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Abstract

This study explores the impact of social media on women’s civic engagement in
Saudi Arabia. It investigates many issues related to Saudi society as democracy,
civil society and human rights based on an empirical study of 20 elected women of
the Municipal Election of 2015. This study was based on in-depth semi-structured
interviews with the elected women, and on the NVivo data analysis program. On
the one hand, the results of this study show the role played by the ruling family in
improving the status of Saudi women through the enactment of various laws that
provide them with education, employment and freedom of action. On the other
hand, the study shows the many negative effects of traditional Saudi society,
represented by traditional units such as the family and the tribe, in restricting the

movement of women and discrimination against them.

The study's interviews reveal that women focus on philanthropy in the Kingdom
without mentioning political action, which reveals a conservative view by women
of the nature of change in society, and indicates a very weak level of political
awareness. This limited feminist vision, in turn, is reflected in their concept of
social media. They perceive social media as a new tool that helps them acquire
knowledge, conduct scientific research and communicate among themselves; yet
they do not mention using social media to form active feminist groups in order to

make real changes in their interests, and to help them gain more rights.

On the positive side, the study shows that this conservative vision will change over
time in the Kingdom in the light of the new openness of the ruling family and its

support for Saudi women.
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Preface:

Social change is a very important topic in sociology. Perhaps it can be argued that
the course of sociology from its earliest beginnings in the first quarter of the
nineteenth century by August Comet was determined mainly by studying social
and political changes and trying to identify the mechanisms of these changes, and
their impacts on society. The study of social changes in any society is an important
issue which identifies the movement of society in terms of the nature of the

societal forces that lead these changes and the form of conflict between them.

Of course, social changes vary from one society to another depending on the
degree of progress that the society has reached, and the nature of the structure of
values prevailing in it. Societies which are closer to liberal orientations accept
social and political changes easily and they can incorporate these changes into the
structure of society as a whole, so that conflicts between the forces forming the
society fade relatively quickly. This type of societies is able to adopt new ideas

and associated changes at the social and political level.

In contrast with the previous type of society are more conservative societies. These
conservative traditional societies are trying to bring about new forms of social and
political changes that are in line with modern societies, and are in line with global
transformations. These societies face dealing with both traditional and modern
structures, creating a permanent kind of conflict between the old and the modern.

Saudi society is considered as an example of this type of society.

Despite the tremendous modernization in the past decades in Saudi Arabia, society
still retains traditional conservative structures such as the tribe, strict religious
customs and male domination. In this context, Saudi society, like other human
societies, is facing a conflict between the forces of modernization and the forces of
tradition, which has yet to reveal change. However, the enormous transformations

in Saudi Arabia during the reign of King Salman and his crown prince Mohammed
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reveal a great desire of achieving modernization and social and political

transformation in the Kingdom.

The present study has attempted to identify this situation of the struggle between
the forces of modernization and the forces of tradition by focusing on the status of
Saudi women, especially after the 2015 municipal elections in which Saudi women
participated for the first time, either through voting or running for elections. The
aim of the current study was not to describe and analyze these social and political
changes in the Kingdom since the end of the twentieth century until now, but to
use these changes as an analytical framework that helps to understand the reality of

for Saudi women as a result of these changes.

In light of this, the study focuses on the participation of women in municipal
elections for the first time in the history of the Kingdom among other
transformations that have taken place for Saudi women, especially the expansion
of education and access to the labour market. The study also focused on a very
important variable, which is the Internet access in the Kingdom and the
accompanying expansion of the use of social media by Saudis in general, and
Saudi women in particular. The following section illustrates the nature of these

elections and other changes that women face in contemporary Saudi society.
1- Municipal Election of 2015:

This study focuses on a new and unusual social change in Saudi Arabia, i.e. the
Municipal Election of 2015. The Kingdom's acceptance of women's candidacy in
the elections is a significant event in the light of the conservative nature of the
Kingdom and the restrictions imposed on women, particularly their
communication with men and other citizens in the Saudi society. The election of
government officials in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is a relatively new phase in
the government of the Kingdom. (Despite this situation, we should not ignore that
there were elections to some professional syndicates and chambers of commerce in
major Saudi cities such as Riyadh and Jeddah. This type of election was sometimes

carried out with the participation of Saudi women, as was the case with Lama al-



Suleiman and Nashwa Taher who were elected to the Board of Directors of the

Chamber of Commerce in Jeddah in 2005.) (Al-Hayat 2005).

Although women’s involvement in an election is acceptable in many countries
worldwide and is considered the norm, it was illegal in Saudi Arabia until the 2015
Municipal elections during the reign of King Abdullah. Therefore, this study
focuses on a new and unusual social change in Saudi Arabia. The Kingdom's
acceptance of women's candidacy in the elections is a significant event for the
conservative nature of the Kingdom and the restrictions imposed on women,
particularly their communication with men and other citizens in the Saudi society

(Kéchichian 2013; Le Renard 2014; Montagu 2015).

The municipal elections in Saudi Arabia were a new event in the Kingdom in
terms of allowing women to run for office, and a number of Saudis going to the
polls in a rare practice of democratic rights in the Kingdom. Despite the
importance of the event, many writers and journalists saw it as just a step on the
road to improving the situation of Saudi women. The election came at a time when
many social changes were taking place in Saudi Arabia, a close ally of the United
States. However, it must be noted that the Saudi political system is still largely
closed, dominated by the ruling family. In the near term, it is unlikely that ordinary
Saudis will play a role in selecting officials who manage the country economically,
militarily and politically. (Al-Sulami 2008; Bray and Darlow 2015; Cordesman
2003; Haykel et.al. 2015).

The election process for municipal councils began for the first time in the
Kingdom from 10 February to 21 April 2005, and continued for the second time in
2011, but the actual participation of females began in 2015. On the 12t of
December 2015, the women of Saudi Arabia were granted the right of political
participation through electoral suffrage for the first time in the history of both
ancient and modern Saudi Arabia. Saudi women's entry into the electoral process
is due to King Abdullah Al Saud, who announced on the eve of 2011 municipal
elections that women would be able to vote and run for office starting in 2015.
This announcement applies to municipal councils, which are semi-elected bodies

in the Kingdom. However, the authorities and decisions enjoyed by these councils
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to this date are few. In general, the December 2015 elections in Saudi Arabia

resulted in the election of 20 women to municipal councils.

The King also announced in the same year (2011) that women would be eligible
to be appointed to the Shura Council (Consultative Council) that issues views on
the country's national policies. Half of the members of the Shura Council are
appointed and the other half by election. In January 2013 King Abdullah issued
royal decrees granting women 30 seats in the Shura Council (Trenwith 2018). He
stated that women must always hold at least five seats in the Council. According to
the decrees, members of the Council must be committed to the teachings of Islamic
law and not to violate them, and be committed to wearing their veil. The decrees
also stipulated that members of the Women's Council should enter the council
building from private gates, sit in seats dedicated to them and pray in their places
of worship. During the sessions there will be a separation between the sexes, with
the use of an internal communications network that allows men and women to talk

and communicate without seeing each other's sex (Al-A’ali et. al 2017).

Because the participation of women in the electoral process is a new idea for Saudi
society, it was necessary according to the King's decision for changes to take place
in light of the Saudi religious context and the regulations associated with it. These
predetermined actions of women in the Council may seem odd to other societies.
However, it must be borne in mind that women's participation in the electoral
process will not have community acceptance without women's commitment to the
social aspects associated with Saudi society traditions (Al-Sudairy 2017;
Thompson 2014). The context in which these elections took place was inevitably
linked to the restrictions imposed in advance on women and a specific vision of
what they would do and how they could act. Many believe that the elections are
appropriate for the magnitude of the gradual and ongoing social and political

change in the Kingdom.

The municipal elections in Saudi Arabia for the year 2015 are the third elections,
which are especially important because of women's participation as voters and
candidates for the first time in the history of the Kingdom. Although these

elections have received local, regional and global attention as an important event
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in the course of political change in the Kingdom, they have raised many concerns
about weak participation and electoral restrictions, as well as the performance of
weak municipal councils. It is noticeable that the number of men who are
candidates for the election varies significantly compared to women, with 5,938 for
men and 978 for women. This disparity not only exists with the candidates for the
elections, but also with the number of those entitled to vote. The number of men

reached 1.35 million men compared to 130,000 women (GDE 2015).

Despite the scale of the many fears that accompanied these elections, they should
be seen in the framework of the slow and gradual political reforms begun by King
Abdullah. It is therefore necessary to deal with the decision to allow Saudi women
to participate in the electoral process as a step in the course of many future steps
necessary to change the political atmosphere in the Kingdom. The municipal
elections were not of great importance to the Saudis because of the limited
opportunities offered by the councils in the area of political participation by
citizens in Saudi political life. It was not surprising, then, that there was a lack of
participation by Saudi citizens due to their deep sense of that the elections were
irrelevant. The election should also be accepted in the context that the electoral
process itself represents a new and unusual event in the lives of Saudi citizens (Al-

A’ali et. al 2017; Kéchichian 2013; Thompson 2014).

Despite the small role played by municipal councils in the decision-making
process in the Kingdom since they focused only on the daily problems facing
citizens such as paving roads, garbage collection, lighting, renovation of water and
sewage networks, the construction of gardens and parks, and medical facilities, the
elections associated with these councils were important, as they were the only ones
allowed in the Kingdom. Many hope these elections will be a positive start to

expanding the circle of political participation in the Kingdom.

Women’s voting was considered a highly controversial event in modern Saudi
history. Many national, regional and international newspapers, media and websites
referred to, and analyzed this event including: Al-Jazeera English, Al-Arabiya
English, Sky News Arabic, The Guardian, Daily Mail, The Telegraph, Reuters, US
Today, CBS News, BBC News, The New York Times, Foreign Policy, CNN in
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English, The Washington Post, Welt Online (in German), Bloomberg, and Human
Rights Watch.

However, for nearly two decades, the work of Municipal Councils has been limited
to routine government projects at local levels, a matter which has led to criticism
of the functioning of these councils as bodies with limited executive powers.
Because the Saudi government appoints half of the municipal councilors, the
elected members cannot impose their own agendas, and thus feel helpless because
of the lack of clarity of the roles assigned to their work in these councils. They feel
that the authorities are not interested in their proposals or, at best, find themselves
accepting the tasks and projects set by the Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs
(MMRA) (Al-A’ali et. al 2017; Al-Sulami, 2008). In most Arab countries there
are many political councils, some of their members are appointed by the state and
the others are elected. Many of these councils do not play a real role as much as
they are established by the state in order to give the political system a democratic

touch while actually supporting the sytems of the past.

The response to the municipal elections since 2005 in the Kingdom could be
understood in light of the response to initiatives calling for political reforms in the
Kingdom that began in the early 1990s. In 1993, King Fahd proclaimed the Basic
Law of the System and announced the establishment of the Shura Council in
addition to the municipal councils in order to establish a limited space for the

political participation of Saudi citizens (Al-A’ali et. al 2017; Thompson 2014).

