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ABSTRACT

Women’s empowerment in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) has largely developed through a state-led model commonly described

as state feminism, in which gender reforms are initiated and institutionalized by the state rather than emerging from independent

feminist movements. This paper examines how institutional mechanisms have shaped women’s political, economic, and social

participation within the UAE’s monarchical and culturally conservative governance framework. It traces the evolution of women’s

empowerment policies from the early post-independence period to the contemporary reform era, focusing on the role of key state

institutions, legal reforms, education policies, and leadership initiatives. The study highlights how gender reforms are framed in

alignment with Islamic values and national development objectives, while also functioning as an important component of the

UAE’s soft power strategy through women’s increasing participation in diplomacy and global governance. While acknowledging

significant progress, the paper critically assesses the limitations of state feminism, including elite-centric empowerment and

restricted political participation. It argues that the sustainability of women’s empowerment in the UAE depends on broader social

inclusion and deeper institutional reforms beyond state-controlled structures.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, women’s empowerment has

emerged as a central axis of governance, development

discourse, and international legitimacy across the Middle

East, particularly within the Gulf Cooperation Council

(GCC) states. Among these, the United Arab Emirates

(UAE) has gained notable attention for its rapid and visible

advancement of women’s participation in education, the

workforce, political institutions, and global diplomacy.

Unlike contexts where feminist change has historically

evolved through grassroots mobilization, civil society

activism, or oppositional women’s movements, women’s

empowerment in the UAE has predominantly followed a

state-led, institutionalized, and top-down trajectory, often

conceptualized within feminist scholarship as state

feminism1.This model positions the state not merely as a

regulator of gender relations but as an active architect of

women’s empowerment, defining both the scope and limits

of reform.

The UAE’s approach to women’s empowerment

must be understood within its broader political economy

and governance framework. Since its formation as a

federal state in 1971, the UAE has pursued a

development-driven model characterized by centralized

authority, political stability, and rapid economic

diversification2. Social reforms, including gender-related

reforms, have been closely embedded within national

1. Deniz Kandiyoti, “Bargaining with Patriarchy,” Gender & Society 2, no. 3 (1988): 274–290.

2. Christopher M. Davidson, Dubai: The Vulnerability of Success (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008).
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development strategies rather than framed as outcomes

of social struggle or rights-based activism. In this context,

women’s empowerment has been articulated as a

functional necessity for human capital development,

economic competitiveness, and modernization rather than

as a challenge to existing power structures. The state’s

narrative emphasizes women as partners in nation-

building, aligning gender reform with loyalty to the state,

national identity, and social cohesion. Education has been

one of the earliest and most significant pillars of women’s

empowerment in the UAE. State investment in female

education has resulted in exceptionally high levels of

women’s literacy and higher education enrollment, often

surpassing those of men in universities. This educational

transformation has facilitated women’s entry into

professional sectors such as public administration,

education, healthcare, diplomacy, and the judiciary. Over

time, the UAE leadership has increasingly linked women’s

educational and professional advancement to broader

economic goals, particularly in the context of transitioning

from an oil-dependent economy to a knowledge-based

and innovation-driven economy3. As a result, women’s

empowerment has become integral to national visions

and strategic development plans.

The institutionalization of women’s empowerment

constitutes the core feature of state feminism in the UAE.

Central to this process has been the establishment and

strengthening of state-backed bodies such as the General

Women’s Union, gender balance councils, leadership

development programs, and government-sponsored

women’s organizations. These institutions operate within

a framework that promotes women’s participation while

remaining firmly aligned with state authority and national

priorities. Importantly, gender reforms in the UAE are

consistently framed as compatible with Islamic principles

and Emirati cultural norms. This approach allows the state

to legitimize reform domestically by avoiding confrontation

with religious institutions or conservative social forces,

while simultaneously presenting itself internationally as a

progressive and reform-oriented state4. At the political

level, the increasing representation of women in the

Federal National Council, ministerial portfolios, and senior

bureaucratic positions has been widely celebrated as

evidence of women’s empowerment. Emirati women’s

growing presence in diplomacy and international

organizations further reinforces the UAE’s global image

as a champion of gender inclusion5.Scholars have noted

that women’s empowerment has become a key

component of the UAE’s soft power strategy, enhancing

its international standing, diplomatic influence, and

engagement with global governance institutions6. Gender

equality narratives are frequently mobilized in international

forums, development rankings, and diplomatic

engagements to project an image of modernity and

progressive governance.

