates

This section will provide a comprehensive overview of the United Arab Emirates,
focusing on its historical and social background and detailing the evolution of women’s rights
within the country. It will examine the crucial economic role played by Emirati women

throughout history and explore the significant changes in gender equality over time.

3.1 Overview of the United Arab Emirates: Historical and Social Background

Situated on the southeastern tip of the Arabian Peninsula, the UAE is a federal monarchy
that shares borders with Oman, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Iran. Encompassing an area of 83,600
square kilometers, it includes 200 islands within its territory. The population of the UAE, which
is around 10 million, is diverse, comprising both Emirati nationals and a significant expatriate
community hailing from various countries around the globe (The Department of Culture and

Tourism, 2022, p. 3).

The modern history of the UAE traces back to the 18™ century, during which coastal
tribes were actively involved in pearl diving, fishing, and trade, laying the foundation for the
region's cultural and economic development. This region, known as the Trucial States, became
intertwined with the rise of the British Empire in the 19" century. The British Navy played a
crucial role in maintaining maritime peace, suppressing piracy, and facilitating trade. Political
residencies in key coastal cities served as administrative centers for British agents managing
defense, diplomacy, and trade. Despite maintaining internal autonomy, the emirates were
significantly influenced by British governance, with rulers often seeking British consultation
on governance matters. British assistance contributed to the development of ports and
industries, boosting the region's economy and infrastructure (Augsburg et al., 2009, p.1). As
global decolonization unfolded, Britain announced its withdrawal from the Gulf in 1968,
leading individual emirates to pursue independence and culminating in the formation of the

UAE in 1971.

The discovery of oil in the 1950s marked a significant turning point in this regard, giving
the State the courage to make such a big decision. Following the oil exports in 1962, the
economic development gained momentum, driven by price increases during the early 1970s oil
crisis. In 1971, a significant shift occurred when the ruler of Abu Dhabi, Sheikh Zayed bin
Sultan Al Nahyan, initiated dialogues with neighboring emirates. This led to a historic moment
as Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Um al Quwain, Sharjah, Ajman, Fujairah, and later Ras al Khaimah joined
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hands to establish a unified federation known as the United Arab Emirates (UAE). This marked
the beginning of a new chapter in the region's history, characterized by sovereignty and unity

(Randeree, 2009, p.72).

Portuguese explorer Vasco de Gama's establishment of a sea route to India in 1498
initiated European competition for regional trade, ultimately leading to British control by the
mid-17th century. The British imposed a series of treaties on the Arab Sheikhdoms, resulting in
the region being known as the Trucial States until British withdrawal and the formation of the
UAE in 1971 (The Department of Culture and Tourism, 2022, p.5). After gaining independence
in 1971, the focus shifted towards nation-building, with the UAE prioritizing the establishment
of essential state institutions for effective governance. H.H. Al Nahyan, assuming leadership of
Abu Dhabi in 1966, spearheaded a vision for the country's development and modernization. His
investments in infrastructure, education, healthcare, and economic diversification drastically
improved living standards and transformed the Emirates' fortunes. This transformation
extended even to remote Bedouin communities, providing access to modern amenities such as

roads, water, electricity, education, and healthcare.

As a latecomer to the international arena, education emerged as a key aspect of this
endeavor, receiving significant investments to cultivate a skilled workforce tailored to the
nation's evolving needs. The UAE's commitment to education remains steadfast to this day,
which is evident in its policies and strategic directions. Initially, there was a strong emphasis on
asserting Arab and Islamic identity, reflected in the educational curriculum. However, as the
country progressed and aimed for global competitiveness, there has been a gradual shift towards
adopting Western educational models while still preserving core cultural values (Al-Sayegh,

2001, pp.17-18).