The political context associated with the establishment of these municipal councils
in the Kingdom can be understood, despite their limited role so far, in the context
of the Kingdom's desire to create some kind of political mobility in the Kingdom,
especially after the events of 9/11, in which 15 Saudis were charged with
participating in the attack on the United States. The initiatives of the political
mobility in the Kingdom were not limited to the municipal councils, but expanded
to include the launch of a comprehensive national dialogue on the levels of
political change, reform of education and change of the judicial system in the

Kingdom (Al-Sulami 2008; Kéchichian 2013; Thompson 2014).
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This means that allowing elections for Saudi women is a measure among other
measures taken by the Kingdom to expand political participation, and to form a
new liberal image of the Kingdom to public opinion both internally and externally.
In this context, the current study attempts to identify the effects of these
transformations, in particular allowing Saudi women to participate in the electoral

process, on women and on the democratic transition in the Kingdom.
2- The Elected Women’s Views:

To understand and evaluate the impacts of the elections on the Saudi women,
Saudi councillors were interviewed. The interviews follow their story from their
perspective and the role of social networks in the election process based on their
personal experiences. Talking about the role of Saudi women in the Saudi society
and the developments that have taken place, especially their participation in the
electoral process, did not gain its value without dealing directly with them,

listening to their voice, and the experiences they have had.

It is important to take advantage of the great diversity of types of women, and not
to limit visions to those who belong to a specific social context. This deepens the
understanding of women in their differences rather than in imposing certain

visions on them chosen by theorists and intellectuals.

This is to say that women have the intellectual formulations that enable them to
articulate their visions of what has been institutionalized socially, which in one
way or another exploits and dominates the structures that lead to their exploitation
and domination. As a result, the dominant forces of social and intellectual
structures are challenged by the women’s views, which will inevitably change the
reality surrounding them, as well as to take them into account given any possible

and expected societal changes.

Given this approach, without understanding the Saudi social, political, and cultural
context since the 1980s, these interviews are not enough to follow such an intricate
story. This context helps in understanding and analyzing the main reasons which
have led the Saudi authority to permit Saudi women to participate in the election
and some cases elected to office. Allowing Saudi women to be part of the
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Municipal elections is the outcome of the various and overlapping circumstances

reflecting the nature of the social and political change in the Kingdom.

Furthermore, discussing the reality of women in Saudi Arabia, and comparing it to
that of the Western world, should not always be the focal point with regards to
analyzing gender equality in the Kingdom. Despite the predominance of women's
feminist trends in their Western form; it is important to point out the importance of
drawing distinctions between different societies and cultures when examining the
status of women. What may apply to women in Western nations may not be right

in other communities (Shalaby and Moghadam 2016).

However, the constant improvements in gender equality within the Kingdom, in
terms of social, political and economic issues, that has been occurring since the
1970s, should not be ignored. The relationship between the status of Saudi women
and the Saudi social and political reality is a dialectical one in which reality
contributes a great deal of influence, but this also does not prevent women from

playing an important role in influencing this reality and trying to change it.

This study attempts to analyze the reality of political and social changes in Saudi
Arabia by focusing on the elected women in municipal councils. The choice of
these women comes because of their new political experience in the Kingdom and
what explanations they can add about the nature of this new political participation

for them.
3- Research Questions:

The primary goal of this study is to examine the potential for greater democratic
engagement of women within Saudi public affairs in the context of rising
educational attainment and a social media environment. More specifically, the
study examined this issue through interviewing the Saudi elected women of the
Municipal Election of 2015. These interviews help in examining how the elected
women see themselves as role models for Saudi women and how they use social
media to communicate with other Saudi women and how it improves their

awareness about Saudi society.

-15-



According to this goal, the current study tries to answer the following questions:

-What impact can the recent democratic election of female Saudi Councillors,
within a context of more highly educated and socially networked women
citizens, have upon the level and styles of civic participation and engagement of

women in Saudi Arabia?

Emanating from the previous question are the following secondary questions:

- How do the elected female councillors perceive their role in relation to the
development of democratic politics in the Kingdom?

- What are the new experiences of using social media for Saudi women
councillors as a means of engaging with female citizens?

- To what extent and in what ways do Saudi women councillors feel that social
media supplies them with a new space that helps them express their feelings
and opinions without restraint?

- Can social media increase the social and political capacity of Saudi women

councillors with regards to their activities and participation?
4- Research Limitations:

This study is related to social and political change in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia. It attempts to identify the nature of the social and political transformations
that have taken place in the Kingdom over the past decades. Social and political
transformations represent the general framework of the study, through which
women's participation in the electoral process can be identified. This means that
the focus of the current study is to examine the impacts of allowing Saudi women
to participate in the electoral process either by voting or by running for the

election.

The present study deals with the elected women who represent Saudi women
throughout the Kingdom. This means that the present study, by addressing the 20
cases represented by elected women, approached the whole of the Kingdom in the
east, west, north and south. The representation of women in municipal councils

and their success in these councils throughout the Kingdom helps to identify the
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general atmosphere of these elections and the various activities that women have

undertaken in order to achieve this success.

The examination of the experience of the elections and their associated practices is

not separated from two very important topics in this study.

The first is the role of social media in the life of Saudi women in general and in
their success in the elections in particular. The second is the role of education in
the life of women and the impact on their orientation towards active political

participation in Saudi society.
5- Overview
This study has an introduction, six chapters and conclusion.

Following the introductory chapter, the first chapter provides a social and political

background about Saudi society and its implications for Saudi women.

e The first section of this chapter gives an overview of the Origin of Saudi

Arabia and the role of oil revenues in development.
e The second section discusses the role of the Saudi family in women’s lives.

e The third section examines the transformation from Bedouin toward
modernization with focusing on the importance of this process, although
limited. All these sections demonstrate how the patriarchal system operates

in the Saudi context and affects women’s situation.

e Section four sheds light on widespread education in Saudi Arabia and its
impact on Saudi women. This section clarifies the contradiction between
the high rates of women's education and their low presence in the labor

market.

e Section five and six addresses both civil society and political change in
Saudi Arabia in light of the state's semi absolute hegemony of the public

sphere and its restriction of civil action linked to individuals.
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The final part examines the expected role of the expansion of individuals in
the use of the Internet and social media, and its impact on the creation of
new spaces of their own, which could constitute a virtual alternative to the

actual reality.

The second chapter deals with the role of the Internet and the various means of

communication associated with it in influencing the level of political participation

of women in general and Saudi women in particular.

The first section of this chapter identifies the meaning of political
participation. The study examines definitions of political participation in
the narrow sense of belonging to particular parties, as well as various forms
of political action such as sit-in and demonstration to the broader meaning
associated with the pressure individuals put on governments to improve the

reality of women with any confrontation.

The second part deals with a set of theories related to political participation
which included: Theory of Modernization; Dependency Theory;
Institutional Theory; Agency Theory; Resource Based Theory or Civic
Volunteerism Theory; and Mobilization Theory. These theories range from
a focus on large analytical units such as social and political changes in
general, to the state and its various activities, or to intermediate or small

units such as political parties and other institutions of civil society.

The third section deals with political participation and women in the Arab
world, in terms of identifying the importance of women's political role as a
factor of change in Arab societies firstly, and identifying the internal and

external factors hindering their political participation secondly.

The last section deals with the role of social media in the process of
political participation. It focuses on the importance of social media in
women's lives, although it is difficult to determine the impact on their

political participation in society.
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Chapter three deals with methodological procedures of the study. This chapter is

based on five points:

The first of which focuses on the research audience in terms of addressing
elected women and clarifying the nature of their participation in the
municipal elections, and the importance of this study compared to previous

studies that dealt with Saudi women.

The second point reveals the focus of the study on qualitative analysis
compared to quantitative analysis. It also explains in detail the features of
in-depth and semi-structured interview and the nature of the questions

associated with it.

The third point illustrates the ethical aspects associated with interviews in
all regions of the Kingdom within the conservative Saudi structure. Finally,
the following points deals with how to communicate with elected women,
whether through mobile or e-mail, in addition to the various stages

associated with the application with them.

The fourth chapter is based on data collected from the participants during the

interviews, focusing on the democracy and women in the Kingdom.

The first and second parts of this chapter deals with the various definitions
associated with democracy, mainly in the Western literature. In light of
this, it was necessary to know the validity and suitability of these Western
definitions for application in Arab societies in particular, and in the
Kingdom in general. In addition, these two sections dealt with the
importance of the state and the importance of civil society and the nature
of the relationship between them, and its impact on the reality of Saudi

women.

In this context, the third point discusses these many relations in light of
their effects on the reality of Saudi women. It includes five points that
dealt with the impact of civil society and the state on the reality of Saudi

women, in addition to the extent of their awareness, the social groups that
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express them, and the important role played by the ruling family to

improve the reality of women.

e The last of these points is to identify the obstacles facing democracy in the
Kingdom, of course, as in the previous points through the views of the

elected women.

Chapter five addresses the situation of human rights in Saudi Arabia in general,
and their status for women in particular, through in-depth interviews with elected
women, and in the light of their different experiences, both through their daily

lives, or through their experiences before, during and after the municipal elections.

e At first, this chapter addresses the different definitions of human rights and
the different concepts associated with it such as citizenship and civil
society. This approach is based on trying to link these concepts with the

social reality that produces them.

e The second part deals with many vital aspects of human rights in Saudi
society through various interviews with elected women. This chapter
presents the influential role of the Saudi social context in dealing with
women's rights and examines the legislative and legal aspects of Saudi
women's rights. It also focuses on the role played by male guardianship in

influencing the reality of women.

e It finally handles the important rights for Saudi women, including the right

to education, employment, and the right to political participation.

Chapter six explores the effect of social media on the elected women’s life. It
demonstrates the tremendous impact of Social Media in contemporary societies
and reveals the importance of modern technology in expanding the use of social
media. The chapter also discusses the impact of social media use on the strength

and weakness of civil society and the potential for democratic transformation.

This chapter concludes with an important set of points relating to the status of

social media in Saudi Arabia in general, and its impact on the elected women in
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particular. In the light of this, the chapter attempts to identify the different effects
resulting from the use of social media in the lives of the elected women, and the
forms of using social media during elections. It ends with an attempt to identify the
effects of social media use by the elected women on the democratic transition in

Saudi Arabia.
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Introduction:

The Saudi context is of great importance in recognizing the reality of Saudi
women and the changes that have occurred to them. It is difficult to address the
situation of women in isolation from the social, political and economic changes the

society has experienced since the late twentieth century until now.

The current chapter presents the Saudi context and how it affects the Saudi
women’s status quo and their participation in the election. Also, it describes and
analyzes the story of modern Saudi Arabia; its social context, political
arrangements and how in 2015 twenty women were elected to office for the first
time. To do this, the chapter focuses on many important factors in the Saudi
society such as: the impacts of oil revenues, the role of the Saudi family in
women’s life, the changed role of the tribe, and recent reforms in the Kingdom
mainly under King Abdullah and the accompanying reform of educational and

political arena.

This chapter does not provide conclusive explanations regarding the objectives of
the study, which attempts to identify the effects of the participation of Saudi
women in the municipal elections on their lives, and their various political and
civil activities, and the role of social media and education in supporting their
participation. It attempts to frame the status of Saudi women through many of the
topics that I address in order to understand the historical circumstances associated

with them and their impact on their political participation.