Despite these notable achievements, the model of

state feminism in the UAE has generated significant

scholarly debate and critique. Feminist scholars argue

that state-led empowerment often privileges elite women

with access to education, political networks, and

citizenship rights, while marginalizing non-elite women,

migrant women, and those outside state-sanctioned

institutions. Moreover, the absence of independent feminist

movements and the restricted space for autonomous civil

society limit women’s ability to articulate demands beyond

the boundaries defined by the state7. Political participation

remains largely symbolic, with limited avenues for dissent,

advocacy, or bottom-up engagement. Consequently,

empowerment is frequently conditional, selective, and

carefully managed to ensure regime stability and social

order. Within this context, women’s empowerment in the

UAE represents a complex and negotiated process that

simultaneously expands women’s opportunities and

reinforces state control over gender discourse. The

coexistence of progressive legal and institutional reforms

with structural political constraints raises critical questions

about the depth, inclusiveness, and sustainability of

empowerment achieved through state feminism. This

paper seeks to address these questions by examining the

institutional mechanisms through which women’s

empowerment has been promoted in the UAE and by

critically assessing whether state-led gender reforms

3. World Bank, Women, Business and the Law 2019 (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2019).

4. Madawi Al-Rasheed, The Son King: Reform and Repression in Saudi Arabia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).

5. Anoushiravan Ehteshami, “Globalization and Governance in the UAE,” Middle East Policy 24, no. 4 (2017): 92–108.

6. Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, The Gulf States in International Political Economy (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016).

7. Andrea Cornwall, “Women’s Empowerment: What Works and Why?” UNRISD Discussion Paper (2016).
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constitute substantive empowerment or a controlled

strategy aligned with governance objectives, national

development agendas, and soft power projection.

Conceptual Framework: Understanding State

Feminism:

The concept of state feminism occupies a significant

position within feminist political theory and comparative

gender studies, particularly in analyses of women’s

empowerment in non-democratic and semi-authoritarian

political systems. Broadly defined, state feminism refers

to a model in which the state assumes a central and

proactive role in promoting women’s rights, gender

equality, and female participation through laws, policies,

and official institutions rather than through autonomous

feminist movements or civil society activism8. Unlike

liberal feminist models that emphasize bottom-up

mobilization, pluralism, and rights-based advocacy, state

feminism is inherently top-down, operating through

bureaucratic mechanisms and political authority.

The theoretical origins of state feminism can be

traced to scholarship examining gender reforms in

postcolonial, socialist, and authoritarian contexts, where

women’s rights were often incorporated into state-led

modernization projects9. Deniz Kandiyoti’s influential

concept of “bargaining with patriarchy” provides an

important analytical lens for understanding how women’s

empowerment under state feminism is negotiated within

existing patriarchal and political structures rather than

dismantling them outright10. In such contexts,

empowerment is not necessarily oppositional but is

strategically accommodated within dominant power

relations. This insight is particularly relevant for Gulf

monarchies, where gender reform is carefully calibrated

to avoid destabilizing social hierarchies or political

authority. Within Middle Eastern and Islamic societies,

state feminism has often emerged as a response to both

internal developmental imperatives and external pressures

related to globalization, international norms, and human

rights discourses. States adopt selective gender reforms

to enhance economic productivity, social stability, and

international legitimacy, while simultaneously retaining

control over the scope of women’s participation. Feminist

scholars argue that such reforms are frequently framed

as culturally authentic and religiously compatible in order

to secure domestic legitimacy and neutralize conservative

resistance11. As a result, state feminism in the Middle

East is deeply intertwined with narratives of national

identity, moral order, and religious tradition.

A key characteristic of state feminism is the

institutionalization of women’s empowerment. Rather than

relying on independent women’s organizations, the state

creates or sponsors official bodies—such as women’s

unions, gender councils, and leadership programs—that

function as intermediaries between women and political

authority12. While these institutions provide women with

access to resources, education, and leadership

opportunities, they also operate within state-defined

boundaries that limit dissent and autonomous agenda-

setting. Consequently, empowerment is often conditional

upon alignment with state priorities and political loyalty.