Subsequent to this educational evolution, additional initiatives were implemented to
empower women, aiming to maximize the effective utilization of human resources and foster
comprehensive progress. Nevertheless, integrating women into the business sphere proved to
be more challenging than simply providing equal educational opportunities. At that time, the
concept of a working woman faced challenges due to the strict adherence to Shariah law in the
UAE. In countries with a majority Muslim population like Tunisia, Tiirkiye, and Egypt, Islamic
movements have been affected by processes of secularization and Westernization. Tiirkiye
embraced secularism under Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk in 1937, with the principle of secularism

officially included in the Turkish Constitution (Birdisli & Kagar, 2017, p.7).
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Similarly, Tunisia's independence in 1956 (McCarthy, 2014, pp. 2, 10, 24) was marked
by extensive secularization efforts, including the banning of headscarves and the closure of
Sharia courts. Egypt initiated secularization debates in 1925 (Tanriver, 2019, pp. 2, 47),
resulting in a legal system less focused on Sharia (Ross, 2009, pp. 6-8). These movements
within Islamic countries may have influenced perceptions in the UAE regarding the initiation

of similar evolutionary activities.

On the contrary, Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries’ constitutions underscore
Islamic Sharia law as the foundational basis for legislation, leading to varying practices
concerning women's rights as reflected in the degree of empowering women across these
nations. The United Arab Emirates is a constitutional federation and has a government led by a
president and vice president elected by the Supreme Council of Rulers for renewable five-year
terms. The prime minister, appointed by the president, forms a Council of Ministers to manage
federal policy, while the Federal National Council (FNC) reviews legislation and holds
ministers accountable (UAE Embassy in Washington, 2024). The political system of the UAE
is founded on a constitution that defines the nation's political and constitutional structure,
detailing the federation's purpose and the rights of its citizens. This Constitution, made up of
152 articles, addresses ten key areas, including the federal framework, citizens' rights, and the
distribution of authority between the federation and the emirates (Government of the United

Arab Emirates, 2024).

In the UAE, significant efforts have been made to enhance the social position of women,
with the empowerment of women emerging as a key government policy, both domestically and
internationally. This commitment was underscored by Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed, Minister of
Foreign Affairs, during his address to the UN General Assembly in 2012. He explained the
human rights policy of the UAE, highlighting values of moderation, tolerance, and acceptance
of other communities within a big, diverse community grounded on mutual respect (UN General

Assembly, 2012).

The UAE constitution, which came into effect on 02 December 1971 ensures social
justice and equal rights for both genders, granting women the same legal status as well as rights
to education, medical service, recruitment, and welfare as men (Ministry of State for Federal
National Council Affairs, 2008, p.3). However, Sharia-based laws, such as the Personal Status
law governing issues related to family, may supersede these constitutional assurances. Despite

challenges in reconciling Sharia law with globally recognized standards, the government has
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made great strides to align with global norms, particularly regarding women's rights. For
example, plans were announced in March 2014 to enact a new law addressing domestic violence
and providing unified support services for women across all seven emirates. However, as of

July 2017, this law had yet to be implemented (Alhmoudi, 2016, p.26).

At this stage, the influence of the UN on the UAE's initiatives becomes apparent.
Following the endorsement of the new constitution, the UAE initiated efforts to align with
international norms and global trends, aiming to enhance its status as an influential nation. For
instance, Article (14) of the Constitution states that Equality, social justice, safety, security, and
equal opportunities for all citizens shall be the pillars of the Society, and Article (25) indicates
that A/l persons are equal before the law, without discrimination between citizens of the Union
in regard to race, nationality, religious belief or social status. Article (34), which stipulates that
Every citizen shall be free to choose their occupation, trade, or profession within the limits of
the law, helps break down barriers that might limit women's participation in certain professions
or industries (UAE Government, 2025). Article 4 of the UAE Labor Law promotes equality
and prohibits discrimination in the workplace. It specifically bans forced labor and any
discrimination based on factors such as gender, race, color, sex, religion, national or social
origin, or disability, ensuring fair and equal treatment for all individuals (UAE Government,

2025).