In other words, identifying the impact of the municipal elections on the political
participation of Saudi women, the role played by social media in supporting this
participation, and changing the reality of Saudi women were not monitored by

social and political developments in Saudi society. Interviewing elected Saudi
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women helped to identify the new political reality of women, the impact of
elections on them, and the impact of social media in supporting their political and

civic activities.
1- The Origin of Saudi Arabia and the Role of Oil Revenues in Development

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was established in 1902 by King Abdul-Aziz. The
country was established after the King captured Riyadh -the current capital of the
Kingdom- with a surprise attack which allowed him to seize the Masmak castle.
The monument is of great importance until now. Since then, Saudi Arabia began a
new process of modernization, allowing it to engage in the modern world (Bray
and Darlow 2015; Holden 1982; Metz 1992; Troeller 2015). Since then, oil has
been the decisive economic factor in the kingdom's ups and downs. The enormous
oil price boom after the October 1973 war helped the kingdom to embark on
massive modernization plans to an extent that had never seen before (Rieger 2016:

36-40; Schliep 2017).

By establishing schools and universities, Saudi Arabia was able to modernize and
create an educational system that caters for the needs of its young population. To
pave the road for a new government, governmental institutions were set up, which
provided services to its citizens. All of this would not have been possible if it was

not for the discovery of substantial oil reserves.

Therefore, the main driving force of oil behind Saudi modernization and its
contributions to both economic and societal developments cannot be ignored. Oil
is the main factor in the economic, political and social changes that have taken
place in the Kingdom in the past decades. It is difficult to deal with any social
change in the Kingdom without dealing with the various impacts associated with

oil (Al-Khateeb 1998; Baltimore 2014; Khunaizi 1993; Parker 2008).

On October 16, 1938, oil was discovered in commercial quantities. Less than a
year later, May 1, 1939, the first cargo of Saudi Arabian crude oil was shipped
from Ras Tanura (AlMunajjed 1997; Shams 1984). Oil production on a
commercial scale is considered the primary source of income for Saudi Arabia
since its discovery. As of 2019, Saudi Arabia was the world’s third largest
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producer and exporter of crude oil. Saudi Arabia has depended on the sale of large
quantities of oil and its revenues to build the modern-day Saudi society. High oil
prices have increased revenues in the Kingdom from $150 billion in 2005 to $283
billion in 2008 (Emirates Business, 11 January 2010, in Alghamdy 2011:37; see
also: AlMtairi 1985; As'ad 1981; Bank Audi 2015).

The oil revenues have led the country’s economic prosperity since the 1973 Arab-
Israeli War, following the oil embargo on Western countries which supported
Israel. It has played an essential role in changing the Saudi society and achieving
broad plans for development. Saudi Arabia has invested this revenue in a variety of

fields such as education, transportations, and establishing new and modern ports.

Also, oil revenues have contributed to many fields in the modern Saudi society
such as: building new cities, establishing a new and modern infrastructure which
has, for the first time, connected almost every part of the Kingdom. Other
developments in the Kingdom include the launching of several high capacity trade
ports, world-class health facilities, and building hundreds of modern schools and
dozens of high-tech universities (Powell 1982; Shaw and Long 1982; Sohrab
1999).

The logic behind these investments is sound. Large amounts of income should be
used to improve different aspects of the country. This mentality can be reflected in
the improvement of the educational and health sector. Several universities,
schools, and hospitals were built using this new wealth (Courington and Zuabi
2011; Hamdan 1990; Shams 1984). Although the main aim of Saudi Arabia’s
successive governments since the discovery of oil is to diversify the economic
sources of the Saudi economy and avoid depending on the oil, the later still

remains the primary source of economic change.

Also, oil has played an essential role in changing the structure of Saudi society
from being a tribal society into, to some extent, a modern society (Al-Farsi 2013;
As'ad 1981; Baltimore 2014; Mohammadpour and Soleimani 2019). The country
moved from being dependent on agriculture and low-level trade into oil which has

allowed the Kingdom to diversify its economic revenue, even though it has not yet
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been successful in achieving that goal. The Saudi economy has not yet been able
to make full use of the income derived from oil in various fields and activities,
such as industrial, technological and agricultural activities (Haykel et al., 2015;
Karl 2007; Parker 2008). The Saudi economy, despite numerous attempts by
successive Saudi governments to diversify its sources, remains mostly dependent

on oil revenues.

These massive changes made by oil revenues, mainly since 1973, were on all
levels of society. They were characterized by a kind of slowdown in the moral
aspect associated with the structure of the Saudi people. In various human cultures,
the changes that take place on a material level are characterized by tremendous
speed compared to those that are on the moral or non-material, intellectual and
cultural standards, or about changing the vision of the citizens of the world around
them. Despite the many changes that have occurred in this context, the difficulties
of transition from a Bedouin and tribal mentality to that of citizens linked with
others and interacting with them within the legal framework that is guaranteed by
the State and institutions associated with them have been documented (Alfalah

1987; As'ad 198; Cole 2003; Sohrab 1999).

In other words, the effect that oil has had on the Saudi people has been observed
mainly in terms of improvement in the financial status of the citizens, and the
appearance of cities with quality services and first world infrastructure. Contrary to
this, the ideological and social status of the Saudi citizen has not experienced much
change and is still very much tied to its Bedouin values and past. Due to this, it is
very logical to say that the position of females in Saudi society has not experienced
much change. The material changes were more rapid than the non-material
changes, especially in the structure of consciousness and values of individuals.
Thus, the rapid material change came at the expense of non-material changes,
which delayed social and political changes in Saudi society (AlMtairi 1985;
Hamdan 1990; Haykel et al., 2015).

There is no doubt that this situation of uneven development between the material
and non-material aspects reflected on the awareness of women on the one hand

and on the community acceptance of their political and civil participation on the
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other. The rapid development of the sudden oil wealth has not been accompanied
by profound political and social changes in the structure of individual awareness
and acceptance of women and improvement of their social situation in the
Kingdom, which has continued since the inception of the Kingdom and continues

until now, despite some slight improvement in the women’s situation.

This is also reflected in the traditional units in Saudi society, especially the family.
In spite of the enormous material impact on the Saudi family, particularly with
regard to living in modern homes, the use of cars and modern technology, the
Saudi family is still linked to traditional and conservative values, especially to

women’s life, as explained in the following section.
2- The Role of the Saudi Family in Women’s Life:

In Saudi Arabia, as in all Arab countries, the family represents one of the most
critical units in the society. The final word and decision within the family are for
the father and the elder brother. Women cannot make decisions without the
agreement of father or brothers or any other male guardian. A significant reason
why such tacit laws still exist is that the traditional basis of a family is the tribe

(Al-Khateeb 1998; Almatiri 1985; Hamdan 1990).

There is no way to improve oneself within the tribal, familial, relative, and
neighborhood sphere. All these former traditional units determine the values and
norms of their individuals. These traditional units still play vital roles in Saudi life.
An example of the role of traditions associated with both the family and the tribe
in the Kingdom is the woman's driving of the car. As for the Saudi general system,
we cannot find anything which prevents women from driving cars. In addition, we
do not find in Islam what prevents women from driving cars, but this rejection is

linked to the values and customs of society, especially the refusal of the family.

The family is the unit to which individuals link throughout their lives, and they
cannot separate from it under any circumstances. The children live with their
parents, until they graduate from university, and after marrying with the blessing

of their parents, the parents continue to have intimate contact with them.
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In patriarchal societies, such as Saudi Arabia, the most significant impact of the
family, community, and national cohesion at the expense of individuality is that it
removes half the talent and labor force in the society: women. It not only does that
but in some extreme cases, it limits the female involvement in society. Traditions,
and more importantly religion, play an essential role in defining gender roles and
women’s rights. The Saudi culture has given particular importance to the
protection of the honour of women. These women are the ones who are also in turn
expected to raise the family (AlMunajjed 1997; Mies 1986: Nasseef 2004; Saudi
Women’s 2004; Tawtiq 2014).

There is a great contradiction in dealing with women. On the one hand family
members views women as representing family honour and on the other hand she
has pledged to raise children. This is an issue not only related to Saudi society, but
it can be generalized to all Arab societies, albeit in different proportions. Of
course, given the male domination of family space, these contradictions deepen

over time at the expense of women's natural and societal rights.

Gender discrimination has led to evident gaps when it comes to political and
economic rights between males and females as well as their social status. This
means that because of the early socialization of females within their own
traditional family, they have represented such conservative roles which were
allocated to them and consciously or unconsciously support this traditional

structure (Acker 1992; Carapico 2001; Lorbor 1998).

From the beginning of their life, women are socialized to understand they are
women and because of that, they are different from men, and because of such
biological differences, they should accept specific roles in the society. The
primary and safe sphere for a female is her family, and because of that, she is not
permitted to attach herself to any other sphere in daily life (Abramovitz 1988;
Acker 1992; Ferree et al., 2001). Here, the family is the safest space for women. It
is her protection against the outsider spheres. Despite the importance of the
protection which provided by the family both before and after marriage, the family

has many other negative aspects that come to the fore, including restricting her
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freedom of movement and decision-making. The process of transferring the

conservative ideas from one generation to another is still present today.

For women, despite the constraints imposed on them, the family is a haven away
from various societal conflicts. In this context, the educated girl who was able to
join the workforce cannot be separated from her family and living alone, as
happens in Western societies. Women are separated from their families only after

marriage when they go to their husbands' house.

In this context, we can only imagine the nature of the women who decided to run
for the elections as well as the risks they face within their community. The
patriarchal structure of the society in which they grew up has imposed on them not
to mingle with the male populous, let alone contacting the general populace and
publicizing themselves. This problem reveals the vital necessity and importance of
the switch of the mode of communication from face to face to the virtual world or
online using modern social network sites such as Facebook and Twitter. At this
level, modern communication means a new port for them to express themselves

freely, which they have never experienced before (Murthy 2012; Safranak 2012).

In general, the role of the family is inseparable from the dominance of the tribe as
one of the most important social units in the Gulf societies. The family, despite its
direct impact on its members, is ultimately governed by tribal affiliation and its
strict social determinants. This has been particularly prominent in the success of

many elected women because they belong to particular tribes.

Despite the attempts of the state to emphasize the idea of citizenship versus the
tribe, the tribe still exercises its role in protecting its members, and in expressing
itself in the Gulf societies in general, and in the Kingdom in particular, as

explained below.

3- From Bedouin toward Modernization: An Essential but Limited Social

Change

Despite the importance of the modern state, the issue here is not just about the

country and its role, but the problem is rooted in the structure of Arab societies in
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general, and Saudi society in particular. It refers to the question of the social
structure, and variously associated relations, as well as the conflict between the

forces of modernization and the forces of tradition.

Since the 1950s, with the emergence of the modern state in the Arab world, and
after the end of the colonial era, the region is still suffering in its struggle between
the forces of modernization and the traditions of their ancestors. Included in the
modernization forces are plenty of intellectuals, writers, entrepreneurs and
enlightened clerics. These people have been attempting for decades to rid the
region of the traditionalist clergy and introduce modern Western concepts such as
the development of education. They have also attempted to evolve the political
system and introduce parliamentary elections (Alfalah 1987; Al-Mohsen 2006;
Othman 1976; Parker 2008).