Scholars such as Valentine Moghadam and Frances

Hasso have critically examined the paradoxical nature

of state feminism, highlighting its dual capacity to expand

women’s opportunities while simultaneously reinforcing

authoritarian governance13. On the one hand, state

feminism can produce tangible outcomes, including

increased female literacy, workforce participation, and

political representation. On the other hand, it tends to

privilege elite women, marginalize non-citizens and

working-class women, and restrict feminist discourse to

state-sanctioned narratives. This selective empowerment

raises important questions about inclusivity, sustainability,

and the transformative potential of state-led gender

reforms.

In the context of the Gulf monarchies, state feminism

8. Helga Hernes, Welfare State and Woman Power: Essays in State Feminism (Oslo: Norwegian University Press, 1987).

9. Maxine Molyneux, “Mobilization without Emancipation? Women’s Interests, the State, and Revolution in Nicaragua,” Feminist

Studies 11, no. 2 (1985): 227–254

10. Deniz Kandiyoti, “Bargaining with Patriarchy,” Gender & Society 2, no. 3 (1988): 274–290.

11. Margot Badran, Feminism in Islam: Secular and Religious Convergences (Oxford: Oneworld, 2009).

12. Helga Hernes, Welfare State and Woman Power, 12–35.

13. Valentine M. Moghadam, Modernizing Women: Gender and Social Change in the Middle East (Boulder: Lynne Rienner,

2013).
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is further shaped by rentier political economies and

centralized decision-making structures. Oil wealth enables

states to fund extensive social programs, including

women’s education and welfare initiatives, without

fundamentally altering political participation or power

distribution14. Women’s empowerment thus becomes part

of a broader governance strategy aimed at maintaining

regime legitimacy, managing social change, and projecting

an image of progress without democratization. Political

participation, where permitted, often remains symbolic

or consultative rather than substantive. Islamic feminism

provides an important complementary framework for

understanding state feminism in Muslim-majority contexts

such as the UAE. Islamic feminist scholars argue that

women’s rights can be advanced through reinterpretations

of Islamic texts and traditions that emphasize justice,

equality, and ethical governance. In state-led reform

models, however, religious discourse is often

instrumentalized by political authority to legitimize

selective reforms while avoiding challenges to patriarchal

interpretations supported by religious institutions.15 This

creates a model of empowerment that is religiously

framed but politically regulated. Applying this conceptual

framework to the UAE allows for a nuanced

understanding of women’s empowerment as a managed

and negotiated process rather than a linear progression

toward gender equality. State feminism in the UAE

operates at the intersection of political authority, economic

modernization, Islamic values, and global norms. It enables

the expansion of women’s roles in education, employment,

governance, and diplomacy while maintaining strict control

over political participation and feminist activism.

Understanding state feminism as both enabling and

constraining is therefore essential for evaluating the depth,

inclusiveness, and long-term sustainability of women’s

empowerment in the UAE.

Evolution of Women’s Empowerment Policies in

the United Arab Emirates:

The evolution of women’s empowerment policies

in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) is closely intertwined

with the state’s broader project of nation-building,

economic modernization, and political consolidation. From

the early years following independence in 1971 to the

contemporary reform era, women’s empowerment in the

UAE has unfolded as a gradual, state-managed process,

shaped by leadership priorities, developmental

imperatives, and socio-cultural considerations. Rather

than emerging as a result of feminist mobilization or social

contestation, gender reform has been incorporated into

state policy as a strategic component of national

development16. In the immediate post-independence

period, women’s roles were primarily framed within the

domains of family, education, and social welfare. The

leadership of the newly formed federation emphasized

women’s education as a cornerstone of modernization,

viewing educated women as essential to producing a

skilled and morally grounded citizenry. Early investments

in female literacy, schooling, and teacher training reflected

a pragmatic recognition of women’s contribution to human

capital formation rather than a radical redefinition of

gender relations. During this phase, women’s

empowerment remained largely social rather than

political, and participation in public life was limited.