The CEDAW upholds gender equality and serves as a key international instrument for
safeguarding the rights of women. The convention has influenced national laws and
constitutions in numerous countries, protecting against gender-based discrimination. While 186
countries have ratified the Convention, due to the existence of various regimes, the Islamic
world remains divided on its adoption. Some countries, including Iran and Sudan, have declined
to ratify it, while others, like Tiirkiye and Tunisia, initially ratified it with reservations but later
withdrew them (CEDAW Task Force of The Leadership Conference on Civil and Human
Rights, 2014, as cited in Alhmoudi, 2016, p.16).

The UAE, on the other hand, ratified the CEDAW in 2004 but entered reservations on
several articles citing perceived conflicts with Sharia law and state policy. These reservations
reflect a conservative stance, contrasting with the principles advocated by Sharia
(CEDAW/C/ARE/1, 2008, pp.16-17). Reservations made by the UAE on the CEDAW articles,
along with their justifications, can be summarized as follows: Article 2(f) (on the obligation to

modify or abolish discriminatory laws, regulations, customs, and practices) was not accepted
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because it was believed to contradict the inheritance rules set forth by Shariah law. Article 9
(on the right to nationality) was another challenging article that was not accepted since the
acquisition of nationality is viewed as a domestic issue regulated by national laws, which set
specific conditions and controls. Article 15(2) (on legal capacity) was not accepted because it
was considered to conflict with Shariah precepts concerning legal capacity, testimony, and the

right to conclude contracts (International Federation for Human Rights, 2010, p.3).

Though initial reservations may seem discouraging, the Convention has played a
significant role in empowering women in many Middle Eastern countries. The ratification
marked a significant milestone for Emirati women, as it required the UAE to submit its regular
reports to the CEDAW Committee and engage multiple ministries and NGOs to demonstrate
progress. This process paved the way for political and economic empowerment, bolstered by
governmental initiatives aimed at enhancing women's participation across various sectors. The
UN initiative sparked a national awakening, prompting the establishment of a dedicated
commission comprising representatives from various ministries, including the Ministries of
Interior, Labor, State for Federal National Council Affairs, and Social Affairs, along with some
civil society organizations. This commission was formed to drive forward women's

empowerment efforts (United Arab Emirates, 2021, p.49).

This level of government dedication would not have been possible without the support
of the UAE Emirs. H. H. Al Nahyan, later succeeded by H. H. Sheikh Khalifa Bin Zayed Al
Nahyan, as President of the State, alongside diligent oversight by H. H. Sheikha Fatima Bint
Mubarak, demonstrated a deep commitment to improving the status of Emirati women. No
background on this subject would be complete without acknowledging the significant
contributions of H. H. Sheikha Fatima Bint Mubarak, often referred to as the "Mother of the
Nation." She holds influential positions such as the Presidency of the General Women’s Union,
President of the Supreme Council for Motherhood and Childhood, and Supreme Chairperson
of the Family Development Foundation. Her efforts have been instrumental in elevating
women's issues to the center of development agendas, as evidenced by their integration into
governmental and national frameworks. In 1973, she formed the country's first women’s
organization, Abu Dhabi Women Development Society, laying the groundwork for Emirati
women's remarkable achievements since the UAE's inception in 1971. Recognizing the vital
role of women in society, Sheikha Fatima actively engages with them to promote the nation's
progress, following the footsteps of H. H. Sheikh Zayed (GWU & UNDP Guide on Gender
Mainstreaming, 2018, p.31).
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Although no prominent women's movements or widely recognized feminist figures were
identified in the UAE for inclusion in this research, H.H. Sheikha Fatima Bint Mubarak stands
out as a pioneering leader in advancing women's empowerment and gender equality in the
country. She initiated nationwide campaigns to educate young girls and founded the UAE
Women’s Federation in 1975 to elevate women's image, promote education, eradicate illiteracy,
and enhance cultural standards, both domestically and internationally. The Federation became
a pioneer in representing women on the global stage, participating in conferences that resonated
worldwide, such as the inaugural women's summit in Mexico City in 1975. Her initiatives to
promote women's careers extended to both the public and private sectors, notably encouraging
women in the country to pursue roles in media and seek membership in the Federal National
Council (FNC), the country’s parliamentary assembly. In 2003, H. H. Sheikha Fatima facilitated
meetings between the FNC and the General Women’s Union (GWU), aiming to foster
cooperation and coordination before approving female membership in the FNC (UAE Gender

Balance Council, 2020, pp. 22-23).