Arguably, the effect of the forces of modernization varies from country to another
in the Arab world, highly influenced by social, political and economic conditions.
In this context, one can say that the modernization process began late in the Gulf
region and varied from one country to another. Kuwait was the first Gulf country
to open up in education and accept change as well as the first when it came to the
expansion of the elections and the various roles associated with women. Other
countries such as Bahrain, UAE and Oman opened up next (Allen 2016; Al-Nakib
2016; Funsch 2016). After that, came the turn of Saudi Arabia, where the conflict
between the forces of modernization and traditionalists intensifies because of the
status of the country in the Islamic world as the land of two holy mosques and

which millions of Muslims visited Mecca for Islam’s annual pilgrimage.

The status of Saudi Arabia in the Islamic world imposes enormous restrictions on
the pace of change sought by the modernists. Saudi Arabia is the location of Hajj,
as well as the most crucial area in the Islamic world, makes itself a popular
destination for religious ideologies. This significantly hampers opening up to the

outside world despite the attempts of modernists.

However, the Kingdom started highly ambitious and inclusive developmental

plans which have reformed the Saudi society drastically. One of the main impacts
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of applying these plans is changing the Bedouin character of the Saudi society
(As'ad 1981; Makki 2011). The tribe is one of the most important social units on
which the construction of the Gulf in general, and Saudi Arabia in particular, is
based on (Abdul-Aziz 1994; Al-Humaidi 2016). Hence, it is a great difficulty for
any development projects trying to transcend tribal affiliations to create a general

sense of citizenship.

The Saudi royal family has developed many essential fields which have helped
Saudi citizens in their own lives. The most significant improvement here is that oil
revenues have changed the primary agent of development from depending on the
tribe to depending on the state. This does not mean the end of the tribe as an
essential agent in the Saudi society, but it means that it does not play such an
active and essential role in the Saudi society as it previously did. One cannot
ignore the part of tribe and family in the structure of Saudi society till now, but
also, we cannot ignore the impacts of the modern restructuring of the Saudi society
and the role of oil revenues in social change (As’sd 1981; Cole 2003; Hilden
2011).

Despite the strong correlation of tribes as social status, it is important to note that
the emergence of the state, in the modern sense, in the mid-twentieth century, and
what it has done to society using oil revenue, building massive cities and
modernizing the society. Yet the tribes remain important social and political units
in Gulf societies. Tribes are something that the country cannot be ridden of so
quickly despite the attempts of upholding the value of citizenship (Makki 2011;
Owen 2004).

Thirty years ago, the tribe was the most important social unit in Saudi society as it
was playing a significant role in economic activities. Due to the harsh nature of the
region, people were forced to follow the tribe wherever it went. Some people
would have wanted to become farmers and settle down but selected not to as
settling was scorned by many of the nomadic tribes. Many tribe members avoided

farming as they would have been expelled by their tribe (Al-Zahrani 1986).
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Thus, it can be said that what played a major role in changing the status of the tribe
in Saudi Arabia was the resettlement of the Bedouins in new areas, and also the
new job opportunities provided by the state, especially in the police and military
sectors, in addition to the emerging state institutions of government. Since then,
the relationship between the state and its citizens has been largely defined as as the

state being the sponsor in all areas of living.

The primary field of work before oil discovery was the pastoral field where the
population depended on camels and grazing. People used to live in deserts, in very
modest houses, mainly tents, and work in the area of animals grazing. Most of the
Bedouin tribes would spend the majority of the year in the middle of the desert
raising camels and other livestock (Othman 1976). There are a large number of
tribes in Saudi Arabia, of which some date back to the emergence of Islam in the
time of prophet Mohamed more than 1300 years ago. Some of the largest tribes
include, Al-Dwaser, Al-Murrah, Anaizah; Harb; Qahtan, Shammar and Tameem

(Dickson 1972; Hilden 2011; Wynbrandt 2010).

Tribes have a closed relationship amongst themselves. Loyalty for the tribe is the
most important thing. The individual gets his/her status from the tribe to which
he/she belongs. The tribal system is based on the segregation between males and
females which the highest rank is given to the men of the tribe over the women.
Women do not have similar rights to men. It is a patriarchal system which
considers men superior to women. Despite the significant role played by the tribe
in caring for those who belong to it, the emergence of the modern state has
withdrawn many of the functions it would be normal and responsible for. It has
also led to a decrease in Bedouins in the pure image of association and dependency

on the desert (Niblock 2006; Owen 2004).

However, the tribe is still an important social unit in Gulf societies in general, and
in Saudi Arabia in particular. Regardless of what is announced from Gulf societies
about the decrease of tribal links in favor of upholding the value of citizenship, the
disparities between the various tribes, both in terms of size or status, makes the the

name of a person’s tribe a direct reflection of social status and personal wealth.
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The effects of this can be seen, for example, during the municipal elections in 2011
in the Kingdom. People of the same tribe in different areas would unite to ensure
the success of candidates of the tribe. This led to the failure of other candidates
who could have arguably been more qualified but came from different tribes
(Alhumaid 2016; Samin 2013). Hence, the tribe represents an important closed
space for its members who wish to participate politically; it determines the size of

the expected success for them regardless of their competence.

Despite the importance of the tribe in Gulf societies, the ruling families in these
countries are trying to deal with the tribal struggle in a balanced manner, by
showing neutrality to all tribes and upholding the value and shape of the modern
state. The Saudi royal family controls and leads the economic development of the
Kingdom. It also plays a role in leading balanced and neutral efforts required to

deal with the spectrum of social ideologies that are present in Saudi Arabia.

This impartial and unbiased strategy has created an image within the minds of the
Saudi public that the Royal family is very serious about both modernizations and
the traditional fabric of the Saudi society, which revolves around tribalism and
Islam. Within the era of King Abdullah, the Kingdom has allowed females to run
as candidates in Municipal elections; however, only within the traditional sense,
where women cannot have contact with men. Even though Bedouin and tribal
mentality is still prevalent, nonetheless, it has been weakened considerably. This is
because many Bedouin societies have been relocated and split from each other by
the government, due to the construction of modern cities (Bray and Darlow 2015;

Hamdan 1990; Powell 1982).

In the post-oil discovery era, people began leaving the desert to live in new cities
which were built by the government. In this regard, the main reason was a change
from poor traditional Saudi neighborhoods into new prosperous cities with world-
class infrastructure is the oil wealth. The movement from desert to cities played a
very active role in the declining of the Bedouinism in Saudi Arabia, at least on the
level of the residence. Saudi Arabia witnessed an increase in urban population and

a decrease in the rural community. According to Alghamdy “The urban population
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in Saudi Arabia stood at 48.7 per cent in 1970, 65.9 per cent in 1980, 78.2 per cent
in 1990 and 88.5 per cent in 2005 (2011:92).

No doubt the appearance of cities and the creation of urban areas has changed the
culture of the Saudi society and has many impacts on how people communicate
and interact with each other. There is a big difference between living in a desert or
rural area and living in cities and urban areas. The appearance of cities was
accompanied by a central government which controls everything in the society
from the Bedouins themselves to land distributions. This has resulted in a dynamic
shift of the hierarchy. The Bedouins, and for the first time, feel that they have lost

their power and strength and have followed the state’s laws and legislation.

Until the 1980s, the majority of the Saudis were nomadic or seminomadic. Under
vast spreading of urbanization, the number of Saudis who live in cities has
increased very significantly. The appearance of urban cities in Saudi Arabia has
played a very effective role in changing people’s mentalities and, to a great extent,
their way of thinking and life. This change has, and in many aspects, had an impact
on Saudi women. In the city, women went out to education, and then to work. In
the city, women often leave their houses, even if they cannot drive (Al-Ankary

et.al. 1989; Wald 2018).

In general, life in the city is significantly different from life in the tribal space or
rural space; the former means a certain amount of individuality, opening to the
outside world, and a great deal of privacy, while the second means attachment to
the group and not to separate from it. This has undoubtedly granted women a

different kind of system to work with which was never seen before.

It was the first time that women received an education, work, and had to deal with
various government institutions. Despite this large amount of openness, it is
essential to keep in mind that all of this is still in the light of the generally accepted
rules of the Saudi Society. This makes us feel that the form of societal
modernization that has occurred with the oil boom is shackled by the older
generational traditions (Al-Khateeb 1998; Al-Mohsen 2006; AlMunajjed 1997;
Alsayah 2012; Azimova 2016).
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Hence, the discussion of the change in women’s status in the Kingdom faces
constant clashes and struggles between the conservatives and the more liberal part
of the society. It is hard to determine which side is winning this battle of traditions
and modernism as many variables come to play. These include the royal family,
religious groups, and liberal activists. Most of the clashes are won or shut down by
the conservative groups, but this doesn’t mean that the progressive side hasn’t

made any progress.

This kind of inherent conflict between the traditional unity found in tribes and
those who support the idea of a modern state has led to a degree of incompatibility
between traditional conservatives and modernists. Apart from the State or Tribes,
there is a conflict in the Saudi public sphere between the clergy and those seeking
to emphasize the religious values in its traditional form, and among intellectuals,
activists, businessmen, university professors and even the liberal clergy seeking to
change Saudi society, and the system of associated values. In this regard, we will
see a struggle between the conservative powers in the Saudi society such as
religious groups and Sheikhs on the one hand and the liberal groups such as
journalists, university professors and other writers and activist on the other hand.
Some of them support the elections in the context of preserving tradition, while
others see the need for radical change which will transcend traditional structure.
The conflict between conservative forces and progressive forces represents a
general context for whether there is development or backwardness in the reality of
Saudi women. Progressive forces provide support to women and their political and

civil activism, as much as their reality can be changed, and vice versa.

Education emerges here as one of the most important agents of change in human
societies in general, and Saudi society in particular. It is not enough to live in cities
without building schools and universities. These modern educational institutions
are one of the basic elements forming the structure of the contemporary city, and
the driving force for real change in societies seeking to develop and grow as

discussed in the following point.
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4- The Widespread of Education in Saudi Arabia and Its Impact on Women:

The crucial element here is the spread of education in every corner of Saudi Arabia
which has had effects on the population in general and women in particular.
Contrary to the present, education depended on religion in the past. There were no
formal schools as in modern societies, contrary to this, both boys and girls went to
the sheik’s house or went to the Mosque, and memorize the Quran under his
supervision. In addition to the Quran, boys and girls learned the Arabic language

(AlDoubi 2014; Al-Mohsen 2006; Courington and Zuabi 2011).

After the discovery of oil, the education moved from being informal to being
formal. In this situation, Saudi Arabia has witnessed the appearance of public
schools in its precise meaning. The state has established thousands of schools
across the country which helped spread education in an unprecedented way,

particularly among females.

Higher education in Saudi Arabia lasts from four years to six years depending on
the major. There are 24 government universities in the Kingdom, of which, most
were founded in a short period. The King Saud University, founded in 1957, was
not only the nation’s first university but the first amongst all the Gulf States. Saudi
Arabia has seen significant changes in gender roles when it comes to education
over the previous 50 years. Currently, females make up 60 percent of all university
students in the country (Valby 2016). This percentage is higher than other secular
neighboring countries such as Jordan, Lebanon, and Tunisia. Females, however,

only make up about 14.4 percent of the Saudi national workforce.