The 1980s and 1990s marked a significant transitional

phase in the evolution of women’s empowerment policies.

Rapid economic growth driven by oil revenues enabled

the state to expand public sector employment and social

services, creating new opportunities for women’s entry

into the workforce. Women increasingly joined sectors

such as education, healthcare, and public administration,

which were considered socially appropriate and aligned

with gender norms. During this period, the establishment

and consolidation of state-backed women’s institutions—

most notably the General Women’s Union—played a

crucial role in coordinating women’s development

initiatives across the federation17. These institutions

functioned as intermediaries between women and the

state, promoting participation while maintaining political

conformity. By the early 2000s, women’s empowerment

14. Giacomo Luciani, “Allocation vs. Production States,” in The Arab State, ed. Giacomo Luciani (London: Routledge, 1990), 65–

84.

15. Ziba Mir-Hosseini, “Islam and Gender Justice,” Gender & Development 15, no. 2 (2007): 249–260.

16. Valentine M. Moghadam, Modernizing Women: Gender and Social Change in the Middle East (Boulder: Lynne Rienner,

2013).

17. General Women’s Union (UAE), Women and Development in the UAE (Abu Dhabi: GWU, 2018).
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became more explicitly articulated within national policy

frameworks. The UAE leadership began to frame gender

inclusion as integral to economic diversification,

competitiveness, and globalization. This shift coincided

with broader reforms aimed at transitioning toward a

knowledge-based economy, where women’s education

and professional expertise were increasingly valorized.

Policies during this period focused on expanding women’s

access to higher education, leadership training, and

professional development, resulting in a growing cohort

of highly educated Emirati women.

The post-2010 period represents a decisive phase

in the institutionalization and internationalization of

women’s empowerment policies. National strategies such

as the Gender Balance Council and leadership initiatives

explicitly sought to increase women’s representation in

decision-making positions18.  Women’s political

participation, particularly in the Federal National Council,

ministerial appointments, and diplomatic roles, became a

visible symbol of reform. These developments were

frequently highlighted in international forums and global

indices, reinforcing the UAE’s image as a progressive

and reform-oriented state. At the same time, legal reforms

during this period aimed to enhance women’s rights in

areas such as employment, workplace equality, and

protection from discrimination, while continuing to balance

reform with Islamic legal traditions. The selective nature

of these reforms reflects the broader logic of state

feminism in the UAE, where empowerment is carefully

calibrated to preserve social stability and political authority.

Despite these advances, the evolution of women’s

empowerment policies in the UAE has remained

constrained by structural and political limitations.

Empowerment has largely benefited citizen women and,

within this group, disproportionately favored those from

elite or well-connected backgrounds. Moreover, political

participation continues to operate within consultative

rather than representative frameworks, limiting women’s

capacity to influence policymaking independently. As

scholars note, the UAE’s approach reflects a pattern of

incremental reform without democratization, where

women’s empowerment advances alongside the

maintenance of centralized authority19.

Institutional Mechanisms Promoting Women’s

Empowerment in the United Arab Emirates:

Institutional mechanisms constitute the backbone of

women’s empowerment in the United Arab Emirates

(UAE), reflecting the core logic of state feminism

wherein gender reforms are designed, implemented, and

regulated through state-sponsored structures. Rather than

relying on independent women’s movements or

autonomous civil society organizations, the UAE has

pursued a model of empowerment grounded in formal

institutions, legal frameworks, and leadership-driven

initiatives. These mechanisms have enabled the expansion

of women’s participation across social, economic, and

political domains while maintaining alignment with national

development objectives and political authority.

The General Women’s Union (GWU):

The General Women’s Union (GWU), established

in 1975, represents the central institutional pillar of

women’s empowerment in the UAE. Operating under

the patronage of the country’s leadership, the GWU

functions as the principal coordinating body for women’s

development initiatives across the federation20. Its

mandate encompasses education, social welfare, capacity

building, and advocacy for women’s participation in public

life. Through training programs, awareness campaigns,

and collaboration with government ministries, the GWU

has played a critical role in integrating women into national

development projects. While the GWU has succeeded

in expanding women’s access to education and

professional opportunities, scholars note that its close

alignment with state authority limits its capacity for

independent advocacy21. The organization operates within

state-defined boundaries, emphasizing consensus, national

unity, and cultural values over rights-based activism.