All these initiatives did not go unrecognized; she has been honored with over 500 awards
and certificates from national and international organizations. In 1997, Sheikha Fatima was
acknowledged by five different UN agencies (UNICEF, WHO, UNIFEM, UNFP, and UNFPA)
for her significant contributions to women’s rights. Furthermore, she was awarded the
UNESCO Marie Curie Medal in recognition of her efforts to promote women’s rights,
education, and literacy, becoming the first Arab recipient of this prestigious award.
(Graziamagazine, 2021). Through its visionary leaders, the UAE placed paramount importance
on empowering women and established numerous women's organizations to achieve its

objectives and some of them are given below:

The General Women’s Union (GWU) occupies a pivotal role as one of the earliest
institutions dedicated to advancing the status of women in the UAE. Founded by H.H. Sheikha
Fatima bint Mubarak in 1975, it consolidated UAE’s all existing women's associations to foster
female entrepreneurship within the country. Serving as a multifunctional platform for ensuring
women’s involvement at the community, regional, and global scales, the GWU engages in
women’s conferences worldwide and advocates for Emirati women’s political empowerment.
Since 2004, the primary objective of the GWU has focused on increasing the representation of
women parliamentarians. Since its establishment, the Union has tackled a wide range of issues
affecting women, including educational programs, career development workshops, family
mediation services, and health awareness initiatives (United Arab Emirates, 2021, pp.13-15).
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In May 2015, the UAE government inaugurated the UAE Gender Balance Council,
signaling a significant commitment to advancing the indispensable contribution of Emirati
women to the nation's progress. Entrusted with the responsibility of supervising the adoption of
exemplary practices and procedures, the Council ensures that federal entities adhere to their
gender balance objectives, in line with the UAE's aspiration to rank among the top 25 nations
globally for gender parity by 2021. Steered by H.H. Sheikha Manal bint Mohammed bin Rashid
Al Maktoum, President of the Dubai Women Establishment and spouse of H.H. Sheikh
Mansour bin Zayed Al Nahyan, the UAE Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Presidential
Affairs, the Council assumes a pivotal role in advancing gender equity within the UAE (UAE
Gender Balance Council, 2020, p.6).

During the 2017 session of the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women
(CSW61), the Gender Balance Council of the UAE introduced the "Global Gender Circle"
initiative. This endeavor was designed to address the disparity in women's economic
involvement by offering forward-looking proposals to propel the global gender agenda (United
Arab Emirates, 2021, pp.15-16). It encompasses the creation and distribution of white papers
outlining gender policy suggestions, as well as the formation of a repository of gender
specialists. Serving as a pivotal forum for cross-border intellectual exchange, it facilitates the

generation of novel perspectives and forward-thinking resolutions concerning gender parity.

Since its inception, the Council has actively collaborated with various governmental
bodies to facilitate the implementation of policies conducive to transformative change. It
consistently evaluates existing practices and legislation while advocating for new policies
supportive of women, many of which have been successfully enacted. Among the principal
functions of the Council were to assess existing legislation, policies, and initiatives and
recommend new measures aimed at achieving workplace gender parity. It advocated for the
implementation of laws, resolutions, and international accords to combat any kind of
discrimination that women face. Additionally, it monitored global competitiveness assessments
and formulated programs, strategies, and policies to reduce the gender disparity in the UAE.
Furthermore, the Council submitted regular reports to the Council of Ministers detailing its
advancements, initiatives, projects, and resource needs essential for fulfilling (UAE Gender