Also, the Kingdom is home to the largest female-only university in the world. The
Princess Nora bint Abdulrahman University, eight million square meters in size,
cost $5.3 Billion to build. It has over 60,000 students in 15 colleges. According to
Saudi Statistical Yearbook of 2009, there are more than “19,000 k-12 schools in
the Kingdom. These schools teach over six million students. The Kingdom also
has 24 universities offering at least 210 schools teaching over 600,000 male and
female students” (Alghamdy 2011: 92). As a result, education opportunities have

become widely available to Saudis in general and Saudi women in particular.
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Education under King Abdullah has become a priority. Never in the history of the
Kingdom has massive amounts of money been spent on education. When King
Abdullah became the King of Saudi Arabia, he invested heavily in education.
“King Abdullah has had a commendable vision towards the educational sector.
Over the last six years, the Saudi government’s budget has increased markedly. It
was § 28.12 billion in 2008, $ 32.62 billion in 2009, $ 36.63 billion in 2010, $
40.10 billion in 2011, and to the highest-ever level of $ 54.54 billion in 2012.”
(Arab News 2013). In addition to this, King Abdullah established new scholarships
program which affected many Saudi families and has allowed them to accept
women’s traveling abroad for studying (Aldawsari 2016; Smith and Abouammoh
2013). Also, King Salman ordered in 2017 that each woman be allowed access to
government services such as education and healthcare without the need of consent

of her male guardian.

There are many aspects of such investment which are documented in many ways
such as the increase of 18 percent in education funds in the 2009 budget, in
addition to constructing 3,600 schools between 2006 and 2008, and an expansion
of universities, private sector cooperation, and scholarships for study abroad
programs (Courington and Zuabi 2011: 139). Saudi Arabia’s public schools are
sex-segregated across all levels. In almost all cases, each gender has its school.
However, international schools are not required to abide by the same segregation

rules.

Education for females in Saudi Arabia has advanced a long way since the 1970s
where it was estimated that only two percent of females could read and write
compared to the current 81 percent. However, it should be pointed out that Saudi
Arabia still implements a strict male guardian system. Every female must have a
male guardian. They are typically directly related. The guardians have several
duties such as initiating marriage or divorce, granting permission for travel if the
female is younger than 25, education, certain types of surgeries, and employment
(Human Rights Watch 2008). This means that a woman must have a male guardian
acting on her behalf for most important life events that women in other parts of the

world are permitted to do on their own.

-36-



The strict male guardian system has meant that the spread of education among
females did not embed itself in the overall societal structure, which in turn could
have meant a broader vision of the roles of women, and acceptance of their roles in
society. Even if a woman is a doctor or an engineer or a teacher, she will not be
able to act independently but must follow the decisions of the sponsoring man,
whether he is a brother, or a father, or a husband. This issue was not always clear
when interviewing the elected women. When they discussed indicators related to
education or work, they frequently did not refer to this reality faced by women.
Despite the importance of the role played by the state in the field of education, the
social reality of the Saudi society is that they still have not fully accepted educated
women and given them a proper status they deserve (Al-Doubi 2014; Al-Mohsen
2006; Courington and Zuabi 2011; Smith and Alouammoh 2013).

It is essential to consider in this situation that the state focused on education
significantly, through the construction of a large number of schools, as well as the
substantial expansion of the network of universities covering all parts of the
Kingdom. The opportunity for females to learn has been provided, both in primary
education and in university education. This massive expansion in education is in
contrast to the societal structure led by conservative clerics who are for the
continuation of stagnant perceptions of women. These conservative clerics believe
that women should be under the full subordination of the man, and that their

freedoms should be restricted.

Although there is a high rate of education among Saudi students, either in primary
education or university education, Saudi citizens have suffered from a high rate of
unemployment, mainly amongst women. Saudi regulations still limit women's
current equality with men. For example, the employment structure is a clear
example of the depth of this disparity between men and women; with women

accounting for only 15% of the total labor force in the Kingdom (Wilcke 2012).

A large number of youth entering the workforce has led to a high unemployment
rate in Saudi Arabia. In the Kingdom almost 20% of the population is between the
ages of 15 and 24. This growing youth population suffers from unemployment and

there is a lack of a qualified workforce to meet the needs and demands of the
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private sector. This has been one of the main reasons that there has been a
particular emphasis on education in the Kingdom. In particular, Courington and
Zuabi criticize the lack of opportunities among graduated Saudi females in the
labour market. “It is thought that women are extremely unutilized in the Kingdom.
Saudi women comprise over 60% of university graduates but only represent 14%

of the workforce” (Courington and Zuabi 2011: 140).

To combat the unemployment rate, substantial investments were made in private
sector cooperation. King Abdullah understood that just as the Kingdom had to
diversify its economy, it also had to modernize its universities and expand their
curriculum and course offering, even at technical schools. The Kingdom has tried
to improve the quality of graduate students to meet the different needs of the

labour market.

Despite efforts by the state to expand the fields of education and work for Saudi
women, traditional units such as the family and the tribe continue to play a
significant role in reducing women's emancipation and societal contributions. This
requires the efforts of civil society and its associated organizations to work
towards the dissemination of discrimination against women and to support their

acquisition of their various rights.
5- The Impact of Civil Society on Women’s Situation:

Although it is hard to talk about real political activities in Saudi Arabia, one cannot
ignore the role of the civil society in improving the women’s situation (Montagu
2015 & 2010; Nassef 2004; Sohrab 1999). This study analyzes the influence of the
political, economic and cultural developments on the social change of the Saudi
Arabian society while focusing on the strategies used by Saudi women, the
successes Saudi women have achieved and the obstacles they are confronted

within their struggle toward obtaining more rights.

Within such conservative conditions, there have been liberalization demands
dating back to the 1980s in Saudi Arabia. Also, the study examines the importance
of meetings and association in Saudi Arabia. The Kingdom has some traditional
representation and consultation mechanisms, mainly depending on the traditional
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meetings, the majles (an Arabic and Persian term meaning "council", used in Saudi

Arabia.).

In Saudi Arabia, as in other developing countries, there are some differences from
developed countries in the way that organizations play an important role in
creating a public sphere. According to the German philosopher Jiirgen Habermas,
the public sphere means an area in social life or society which allows individuals
to come together to discuss freely their social problems and depending on such
discussion, they will be able to influence the political arena of their own lives.
(Habermas 1991:27-31). So, according to this concept, civil society is a part of the
public sphere which helps people in gathering, communicating, and creating their

world.

In general, developing countries depend mainly on the integration between formal
and informal organizations; in other words, they rely on the integration of
traditional organizations with modern ones. In this regard, we will find some
differences between the developing countries in what types of organizations are
allowed to take their tasks into civil society and charity works. Some developing
countries enable political parties and other social movements to be active in social
works, and others enable traditional ones such as religious organizations to be

active in society.

In regards to the role of the civil society in the Kingdom, Montagu suggests that
the informal discussions, or voluntary, in the country is a catalyst for socio-
political dialogue which in turn can lead to social reforms and more civil liberties
(2010: 67). Also, civil society has led many different people to try to change the
Saudi society and advance their agenda. When Montagu interviewed a female

activist and academic in Riyadh (2005: 72) she marked that:

The officials have no choice but to make changes, as they want to appear to be
changing. However, the changes are not far reaching but touch the surface only. It
is foreign influence that matters, not the Saudi grassroots. Reform is not sincere;
look at the municipal elections: they gave only half the places for the elective

process.
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We should keep in mind that this election took place in a traditional and
conservative society. In Saudi Arabia, many agents and constituents play very
effective roles, not only in the election but also in any communal and societal
action and behavior. These agents and constituents include the tribe, family, and
any other traditional ties in Saudi society. In this way, the tribe and/or the family

play an essential role in determining which candidate can win the election.

On the one hand, one cannot ignore the impact of modernization and economic
development on changing some aspects of the traditional social structures of the
Saudi society. On the other hand, in addition to the former, one also cannot ignore
that the Saudi society still preserves its traditional way of life such as keeping
family and tribal values. This does not mean that modern Saudi Arabia depends
only on traditional units of family and tribe; it also has tried to move toward a new
identity which depends on citizenship as a new element in the Kingdom (Afolabi

2007; Alfalah 1987; Alhumaidi 2016; Al-Mohsen 2006; Makki 2011).

The Kingdom has two sets of identities- the first being the more traditional set that
existed pre-unification of the Kingdom dating back hundreds of years. The second
set came after the establishment of Saudi Arabia or the unification of the tribes.
This set of identities includes the Saudi national identity as well as the
reaffirmations of the tribal characteristics in the concept of family (Alghamdy
2011: 140). This means that old institutions coexist with new institutions side by
side without confrontation or conflict. Generally speaking, the entire Arab region
faces the same coexistence between institutions. The family plays its traditional

roles governing its members, while these individuals deal with modern institutions.

Religion also played an influential role in the municipal election of 2005.
Alghamdy states that many were elected because of their religious views and
ideologies and not so much because of their political beliefs. Many of those who
won were Islamists. (The New York Times, 24 April 2005, in Alghamdy: 53).
Simply put it, the religion factor might have encouraged some Saudi religious
voters to choose specific candidates; hence the number of those voters was limited.

The essential element here in regards to analyzing the election of 2005 is to
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determine if we can describe it as a result of political reform or as a result of

imposition by the conservative Saudi society.

Civil society in Saudi Arabia depends on the traditional representation and
consultation mechanism to support people and change society. One of the essential
tools of the Saudis to communicate among each other and to help each other is the
majles, which refers to how people gather and communicate among each other in
one place of somebody. Diwaniyya and Majles refer to social gatherings and
cultural forums held in private houses. These forms of the gathering are considered
as a replacement for political parties and have played a significant role in Saudis

life (Majles 2015; Matejka 1983; Nassef 2004).

The Majles (Singular of Majales) represents a public space of the traditional
society in which the Saudi people meet to discuss various cases in their
community. It is an excellent example of the overlapping between the modernized
and traditional factors in the Saudi society, which people depend on until now in
their meeting and communication. It is historically linked to the tribe and how they
managed the affairs of its members, where the tribal sheikh met with the members

of the tribe to discuss all matters related to the tribe.

In the light of the separation between male and female, there is one Majles for men
and another for women. This separate Majles clarify the ease with which women
candidates for the municipal elections meet with other women relatives and tribal
members and district residents. It also explains the difficulties they face in meeting
with men and convincing them of the importance of the nomination of women and
the role expected of them. In cases such as this, the alternative has been
indroducted and some progress has been made through the use of various social
media sites and dealing through the virtual world (Alothman 2013; Margetts 2015;
Obeid 2015; Safranak 2012; Shirky 2011; Storck 2011; Strandberg 2015).

Most consider meeting is an essential aspect of any civil society. It allows people
to communicate either directly depending on face to face or indirectly depending

on the virtual reality of social media. Civil society represents the informal area of
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interaction among people and how they mediate between people and government

to facilitate, alleviate, and improve their own lives (Sternberg 2014).

The main problem of the Majales is that they are not sufficient to help Saudi to be
in contact with the government and be able to modify its policy. In regards to the
population growth of Saudi Arabia since the 1980s, it is hard for the people to
depend on the Majles as an effective mechanism to achieve a democratic process
and accomplish social and political changes. The Saudi society constitutes mainly
from the population younger than 21 years who make up more than 60% of the
population. The problem here is that young people have difficulty finging a
channel to express their own opinion and discuss their future (except social media-

savvy) although they are permitted to take part in the Majales.