Nevertheless, the GWU has been instrumental in

institutionalizing women’s empowerment and normalizing

women’s presence in public and professional spheres.

18. UAE Gender Balance Council, Gender Balance Guide (Abu Dhabi: UAE Government, 2020).

19. Anoushiravan Ehteshami, “Globalization and Governance in the Gulf,” Middle East Policy 24, no. 4 (2017): 92–108.

20. General Women’s Union (UAE), Women and Development in the UAE (Abu Dhabi: GWU, 2018).

21. Frances S. Hasso, “Authoritarian Gender Politics,” Middle East Journal 72, no. 2 (2018): 181–200.
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Gender Equality Frameworks and National

Strategies:

The UAE has further strengthened women’s

empowerment through national gender equality

frameworks and policy strategies. The establishment of

the UAE Gender Balance Council marked a significant

step toward mainstreaming gender considerations within

government institutions22. The Council oversees policies

aimed at reducing gender gaps in employment, leadership,

and public sector participation, and works closely with

ministries to ensure implementation. These frameworks

emphasize merit-based advancement, equal opportunity,

and women’s leadership while carefully avoiding

discourses that challenge existing political structures. By

embedding gender equality within national visions and

development plans, the state reinforces women’s

empowerment as a strategic priority linked to economic

competitiveness and governance efficiency.

Legal and Policy Reforms:

Legal reforms constitute another key institutional

mechanism promoting women’s empowerment in the

UAE. Revisions to labor laws, anti-discrimination policies,

and workplace regulations have sought to enhance

women’s participation in the workforce and protect their

rights within professional environments. These reforms

have facilitated greater female employment in both public

and private sectors, particularly in professional and

managerial roles. However, reforms in family and

personal status laws have been more cautious, reflecting

the state’s effort to balance women’s rights with Islamic

legal traditions. Scholars argue that this selective

approach underscores the controlled nature of

empowerment under state feminism, where progress is

incremental and carefully negotiated.

Political Representation and Leadership Institutions:

Women’s increasing representation in political and

decision-making bodies constitutes one of the most visible

outcomes of institutional empowerment. The appointment

and election of women to the Federal National Council,

ministerial positions, and senior bureaucratic roles

demonstrate the state’s commitment to inclusive

governance23. Leadership training programs and state-

sponsored initiatives have further prepared women for

public office. Despite these advances, political

participation remains largely consultative, and women’s

influence is shaped by the broader constraints of the

political system. Representation, while symbolically

significant, does not necessarily translate into autonomous

policymaking power.

Education and Capacity-Building Institutions:

Education has remained a foundational institutional

mechanism underpinning women’s empowerment in the

UAE. State investment in female education has produced

one of the highest rates of women’s higher education

participation in the region. Universities, scholarship

programs, and leadership academies have equipped

women with skills essential for professional and public

engagement. This emphasis on education reflects the

state’s long-term strategy of cultivating a skilled female

workforce aligned with national development goals. Yet,

the translation of educational attainment into broad-based

empowerment continues to be mediated by institutional

and political constraints.

Women’s Empowerment and Soft Power Strategy

in the United Arab Emirates:

In recent years, women’s empowerment has

assumed strategic significance within the United Arab

Emirates’ broader soft power and foreign policy

framework. Beyond its domestic development objectives,

the promotion of women’s participation in leadership,

diplomacy, and global governance has become an

important instrument through which the UAE projects

an image of modernity, progress, and reform on the

international stage. Within this context, women’s

empowerment operates not only as a social policy initiative

but also as a strategic resource for international legitimacy

and influence, closely aligned with the logic of state

feminism24.