Balance Council, 2020, pp. 144-149).
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Founded in 2006 through Law No. 24 by H.H. Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al
Maktoum, Ruler of Dubai, Vice President and Prime Minister of the UAE, the Dubai Women
Establishment (DWE) operates as an institutional entity within the Dubai government
framework. Under the leadership of H.H. Sheikha Manal bint Mohammed bin Rashid Al
Maktoum, who also chairs the Gender Balance Council, the UAE Deputy Prime Minister, the
DWE is mandated, as outlined in its establishment framework to foster and support the

involvement of Emirati women in both professional spheres and societal realms (UAE Gender

Balance Council, 2020, p.155).

Established in 2001 under Decision No. 62 of the Board of Directors of the Abu Dhabi
Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ADCCI), the Abu Dhabi Business Women Council
(ADBWC) was formed to support women in business. Its principal aim is to empower women
to become integral partners in the comprehensive development of Abu Dhabi. The council
offers women vital resources and training opportunities to expand their capabilities as
entrepreneurs, business leaders, and innovators within the private sector. Moreover, it provides
consultancy services to address obstacles encountered by women in business and
entrepreneurship, while fostering a culture of female entrepreneurship within a competitive
business landscape. Additionally, the ADBWC prioritizes scientific research and development
in entrepreneurship to further bolster women's economic empowerment agenda (UAE Gender

Balance Council, 2020, p.159).

3.2 Evolution of Women’s Rights in the UAE

The United Arab Emirates has witnessed remarkable advancements in recent decades,
particularly within the framework of women's rights. Emirati women, once confined to
traditional roles within society, have emerged as active participants in various spheres,
contributing significantly to the nation's development and progress. This transformation reflects
the UAE's ambitions for gender equality and its recognition of the invaluable role women play
in shaping the country's future. From legislative reforms to educational initiatives and economic
empowerment programs, the UAE has embarked on a journey to secure equitable opportunities
for women, enabling their flourishing and attainment of success across various spheres of life

(Presidential Court - Human Rights Office, 2024).

The UAE 1is dedicated to advancing women's rights, recognizing women's
empowerment as a cornerstone of fostering a more modern and broad-minded community.

Within the UAE, women actively engage in civil, economic, and political spheres on an equal
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footing with their male counterparts (UAE Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2024). In the UAE, just
like other Gulf countries, women are subject to Islamic law, which dictates that they have a
male guardian, known as a mahram, typically a close male relative, who plays a crucial role in
decision-making concerning their daughters and wives. For instance, women were required to
obtain permission from their mahram, commonly their father or husband, for activities such as
employment or marriage (Thomson, S., 2015; Fitzgerald, 2022, as cited in Thompson, 2022,
pp. 16-17). Emirati women continue to be required to secure their guardian's consent in order
to marry (The UAE Government Portal, 2024). However, since 2021, women have been
allowed to seek employment without needing their husbands' consent (Women, Business and

the Law (WBL), 2021, p.44).

In some cases, women are limited in their employment opportunities, being confined to
certain fields traditionally perceived as more "feminine," such as healthcare or education. In
addition, some women may be restricted to workplaces that are exclusively female-dominated.
Reforms have been introduced to address domestic violence, criminalize sexual harassment,
and eliminate discrimination against women. The establishment of the Gender Balance Council
and legal changes allowing women to apply for passports and hold leadership positions signify
progress in women's empowerment (Hamel & Dexter, 2021, as cited in Saeed, 2022, p. 2). All
these initiatives have contributed to creating more inclusive workplaces in traditionally male-

dominated fields.

The UAE has been very outcome-oriented in enhancing women'’s rights, particularly in
areas such as equal pay for similar work, literacy rates, and education, reflecting its dedication
to women’s empowerment. In 2018, the UAE cabinet approved draft legislation -Article 32-
which mandates that women receive equal pay to men for equivalent work, with the objective
of ensuring parity in wages and salaries between genders (Alhmoudi, 2016, p. 206). This
legislative measure aligns with the National Strategy for Women's Empowerment (2015-2021),
initiated by H. H. Sheikha Fatima Bint Mubarak, and encompasses endeavors to safeguard

women's rights and foster their participation in these domestic initiatives.