Due to the exceptionally large youthful population, a mjor problem which faces
the new generation is a high rate of unemployment. Hence, young people need to
discuss this problem in the public sphere and find solutions to improve their
reality. Unfortunately, the only and available tool which they depend on now is
social media, which will continue to be the focus for young people’s dissent and

dissatisfaction.

It is essential for the Saudi authorities to open new channels for young people to
engage in the civic society and improve their own country. (It might be noted that
the most critical element that Saudi authorities fear is the influence of radical
Islamic groups which oppose the royal family and try to enforce the will of the

society according to their understanding of the Shari’ah - Islamic law).

Within such a political framework, which determines the nature of political forces
in Saudi Arabia, the Saudi authority makes its decision of allowing people to
behave politically. The main aim of the Saudi authority is to keep the stability of
the society regardless of the power which must be used to achieve such stability.
Because of that, one cannot say that the Saudi authority supports radical Islamic or
liberal groups; on the contrary, the authority has tried to create a sort of balance to
control society and because of that have not allowed any faction to have the upper

hand over society.
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To balance the radical Islamic power, the authority allows Saudis the opportunity
to be elected, and for the first time in their history, allowed women to be elected as

well (Alfalah 1987; Alhumaidi 2016; Alothman 2013).

Allowing Saudi women to run for municipal elections does not come as a result of
long and sustained efforts of formal and informal social and political activities of
women. The decision to allow women to run for municipal elections came as a
direct and clear result of what the ruling authorities in the Kingdom allow and
decide for their citizens including women. The tremendous transformations of
King Salman and his crown prince in the kingdom, which allowed women to drive
and travel abroad without the consent of their guardian, as well as the wide
acceptance of associated entertainment, may confirm the role the ruling family can

impose in the process of social and political change in today's Saudi society.
6- Political Change and its impacts on Saudi Women:

Even though the Saudi society seems very stable; closer examination reseals that
there have been continuously many social changes since the 1980s. It is safe to say
that the Saudi society experiences a social and political change in terms of small
gradual steps. It is unreasonable to think that the Saudi society will undergo a rapid
social and political change, given the fact that a significant portion of the Saudi
population is very conservative and may denounce such shifts, which are based on
the Western style of governance. However, it is very natural that most societies
eventually encounter social and political change, no matter how serious are the
attempts of denying it from happening, and the Saudi society is not immune to

such things (Al-Turaiqi 2008; Mady 2005).

In the 1980s, liberals, of both genders, begin to approach sensitive and taboo topics
found in newspapers and magazines. Some of these topics include that Islamic
laws permit a man to have up to four wives or that in the event of a divorce, it
gives the man custodial rights over school-aged children. All these arguments and
discussions still take place today in one form or another. Although these issues are
debated by the conservative wing of the society as well, these arguments are,

however, debated in a completely different manner.
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In 2003, a document called “Strategic Vision for the Present and the Future” was
presented to the government by a group of liberal Saudi men and women. The
report was based on early proposals from 1990-1991, which was initiated by a
group of former Aramco (Arabian-American Oil Company) government officials,
who set the path for the discussion on the future of liberalism in both the Saudi
government and society because it was the first time of real political activities by
Saudi people. For the document presented in 2003 to gain more attention, and to
show that it was not the sames as the 1990 proposals, religious terms were used,
such as prophet Mohammed Hadith which urges believers to follow rulers (Kraidy

2012: 93: 55; Thompson 2014: 55).

We often note that most of the proposals for change presented by citizens,
regardless of their political orientation, take place in a context that combines the
emphasis of obedience to the rulers and the desire to achieve some changes
compatible with the global changes necessary for Saudi society. This is noticeable
in most political movements in the Arab world, where change is predominantly

conservative despite the suggestion of change that characterizes it.

Due to this document, Saudi rulers initiated a series of National Dialogue meetings
to motivate citizens to tackle domestic issues using freedom of expression. The
first meeting was held in 2003 and included some religious figures, merchants and
reformers. A second meeting was held in 2004 to address the issues of women,

concerning employment, driving and their legal rights.

The National Human Rights Society was launched in 2005, by King Abdullah, to
improve the position of women in the workplace, tackle issues related to
bureaucracy and corruption. In 2010 and 2011, the National Dialogue sessions
commenced. Important topics were addressed such as religious extremism, issues
of youth, labor issues, health care in the Kingdom, improving the position of

women in society and the economy (Dogruel 2015; Karl 2007).

The changes over the past 30 years have created small but significant changes to
the ideological beliefs of society which could be leading to a social revamp of

political change. The reform that King Abdullah has enacted during his tenure has
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led to the development of several factions which include the conservative, the less
conservative and the liberal. Although some changes have been made to the Saudi
political system such as having elected officials, in the short term, this split in

beliefs may hurt the implementation of any reforms.

On the positive side, under the rule of King Abdullah, a significant number of
reforms have passed. Furthermore, a political and social outlook, which is
estimated to take 20 years to implement, is on the horizon in which a political
system with an elected legislature will be present, and also citizens will become
more engaged with the political life due to the availability of more roles for them.
However, as a large portion of the Saudi society is still significantly conservative,
implementing such reforms is likely to become more and more difficult. Therefore,
such a political atmosphere is unpredictable as to whether or not it will lead to the
progression or regression of women’s rights. Furthermore, as the Saudi crown is
soon going to fall into the hands of a younger generation of successors, it is
uncertain to what extent the liberalization of social policies will take place

(Akande 2007; Al-Ahmadi 2011; Dogruel 2015).

Historical trends point to the conclusion that the leaders of the future will expand
the role played by women within the Saudi society. This is not only due to new
generations holding more liberal views, but also due to the contemporary position
of women in Saudi society. For example, female literacy rates have significantly
increased, and hence women are much more engaged and able to contribute more
to society than before. Also, the widespread presence of social media has allowed
for a more liberal atmosphere to develop in the Kingdom (Aifan 2015; Al-Anzi
2002; Alothman 2013; Margetts 2015; Murthy 2012; Obeid 2015; Shirky 2011).

Although, in the last decade, when it comes to women rights, it can’t be denied
that progress has been made as well as efforts to change for the better, there is still
a great deal that needs to be improved. Some of these fields that could be improved
on, as mentioned by the Human Rights Watch in 2013 includes the right to travel,
education, employment, health, equality before the law and equality in marriage.
The report also looks at the guardian system which puts limitations on what

women can and cannot do in her daily life.
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The traditional role of women in Saudi society stems from the teachings of the
Quran. Furthermore, a significant amount of the Quranic interpretations by Saudi
Islamic scholars, which relate to the issues of women, are known to be extremely
traditional and conservative. These interpretations are usually a source of debate
between the scholars of the Islamic world, as they sometimes have more to do with

the scholar’s ideology.

An example of this occurred when Sheikh Ahmad Qassim Al-Ghamdi, Chairman
of the religious authority of the area of Mecca, stated that opposing gender mixing
has absolutely no basis in Sharia Law. However, Abdul Rahman Al-Barrak, a
well-known Saudi Islamic scholar, has issued a fatwa urging the killing of people
who promote and back gender-mixing. Another example is the hijab (veil) and
covering the shape of the Saudi woman. According to the teachings of Islam, there
is no specific form of the nature of the woman's robe and the veil she wears, but
according to Saudi customs and traditions, the Saudis believe that the Aijab should
cover the entire body of women. Therefore, the reality of Saudi women is not
explained only in light of the teachings of Islam, they can also be interpreted in the
light of Saudi social reality (Meijer, Online).

The rights sought by a group of Saudi women, though both aiming at improving
their lives and fighting segregation, can be broken into two main categories.
Firstly, women should not be detached from the public sphere. Therefore,
obstacles should be removed for women to be able to study, work and travel freely
without any interference from men, or the government. Furthermore, women
should be provided with sufficient rights to help them fight any cases of domestic
abuse, in which they might be affected by. Secondly, women should have equal
legal rights and representation within the Shari’a courts. This will help protect
them from domestic abuse, forced marriages, and divorce (Akande 2007; Al-

Ahmadi 2011; Dogruel 2015).

In this regard, women should thrive on two fronts. The first relates to their
appearance in daily life, i.e., studying, traveling, going to the governmental offices
and finishing their official papers. Although this is not related to the political

arena, it has played an essential role in overcoming segregation between males and
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females and allows women to have their rights to finish their interests by
themselves. Even though the segregation among males and females is still
persistent, women can do many things by themselves without depending on their
guardians. In Saudi Arabia, there are many places; either related to government or
private sectors, facilitates dealing with women and which allow them to finish
their requirements easily. These facilities are for women only, so they do not mix

with males when completing these activities.

The second front relates to the legislation and laws. It is critical here to improve
Saudi legislative structure for the sake of changing Saudi women’s reality.
Women need improvement in two fronts, the daily life, and legislative structure.
Without improving both of them, Saudi women will suffer from segregation,

discrimination, and inequalities.

It has to be noted that the presence of legislation, which protects the rights of
women and strives for gender equality, does not necessarily mean that the position
of women in society will drastically improve; this has been the case in other Arab
countries such as Egypt, Lebanon, and Morocco. To achieve proper change,
society as a whole has to be very serious and accepting the idea of gender equality,
and this is not the case in many Arab countries. Hence, legislation and government
initiatives will not be sufficient to produce equality, without the willingness of the
local population in accepting the idea. The guardianship system placed in Saudi
Arabia, which enforces gender segregation and prevents women from their full
societal rights, has caused damage to the progression of women’s rights (Al-

Mohsen 2006; Azimova 2016; Dogruel 2015).

In 2012, two Saudi women were allowed to join the Saudi Team in the London
Olympics. This participation was a first in Saudi history and considered by many a
significant step in the right direction. King Abdullah, who rules the country via
strict Sunni Islamic law, is advised by Al-olama Shura Council. That is until 2009
when he hired the first women cabinet minister, Nora AlFaiz (born 1956) is the

first woman to hold a cabinet-level office in Saudi Arabia.
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The appointment of a Saudi woman as Deputy Minister of Education for the first
time has been viewed as a significant step towards equality. However, this should
be considered to be a step in a gradual process towards changing the position of
woman in Saudi society. However, we must pay tribute to King Abdullah for his
vision that has strived to expand the participation of women in all matters of

society.

To further empower women and attempt to engage them in politics, the King
appointed 30 more women out of 150 Shura members by 2013. He also promised
that women could vote and run in the municipal elections by 2015. 2013 was also
the same year that the Kingdom passed the Protection from Abuse Law. This law
gives women some more independence, where they can now file a complaint at the
police station without the need for a male guardian with them (Hamdan 2013;

Jamjoom, 2013).

Some women’s rights campaigns take place publically, while other activists prefer
social media. Facebook, Twitter, and blogs are widely used to raise awareness,
gain support, and conduct petitions. This method is preferred as it helps women to
remain anonymous and prevent direct collision with security, religious police and

or conservatives, which might occur in a rally (Sternberg 2014; Wyngarden 2012).

The growing activism of Saudi women is traced from both Islamic and secular,
liberal feminist intellectual trends. Their gender consciousness is awakening by
their experiences, public involvement, and works of women in neighboring states
such as Bahrain and Kuwait, from the Western world and from reports of
international human and women’s rights organizations that follow human rights
abuses in Saudi Arabia. There is a difficult task as they have to struggle with
religious fundamentalism as well as global cultural, political and economic forces

to be able to progress.