Soft power, as conceptualized by Joseph Nye, refers

to the ability of states to shape preferences and influence

outcomes through attraction rather than coercion25. The

UAE has actively employed gender equality narratives

22. UAE Gender Balance Council, Gender Balance Guide (Abu Dhabi: UAE Government, 2020).

23. Anoushiravan Ehteshami, “Globalization and Governance in the Gulf,” Middle East Policy 24, no. 4 (2017): 92–108.

24. Helga Hernes, Welfare State and Woman Power: Essays in State Feminism (Oslo: Norwegian University Press, 1987).

25. Joseph S. Nye Jr., Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (New York: PublicAffairs, 2004).
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as part of its soft power toolkit, positioning itself as a

reform-oriented and forward-looking state within a region

often portrayed through discourses of gender

conservatism. By highlighting women’s achievements in

education, governance, and diplomacy, the UAE seeks

to counter negative stereotypes about Arab and Muslim

societies while enhancing its standing among global

partners and international institutions26.

Women’s increasing presence in diplomacy and

international organizations constitutes a central pillar of

this strategy. Emirati women now serve as ambassadors,

permanent representatives to the United Nations, and

senior officials in multilateral institutions. Their visibility

in global forums allows the UAE to project a narrative of

inclusivity and competence, reinforcing its image as a

responsible and progressive global actor. Scholars argue

that such representation serves dual purposes: it expands

opportunities for women while simultaneously advancing

state-led branding and diplomatic objectives27.

Humanitarian diplomacy and peacebuilding initiatives

further illustrate the intersection of women’s

empowerment and soft power. Emirati women’s

participation in international humanitarian missions,

development assistance programs, and peace-related

initiatives aligns with global norms such as the Women,

Peace, and Security agenda28. By foregrounding women’s

roles in these domains, the UAE enhances its moral

authority and normative influence in international affairs,

particularly within the United Nations system and global

development networks. International rankings, gender

indices, and global partnerships also play a significant

role in reinforcing this strategy. The UAE actively

engages with international organizations and

benchmarking mechanisms to demonstrate progress in

women’s empowerment. While these indicators provide

measurable evidence of reform, critics caution that they

often privilege formal representation and policy

commitments over substantive political participation and

grassroots empowerment. Consequently, soft power gains

may obscure underlying structural constraints faced by

women within the domestic political sphere. Moreover,

the deployment of women’s empowerment as soft power

reflects the broader dynamics of state feminism, where

gender reforms are selectively highlighted to serve

governance and legitimacy goals. Feminist scholars warn

that such instrumentalization risks reducing empowerment

to symbolic representation, particularly when women’s

visibility abroad contrasts with limited avenues for

independent political engagement at home. Nevertheless,

within the UAE’s centralized political system, women’s

empowerment has proven effective as a means of

enhancing international reputation without challenging

existing power structures.

Theoretical Engagement: State Feminism and

Islamic Feminism:

The intersection of state feminism and Islamic

feminism provides a crucial theoretical lens for

understanding women’s empowerment in Muslim-majority

contexts such as the United Arab Emirates (UAE). While

state feminism emphasizes top-down, institutionalized

gender reform driven by political authority, Islamic

feminism foregrounds women’s rights and agency derived

from reinterpretations of Islamic texts and ethical

traditions. Engaging these two frameworks together

allows for a nuanced analysis of how women’s

empowerment in the UAE is simultaneously enabled,

framed, and constrained by state power, religious

discourse, and socio-cultural norms29.

Islamic feminism emerged as a critical intellectual

and activist response to both Western-centric feminist

paradigms and patriarchal interpretations of Islam.

Scholars such as Amina Wadud, Ziba Mir-Hosseini, and

Margot Badran argue that Islam, when interpreted through

principles of justice (adl), equality (musawah), and moral

accountability, provides a normative foundation for

women’s rights30. Islamic feminism challenges the

conflation of religion with culture and patriarchy, asserting

that gender inequality in Muslim societies stems largely

from socio-historical practices rather than Islamic doctrine

26. Kristian Coates Ulrichsen, The Gulf States in International Political Economy (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016).

27. Gerd Nonneman, “The Gulf States and Soft Power,” Middle East Policy 22, no. 3 (2015): 23–37.

28. United Nations Security Council, Women, Peace and Security Agenda (New York: United Nations, 2018).

29. Margot Badran, Feminism in Islam: Secular and Religious Convergences (Oxford: Oneworld, 2009).

30. Amina Wadud, Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s Perspective (New York: Oxford University

Press, 1999).
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itself31. This perspective is particularly relevant in the

Gulf context, where gender reforms are often justified

through religious legitimacy. In the UAE, however,

Islamic discourse is not primarily shaped by independent

feminist reinterpretation but is mediated through state

institutions and religious authorities aligned with political

leadership. As a result, elements of Islamic feminism are

selectively incorporated into state feminism to legitimize

reform without destabilizing existing power structures.