Moreover, Emirati women have achieved notable milestones in various sectors,
including the judiciary, where female judges have been appointed to federal courts.
Additionally, the UAE has implemented provisions to ensure women's social and material well-
being, including Islamic marriage contracts that require husbands to provide dowries and cover

their wives' expenses. International recognition for these efforts is reflected in rankings by the
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UN Development Programme (UNDP) and the World Bank's Women, Business and the Law
(WBL) index. Moreover, the UAE continues to introduce new laws to enhance and protect
women's rights, including measures against domestic violence and honor killing, as well as
granting women the freedom to pursue careers in previously male-dominated fields.
Furthermore, the UAE actively supports women's rights globally through foreign aid,
showcasing its commitment to gender equality both domestically and internationally (Saeed,

2022, p.2).

Acknowledging that education stands as a pivotal factor in advancing women's
economic empowerment, the UAE has made substantial progress in achieving educational
equality between genders. Comprising 70% of all college degree holders in the country, more
than 77% of Emirati women pursue tertiary education subsequent to finishing high school, as

indicated by statistical data (United Arab Emirates, 2021, p. 9).

Lana, in confirming these initiatives, points out that women in the UAE are highly
educated, often surpassing men in graduation rates from local universities. This educational
advantage positions them to start their careers on an equal footing with men. She also explains
the “Mentor Her” program at her workplace, where women receive mentorship from men to
help advance beyond mid-level positions, emphasizing mentorship as a crucial tool for
empowering women in male-dominated fields. Fatima echoes this educational and professional
advantage, adding that, although she comes from a rural area, she received a good education,
highlighting the equal opportunities available. She also states that dedicated night schools for
women have been established to support those who did not receive adequate education during

the day, thereby promoting women's education overall.

On the other hand, Aaliyah underscores that achieving gender equality necessitates a
foundation of equity, which involves equipping women with targeted education and upskilling
opportunities. She expresses concern that placing women in roles without providing the
necessary skills and support could lead to setting them up for failure, emphasizing the need for
strategic investments in training, mentorship, and awareness-raising to empower women

entering traditionally male-dominated fields.

The UAE, during its tenure in the Human Rights Council of the UN, has been proactive
in promoting equal educational rights for girls, with a specific focus. The UAE presented a draft
resolution during the Council's 35" session in Geneva, which was unanimously passed,

emphasizing girls' entitlement to education in June 2017. This resolution urged nations to
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address barriers hindering the education of girls, encompassing biased policies, cultural norms,
poverty, and economic constraints. It further advocated for measures to safeguard the safety of
girls, particularly from threats like sexual violence and terrorism. Moreover, in June 2014, the
UAE took the lead in coordinating a collective declaration involving 75 nations at the Human
Rights Council, denouncing assaults targeting girls who are currently enrolled in or aspiring to
pursue educational opportunities. Additionally, the UAE played a leading role in the unanimous
adoption of a resolution at the Council's September 2014 session, aimed at convening a panel
discussion in June 2015. The objective was to exchange insights and best practices for realizing

every girl's equal right to education (UAE Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2024).

Furthermore, engaging with fellow nations and the UN, the UAE actively champions
the global rights of women and girls. Its tenure on the Executive Board of UN Women, the
specialized UN body committed to women's empowerment and gender equality, extended over
two periods, commencing in 2013 and concluding in 2015, then resuming from 2016 to 2018.
Furthermore, in Abu Dhabi, the UAE initiated the establishment of the UN Women Liaison
Office, aimed at strengthening collaborative endeavors with the United Nations to advance

women's participation and empowerment initiatives (UAE Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2024).