Being highly aware of this challenge, Saudi women very wisely focus on
campaigns and protests targeting specific demands and consciously avoid being
exposed to the pressures created through divisions within the feminist framework.

What they do varies between passive personal resistance and organized campaigns.
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They emphasize the peaceful nature of their activism by declaring their loyalty to

the King and their endeavor to uphold the unity of the Kingdom.

The Saudi women’s multidirectional strategies for enabling implementation of
women’s rights is described as “patriarchal bargaining” according to Dogruel.
They try to legitimize their activism through both traditional and modern sources:
either on the basis of the rights given by Islam to women or the decisions given by
the King, or on the basis of the international agreements signed by the Kingdom on
the elimination of discrimination against women (i.e. The Convention to Eliminate
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)) (Dogruel 2015:118-
119).

Women still face many struggles when participating in the social and political life
in the Kingdom. Women, like all other Saudi citizens, have to adhere to their
culture and traditions when it comes to their activities and ideologies. Furthermore,
women have to protect the reputation of their families and tribes, which is an

essential matter in Saudi Arabia.

Also, loyalty to the royal family has to demonstrate when engaging in social and
political activities. It is evident that for women to be able to participate equally in
Saudi society; the stigma against women having a leading and equal role has to be
removed. A prominent Saudi feminist (Wajeha Al-Huwaider) has criticized the
travel restrictions imposed on Saudi women and has repeatedly tried to cross the
border without an appropriate document, as a form of protest, however, to no avail.
She believes that having to produce such documents is a humiliating experience

that women should not have to endure (Dogruel 2015: 97).

As the level of women’s education rises, and as the Saudi youth are becoming
more and more engaged on a global scale, the more pressure there will be in the
society to make room for change. However, this does not guarantee gender
equality. A radical change in the traditional social structure of Saudi Arabia is
needed, and also a powerful and equal liberal entity which opposes Saudi
traditionalists must be present. Only the coming years will tell if such change is

possible (AlDoubi 2014; Courington and Zuabi 2011).
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In conclusion, the political change in the Kingdom is still facing many difficulties
represented by the slow change on the one hand, and the conflict between the
conservative and liberal forces, which has not been resolved in favor of either
party or even through a formula for peaceful coexistence between them on the

other hand.

In addition to these difficulties, any significant changes which occur in Saudi
Arabia are dependent on the will of the King and the royal family. Therefore, any
political changes or reforms must fulfill and fall within the general outlook of the
King and royal family. Montagu believes that Saudi Arabia is different than other
Middle Eastern countries when it comes to where the power is localized within the
country. For example, in authoritarian regimes, power is usually held outside the
state in the hands of elites or presidents. However, in Saudi Arabia; significant
power is maintained by the state, as civil societies function within the government

in accordance with the state’s norms and rules (Montagu 2015).

This means that social and political change occurs from within the state. Therefore,
any deviations from the social and political norms and rules set by the state will
lead to unexpected consequences. This has been observed from the recent incidents
of women challenging the state, by driving their cars, even though it is not
allowed. This has led to the women involved facing the wrath of both the Saudi

society and the authorities.

Despite the semi-absolute hegemony of the state in controlling the public sphere
and directing them towards what it wants, the emergence of the Internet and its
associated new and unprecedented means of communication create new spheres
that are unfamiliar to individuals. This may help them, to some extent, to compete
with the State in its absolute powers, and give them a new virtual form of exercise

of their powers.
7- The Appearance of Social Media:

Change movements in the Arab world are often accused of being based on
universal, mainly Western references, which distorts many of these movements
despite the sincerity of many of them. This issue is particularly prominent with

-50-



regard to Arab feminist movements, whose reference frameworks are based on
Western attitudes. This must be taken into account by these feminist movements,
which requires taking into account the domestic context. We will see later that
many Saudi elected women believe that it is only through their efforts, and that of

activists, that a change in their societal position will occur.

Western writers and monitoring groups do not have an understanding of the
society or the political life in the Kingdom and hence will only lead to the negative
portrayal of the country by Western media. Zuhur believes that Western media will
be the only factor which shapes global opinions on the Kingdom, even though such
sources are unfamiliar with Saudi society or politics. This is unless Saudi
intellectuals gain the ability to speak and write without restrictions, especially
through using social media (in Dogruel 2015: 114). Here, the Internet and its
associated media have played a major role in creating new spaces for the Saudi
citizens in general, and for Saudi women in particular, to express their opinions

and engage in many new discussions about Saudi society.

The large use of social media in Saudi Arabia is largely due to Saudi intensive use
of Smartphone. Because of the availability of the high-speed Internet, and the
living of nearly 84% of Saudis in cities where the Internet is available easily, many

Saudis use social media as shown in the following table:

Table 1: Saudi’s use of the Internet and Social Media

Total population of Saudi Arabia 33.25 million 100%

Internet users in Saudi Arabia 30.25 million 90.98%
Active social media users 25 million 75.19%
Active users accessing social 18 million 54.14%

medias from mobile devices only

In: Saudi Arabia Social Media Statistics 2018 (Online)

The above table draws attention to the rise in the percentage of Internet users in
Saudi Arabia in general and the increase in users of social media in particular.
However, this use is still being made in the recreational use of fashion, travel and
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games, and has not moved to a higher level of social and political practices related

to the context of Saudi society (Noor Al-Deen 2012; Obeid 2015).

The Crowd Analyzer’s State of Social Media 2018 reports that the Saudis are very
active on Instagram, and are the highest active in the Middle East, which can also
be said on Twitter and Snapchat. Saudis are very active on Facebook, with
approximately 16 million people active on the social networking platform. Saudi
Arabia is also one of the most active countries on Instagram within the region.
Men tend to be more active than women on both Facebook and Instagram. The
report also reveals that Saudi users are dealing with Facebook by focusing on
gaming, shopping, fashion and music. Compared to the United Arab Emirates and
Egypt, Saudi Arabia has the largest number of active Twitter users in the region,
who use Arabic when writing their tweets, as with Instagram and other social
media. The report also states that they use Twitter to talk about gaming, travel,

fashion, and fitness (State of Social Media 2018).

In this situation, some activists depend on public campaigns by using mainly social
media to present their requirements, such as Facebook, Twitter, and other personal
blogs. The importance of social media is that it allows activists in general and
female activists, in particular, to arrange their campaign on a very wide scale
without any obstacles in meeting people face to face. By this way, Saudi women
will be able to overcome societal segregation between male and female and the
barriers which result from the restriction of women’s movement. The most
essential element of using social media here in the new political arena is that it
allows activists to publicize any abuses which Saudi women may face in their own

daily life.

In a society that largely confirms the importance of the segregation of sexes; face
to face communication has created plenty of obstacles for women to communicate
with their constituents. Hence, the use of new media, especially Facebook and
Twitter, has created for all Saudi citizens in general and Saudi women in
particular, a new sphere where they can communicate on all issues and various

topics (Alamadi 2017). In this sense, the means of social communication is a new
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sphere for women through which they can communicate with other women and

become more aware of the general social context.

It is a development that has been associated with plenty of new characteristics of
society. This development brings the ability to engage in discussions of
community issues and the sharing of opinions and advice. Even so, the new online
sphere for the Saudi citizen means that it has created a state of democracy and
useful dialogue. It is observable that the conflict between traditionalists and
modernists has found itself a new sphere to be discussed and examined regardless
of how this development is linked to the modernists. Here we cannot talk about
democracy in its Western sense, but we can talk here of an online context that
allows individuals to put up topics, discuss them and express their views, which
help to create a climate for real and effective democratic practices (Alghamdy

2011; Mady 2005).

As thinkers and intellectuals who want change in the society have used the online
realm, the conservatives and traditionalists have used it as well, both transferring
their battles from face to face types of communications to the online world.
Perhaps participation of women in the electoral process may seem for any Western
observer normal and acceptable, and even well-established in Western societies
that accept the mixing of genders, but the opposite is true for any observer of

social and political change in Saudi Arabia.

Because of the restrictions imposed by the family on women, and in particular the
restriction of their movement and practice of their affairs, women use access to the
Internet world to achieve opportunities for community participation and
communication with others in a way that hides their identity and does not expose
them to accountability. Despite the size of the Internet's impact in Saudi Arabia, it
takes time to verify the role of social media in Saudi society in general and for
women in particular. This study attempts to interview the elected women in the
Municipal Council to learn about the role played by the social media in their lives

in general and in their candidacy to the municipal councils in particular.
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Despite the importance of the significant political changes initiated by King
Abdullah, the traditional structure which is dominated by clerics still exerts
tremendous pressure on the women's movement and even restricts the public space
which it uses to get the message across. This is something many of the changes
may face, in the near future, through higher rates of women's education, and large
numbers of women joining the workforce, traveling abroad, and freedom of
movement through the means of modern communication (Abu-Nasr and Nereim
2016; AlMunajjed 1997; Dogruel 2015; Smith and Abouammoh 2013; Tawfiq
2014).

The Internet has played an important role in supporting women's participation in
new worlds away from family control and conservative characteristics. It was the
new space for Saudi women, especially in the framework of university and pre-
university education. The internet helped to inform them of new worlds and their
participation in various social, cultural and political dialogues (Alothman 2013;
Alsharkh 2012; Amer 2016; Arab Social Media Influence 2015). The study
therefore takes into account the importance of this new sphere of the Internet,
especially in the area of women's political participation, which will be revealed by

interviews with the elected women of municipal councils.

The next chapter will show how the Internet has affected Saudi women’s political

participation in detail.
Conclusion:

As I mentioned earlier, the purpose of this chapter is not to focus on the historical
aspects of the Kingdom as much as to try to identify the impact of these social and
political transformations on the reality of Saudi women, with special emphasis on
municipal elections. Municipal elections was a new event in the Kingdom in terms
of allowing women to run for office, and a few Saudis going to the polls in a rare
practice of democratic rights in the Kingdom. Despite the importance of the event,
many writers and journalists saw it as just a step on the road to improving the
situation of Saudi women. The election came at a time when many social changes

were taking place in Saudi Arabia. However, the Saudi political system is largely
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closed, dominated by the ruling family. In the near term, it is unlikely that ordinary
Saudis will play a role in selecting officials who manage the country economically,

militarily and politically.

No social, political or economic changes can be addressed without reference to the
role of oil in the Kingdom. Oil has played a major role in modernizing the
Kingdom, especially at the material level. However, this massive material
modernization has not been matched by shifts in the level of thought and
awareness and the transition from traditional units such as the family and the tribe

to accept citizenship and work according to its foundations.

Despite the many changes that have been made for women, especially education,
employment and the possibility of traveling abroad, the Saudi context is still
constrained by many social and political forces, including the family, tribe,
customs and social norms. The family is one of the conservative structures in the
Kingdom in terms of imposing specific behavioral frameworks on women,
especially with regard to issues of honour and ethics and the difficulty of moving

freely from one place to another.

The family's conservative role cannot be separated from the more conservative
tribal space, which is strictly governed by the strict rules and limitations that its
members must abide by. Despite the tremendous changes that have occurred in the
tribal structure due to many variables such as government resettlement policies and
the change of work from grazing to work within the state and associated
institutions, especially the institutions of the police and the army, the tribe still
plays an essential role as a traditional and conservative institution in Saudi society.
In general, it is contingent upon the state's ability to make citizenship the primary

and ruling sphere in Saudi society.