Legal and policy reforms affecting women are framed

as compatible with Sharia while avoiding challenges to

patriarchal family structures or religious hierarchies. This

selective engagement reflects what scholars describe as

the instrumentalization of religion within state-led

gender reform32.

State feminism and Islamic feminism thus converge

in the UAE at the level of discourse but diverge in terms

of agency and autonomy. While Islamic feminism

emphasizes women’s interpretive authority and ethical

reasoning, state feminism prioritizes governance, stability,

and control. Women’s empowerment is therefore framed

as a moral and national responsibility rather than as a

rights-based claim emerging from women themselves.

This dynamic limits the transformative potential of Islamic

feminism by subordinating it to state-defined boundaries.

Nevertheless, the coexistence of these frameworks has

enabled the UAE to pursue gender reform in a manner

that resonates domestically while remaining legible to

global norms. By invoking Islamic values, the state avoids

accusations of cultural alienation, while its engagement

with international gender discourses enhances its global

legitimacy. This hybrid model illustrates how women’s

empowerment in the UAE is negotiated at the intersection

of religion, state authority, and international expectations.

Critically, this synthesis raises important questions regarding

inclusivity and sustainability. While state-mediated Islamic

feminism has facilitated incremental progress in women’s

education, employment, and leadership, it marginalizes

alternative feminist voices and restricts interpretive

plurality. The absence of independent religious and

feminist spaces constrains women’s ability to articulate

empowerment beyond state-sanctioned narratives.

Conclusion:

Women’s empowerment in the United Arab

Emirates represents a complex interplay between state-

led reform, cultural traditions, and global normative

pressures. Over the past five decades, the UAE has

established a distinctive model of state feminism in which

institutional mechanisms, legal reforms, and policy

frameworks have systematically facilitated women’s

participation in education, the workforce, political

institutions, and diplomacy. The state has employed a top-

down approach, utilizing bodies such as the General

Women’s Union, the Gender Balance Council, leadership

development programs, and higher education initiatives

to expand women’s opportunities while maintaining social

cohesion and political stability. Despite significant

advancements, the UAE’s model of empowerment is not

without limitations. The state-driven nature of reforms

has often concentrated benefits among citizen women

and particularly those from elite or well-connected

backgrounds, leaving gaps in inclusion for non-citizens,

marginalized communities, and women outside state-

sanctioned institutions. Political participation, though

symbolically represented through the Federal National

Council and ministerial appointments, remains largely

consultative rather than autonomous, limiting women’s

influence over policymaking and governance. Moreover,

empowerment is selectively framed within the bounds of

cultural and religious legitimacy, which constrains the

transformative potential of independent feminist discourse

and activism. Nonetheless, the UAE’s approach

demonstrates notable prospects for continued

advancement. The prioritization of women’s education

and professional development has produced a highly skilled

female workforce capable of contributing to knowledge-

based economic growth, innovation, and public service.

Strategic engagement in international forums and the

deployment of women’s empowerment as part of the

state’s soft power agenda enhances both domestic

legitimacy and global recognition, providing avenues for

greater visibility and influence on regional and

international platforms. Legal reforms and policy initiatives

continue to evolve, suggesting that incremental progress

in gender equality can be sustained and potentially

expanded in alignment with broader developmental

objectives. In essence, women’s empowerment in the

UAE exemplifies a dual reality: it has significantly

expanded women’s opportunities, leadership, and visibility
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while remaining regulated and constrained within the logic

of state authority. Understanding this model requires

acknowledging both its achievements and its limitations,

as well as recognizing the ways in which empowerment

is shaped by intersecting forces of governance, culture,

religion, and globalization. Future prospects for women’s

empowerment in the UAE will likely depend on the state’s

willingness to foster greater inclusivity, expand political

participation, and accommodate independent voices,

thereby transforming empowerment from a primarily top-

down process into a more substantive and sustainable

social change.
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