3.3 Emirati Women's Economic Role throughout History

The origins of gender disparity in the Middle East have sparked contentious discourse,
with contrasting perspectives attributing the phenomenon either to entrenched Islamic customs
and traditional society or to the impact of oil-derived prosperity. In this context, Inglehart and
Norris (2003) posit that the principal catalyst for gender inequity in wealthy Middle Eastern
nations endowed with oil reserves lies in their adherence to Islamic traditions (Inglehart and
Norris, 2003, as cited in Alibeli, 2015, p. 112). They cite examples such as Kuwait, Saudi
Arabia, and Qatar, where, despite comparable per capita GDP levels to Sweden, women
encounter significant impediments to political engagement, including exclusion from candidacy
for public office, alongside constrained rights and limited opportunities beyond domestic

realms.

According to Ross (2008), the primary factor inhibiting women's integration into the
workforce, thereby diminishing their societal and political agency, is not religious doctrine but
rather the influence of oil-derived prosperity. Consequently, women in nations with modest to

moderate economic means often enter the labor market through low-wage employment. Such
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positions possess the potential to foster women's social and political empowerment. However,
in contexts characterized by substantial oil wealth, these industries tend to become
economically unviable, further discouraging female workforce participation beyond domestic

confines (p. 107).

During the pre-oil era, the social standing of women was intricately linked to the status
of their male counterparts. Women belonging to the upper echelons of society, encompassing
individuals from ruling lineages and affluent spouses of pearl merchants, enjoyed esteemed
positions. However, societal conventions frequently restricted them to domestic spheres,
delineating the boundaries of their engagement. Middle-class women, such as those married to
minor merchants, exhibited a greater degree of adaptability and receptiveness to evolving
societal norms. Conversely, women from lower socioeconomic spheres, notably spouses of
divers and craftsmen, experienced heightened levels of autonomy and actively engaged in

economic endeavors (Al-Sayegh, 2001, pp. 19-24).

Amidst the thriving phase of the early twentieth-century pearling industry, women
assumed a pivotal economic role and witnessed enhancements in their societal standing.
Nevertheless, the industry's abrupt downturn in 1929 precipitated economic and social
adversities, culminating in a regression of women's societal status as the conventional social

framework deteriorated (AlMutawa, 2016, p.1).

Between 1929 and 1971, the Emirates underwent significant economic shifts that greatly
impacted the lives of women. The pearl market's decline after the 1929 economic depression
resulted in hardships, compelling many women to dive to settle their husbands' debts. Moreover,
the downturn of the pearl industry, along with its impact on slave ownership, resulted in women
taking on heightened domestic responsibilities, requiring them to assume additional household
duties (Augsburg et al., 2009, p.27). While the mid-1930s ushered in a degree of alleviation
through the discovery of fresh economic reservoirs such as oil concessions, the emergence of
oil reservoirs in neighboring countries led to a significant outflow of men from the Emirates,
thereby increasing domestic obligations for women. The absence of adequate medical care and

health services additionally hindered women's engagement in the economy.
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During the 1940s, the aftermath of World War II instigated political upheaval and
economic instability; nevertheless, a period of stability followed the cessation of hostilities,
fostering progress. Although the war had caused political turmoil and economic instability,
post-war stability eventually brought improvements. British involvement prompted the creation
of public amenities, such as hospitals, which mitigated certain health-related issues for women

(Al-Sayegh, 2001, p. 28).

In the 1950s, strides made in education resulted in a significant increase in female
enrollment and consequently enhanced integration into the labor force. However, this progress
was adversely disrupted by perceptions regarding female employment and apprehensions
regarding its effects on family dynamics, contributing to a decline in women'’s roles and social
status. In the early stages, particularly during the emergence of the petro-economy in the late
1960s, women were predominantly relegated to household roles and excluded from the
workforce. As the oil boom took hold from the 1970s onward, the necessity for women's
employment diminished as family incomes soared, and refraining from work became
synonymous with wealth and societal esteem. Nevertheless, in recent years, Emirati women,
propelled by enhanced educational opportunities championed by the government, have begun
to penetrate various professions traditionally dominated by men. This transformation is evident
in media coverage highlighting "female workforce milestones" and portraying successful
women across different sectors as both career-oriented individuals and committed mothers and
spouses (Prager, 2020, pp. 52-53). The UAE, during the 1970s, experienced substantial political
shifts subsequent to gaining independence, and this prompted a development strategy propelled
by the nation's new wealth source: oil. Aligned with its efforts in nation-building, a spotlight
was placed on education, with a specific focus on encouraging women to participate in the

workforce.

In doing so, the state strategically leveraged the influence of both local and global media
to amplify its message. In 2014, the UAE intensified its efforts to project its commitment to
modernity and political reform by highlighting the first military operation against ISIS, led by
Major Mariam Al Mansouri, a female fighter pilot. The operation was covered by prominent
media such as The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times, and widely shared on social
media platforms. It was considered a symbol of social transformation that serves to strengthen
the UAE’s reputation as a modern, forward-thinking nation, while also positioning it as a key
player between the Middle East, North Africa, and the West (Allagui & Al-Najjar, 2018, p.74).
This event also served as an inspiring example for Emirati women, while also contributing to
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the state's image. By 2023, the UAE further reinforced its reputation as a hub for influential
women, with 15 Emirati women making it to the Forbes 100 Most Powerful Arab

Businesswomen list (Zawya, 2024).

3.3.1 Emiratization and Gender Equality

The employment landscape in the UAE has undergone a transformation, particularly in
the public sector, historically the main employer of Emiratis. This sector faced a reduction in
job opportunities due to oversaturation. To counter this trend, the Emiratization policy was
introduced to encourage Emiratis to enter the private sector and decrease the dominance of
expatriates in top-level positions. The implementation of Emiratization since 1997 has resulted
in a rise in female workforce participation, bolstered by initiatives such as the establishment of
the Businesswomen Council in 2002. Women entrepreneurs in the UAE have achieved
significant advancements, with many assuming leadership roles in prosperous enterprises

(Thompson, 2022, p.6).

Women in the UAE actively contribute to the country's business ecosystem, benefiting
from equal rights to property ownership, inheritance, and access to financial services. The
growing impact of women in the UAE’s private sector is evident through remarkable
milestones. Women hold ownership of 10% of private companies, and between 2018 and 2022,
more than 44,000 trade licenses were awarded to women, 58% of which went to Emirati
entrepreneurs. Furthermore, 23,000 Emirati women are leading projects with a combined worth
exceeding AED 50 billion ($13.6 billion). To further advance gender equality, the UAE Gender
Balance Council has set a target for women to fill 30% of leadership positions in the private

sector by 2025 (UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2024).

Nonetheless, Emirati women often gravitate towards the public sector, finding it a
secure option. Working in the public sector enables them to achieve financial stability while
managing childcare responsibilities or adhering to religious practices. (Madichie, 2010, as cited
in Hamade, 2015, p.43). Additionally, it inherently supports the notion of gender equality within

the public domain.

In the interviews, it is noted that policies like Emiratization and quotas for women in
leadership positions play a significant role in advancing women's participation in the private
sector. Aaliyah provides insight into Emiratization, pointing out that while this initiative aims

to prioritize Emirati nationals, its implementation has been particularly favorable for Emirati
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women. However, she describes the need for upskilling women, indicating the importance of
capability-focused equity over merely filling gender quotas in initiatives such as women on
boards. Leila and Amira share the same concerns regarding qualifications and underscore the
significance of supporting women’s career advancement, leaving no doubt about their
commitment to fairness. Moreover, Aaliyah emphasizes the critical need for upskilling women
to ensure they can compete effectively in performance-based roles. This perspective
underscores the importance of focusing on capability and performance rather than merely filling
gender quotas. By advocating for skill development, Aaliyah highlights a commitment to
achieving true equity in the workplac