This conservative situation in its perceptions and limitations towards Saudi women
contradicts the enormous expansion of their education. There is an unprecedented
expansion in the acceptance of women at all levels of university and pre-university
education. The state allocates a large proportion of its budget to building schools

and universities which have led to a dramatic increase in the proportion of
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women's education which has significantly exceeded many of the Arab countries
historically older in the education of women such as Egypt and Iraq. Despite the
high rates of education of women in the Kingdom, they face significant
discrimination against them in relation to their access to employment. In short, the
Saudi reality has changed in favor of accepting women's education but remains

conservative in terms of their work opportunities.

Saudi civil society remains very weak. Under state hegemony, the ability of
individuals to establish their own organizations is diminished, and individuals are
increasingly associated with their traditional Majles. In this light, the new “from
the bottom up” political changes in favour of women and their freedom, as well as
the Internet and associated means, emerge as new societal spheres that allow

women greater mobility and associated rights.

It should therefore be emphasized that the success of any social and political
changes related to the status of women in Saudi Arabia should combine the
development of their social frameworks, which are closely related to their families,
tribes and related customs, in addition to the necessary legislation that enable

Saudi women in all areas.

In this closed context, although women are allowed to practice the electoral
process through nomination or voting, social media creates a new sphere for all
citizens to practice a new form of communication among themselves. Therefore,
the next chapter of this study will attempt to identify the role played by the Internet
in general and the social media in particular in helping women to participate
politically, through previous studies. This will help to identify the nature of these

studies, their results and what distinguishes the current study from them.
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Introduction:

After studying the nature of the Saudi context associated with women, the study
revealed the extent to which this conservative context affects the status of women.
Political participation is one of the most restrictive activities of life in Arab
societies in general, and in Saudi society in particular. The state still sees any
political activity by citizens as a threat to its existence, which is reflected in the
arsenal of laws restricting freedoms, and the enormous restrictions imposed on the
establishment of civil society institutions, not to mention the existence of political

parties that reflect the nature of political forces in reality.

Women suffer twice from weak political participation; they suffer because of
gender through the family, tribe and other institutions of society, and secondly
because of the society's refusal to perceive the possibility of women participating
politically and engaging in political activities with men side by side. Perhaps
because of these severe restrictions on the political activities of women, both
socially and institutionally, the step of allowing Saudi women to participate in the
political process through voting or nomination is a very important step in the

process of political transformations in the Kingdom.

In the current chapter, I explain the nature of the political participation and the
different theories associated with it, how different studies dealt with this subject
and the important role of social media in supporting women’s political
participation. To achieve these aims, the study starts with defining the meaning of
political participation, depending mainly on the Western literature. The study
considers, at the same time, the cultural and political differences between the

Western societies and the Arab societies.

In addition, this chapter addresses many Western theories of political

participation, such as modernization theory, institutional theory, agency theory,
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resource and civic volunteerism theory, and mobilization theory. I try to present
the theoretical foundations of each theory, explaining its positive and negative
aspects and what it could contribute to analyzing the political participation of

Saudi women later on.

In this chapter, I present a number of studies that dealt with the political
participation of women both locally and globally. The purpose of this literature
review is to examine the reality of Arab women, especially the level of their
political participation on the one hand, and the role of social media in determining

the level of political participation on the other.

In general, this chapter provides theoretical understanding of the reality of the
political participation of Arab women in general and Saudi and other Gulf
countries” women in particular, which clarifies the difference between the current
study and other studies theoretically and methodologically. In short, the main aim
of this chapter is to try to come up with a set of determinants that distinguish my
study from other previous studies, thus helping to clearly define the methodology

in the next chapter.
1- The Meaning of Political Participation:

Political participation is an essential process in human societies because it allows
individuals to express their opinions on the one hand and influence decisions taken
by the government on the other. In our modern world, political participation is
more or less linked to democracy and human rights; the more political
participation, the more the society becomes democratic, caring and respectful of
the human rights of its citizens. Although political participation is linked to
freedom and expression, it is also important to relate to the procedural and
organizational aspects that allow citizens to influence their governments and
impose their visions on the path of public policy. This means that an optimal
democratic system is what allows its citizens to have a high degree of political
participation, especially those with high knowledge and organizational skills

(Alghamdy 2011; Howard and Hussain 2013; Peltzman 1998; Verba 1987).
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The definitions of political participation are determined according to the
ideological orientation, which differs from one researcher to another. Some see it
as merely a political practice in general (Bystydzienski 1999:1). Others defined it
as the participation of large numbers of individuals and groups in political life (Pye
1966:52-55). Some transform the definition of political participation from the level
of mere participation in political life to influence it and guide the government and
political system to the desired destination. Huntington and Nelson defined political
participation as “the activity of ordinary citizens in order to influence government
decision-making, be it individual or collective, organized or spontaneous,
continuous or fragmented, peaceful or violent, legitimate or illegitimate, effective
or ineffective” (1976:3). Also, Ford defines political participation as an “activity
that has the intent or effect of influencing government action either directly by
affecting the making or implementation of public policy or indirectly by

influencing the selection of people who make those choices” (Ford, 2011: 91).

This means that political participation involves two types of influence, the first of
which is the direct one, which concerns the impact of decisions taken by
governments, and the second is indirect, which involves influencing the
individuals themselves and motivating them to participate according to certain
desired trends and policies. Also, there is a predetermined approach to the nature
of participation, the goals to be achieved and the nature of the mobilized

individuals.

As for the current study, it considers the importance of the political practice of
individuals, through various forms of expression, including social participation and
social work, but emphasizes the role of these efforts in the political influence on
the government and the possibility of taking different political decisions to the
benefit of individuals and their social and political interests. This is consistent with
the current study, which sees the importance of the individual efforts of women in
Saudi Arabia and the importance of their entry into the electoral process, taking
advantage of the new spaces in front of them, especially the new means of social
media, but it is necessary that these efforts contribute to changing their social and

political reality by influencing various government decisions.
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The issue of political participation is an important subject in the social sciences.
Many theories attempt to understand the nature of this participation and the various
elements that help it in society. In the following section, I present the different
theoretical approaches that dealt with the subject of political participation, while
trying to present the strengths and weaknesses of each and focus on what can
benefit the current study, bearing in mind that these theories are mainly Western;

some of them may be suitable for Saudi society while others do not.
2- Theories of Political Participation:

Chapter one provides a framework for the nature of the social and political
transformations that have taken place in Saudi Arabia since the discovery of oil,
the modernization of the Kingdom, and the conflict between conservative and
liberal forces. The importance of this chapter stems from its analysis of the
situation of the Saudi citizens in general and Saudi women in particular regarding
social and political participation in Saudi society. During all these enormous
social, economic, and political transformations, in addition to the new influences
of social media, the roles and contribution of individuals in one way or another
must be changed. Hence, it is important to discuss some theories that dealt with the
political participation of citizens and try to identify the positive and negative
aspects of them, with a focus on what is appropriate to the subject of the current

study.

The Theory of Modernization may be at the forefront of the interpretation of
development and economic growth. This theory asserted that modernization is
linked to economic growth and its associated political and social aspects. In this
context, the Western model represents an important one for the countries that wish

to achieve modernization through imitating its steps.

In regards to political participation, this theory is one of the first theories to
provide explanations regarding the reasons why some people accept political
participation in exchange for others who do not. A group of Western thinkers such
as Walt Rostow, Daniel Bell, Ronald Inglehart, and Russell Dalton presented this

theory through a set of social indicators supporting political participation such as
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the high standard of living of individuals, the growth of the service sector, and the
expanding of educational opportunities. These indicators have affected the
postindustrial societies to a great extent and have empowered citizens to involve
profoundly in political participation (Bell 1999; Dalton 1998; Inglehart 1997;
Rostow 1971).

The concept of modernization refers to a model of gradual transition from a
"traditional" society to a "modern" one. The theory seeks to identify social
variables that contribute to social progress and development in societies and seek
to explain the process of social development. The theory of modernization
emphasizes not only the process of change, but also the responses to this change.
They also look at internal dynamics with reference to social and cultural structures
and adapt to new technologies. Many see education and cognitive skills as one of
the most critical factors driving political activity in society (Bell 1973; Giddens
1990; Inkeles 1983; Verba et al., 1995). The modernization theory is primarily
related to Western societies, where it is considered necessary for developing
societies to imitate the Western model of modernization if it wishes to start and
achieve some measure of growth and modernization (Przeworski and Limongi

1997; Roxborogh 1988).

The theory of modernization is a conservative theory in its view of how different
societies develop, where they see that the factors of progress are one in all
societies, and do not differ from one society to another. The changes that took
place in European societies after the industrial revolution, which led to the
transformation of Western societies from agriculture to industry, were associated
with a wide range of important social, economic and political changes that led to
greater political participation and hence further development of these societies.
These changes includes massive expansion of education, increased income and
wealth levels, massive urbanization, expansion of communication, such as
newspapers, radio and television, increasing of the working class members, the
emergence of a managerial and professional class, the expansion of the members
of the bourgeois class, and finally the expansion of the civil society and its various

organizations.
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This theory emphasizes that this model, which has succeeded in Western societies,
can easily be applied in other societies and ensures its success. It ignores the
different cultural, religious, political and social frameworks governing each
society. The application of development models that have succeeded in some

societies does not necessarily mean that they can succeed in other societies.

The theory of modernization is based on a major problem: how to ensure rapid
growth and continuous capital accumulation, helping to ensure the development of
society? Daniel Lerner's The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the
Middle East is one of the first books to develop a psycho-social theory of
modernization. The book was based on research funded by the State Department in
the USA in the late 1940s. The original purpose of the research was to determine
whether people in the Middle East were listening to Voice of America, and to
confirm their reactions to the various programs of the station. In the mid-1950s,
Lerner reconstructed the data in the light of a new conception of the idea that
Western values and Western media ideas could help transform Middle Eastern
countries from traditional and primitive to countries with modern social structures

based on modern economic and political organization (Lerner 1958).

Walt Rostow’s book “The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist
Manifesto” which was published for the first time in 1960, is an important book on
the theory of modernization which focusing on the stages of economic growth and
how they occur. Rostow introduced the take-off model of economic growth, which
is one of the classic models of development theory, conceived through the
development of human societies through five stages: traditional society,
preconditions for take-off, take-off, drive to maturity, and high mass consumption

(Rostow 1971).

The Rostow approach is characterized by a rigid framework that assumes the
transition of societies from one stage to the next, which is mechanical in analysis
and difficult to implement and verify. This was the same as Marxist thought in the
last quarter of the nineteenth century when it was assumed that the expansion of
the capitalist system outside Europe is a positive factor for the development of the

underdeveloped societies and accelerating them to the stage of capitalism and then
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the realization of socialism. The modernization model of Walt Rostow is an
expression of a Western model of development that may not be socially and
culturally compatible with other societies such as Latin America and sub-Saharan

Africa (Scott 1996; So 1990; Tylor 1979).

It is difficult to apply development experiences related to specific social contexts
to other societies. Political participation depends not only on the degree of
economic growth and modernization. Otherwise, Gulf societies would be the
highest in the world at the levels of political participation, and India would be the

least.

However, modernization theory has dramatically helped to provide a model for
political participation that supports intervention in public political action through
direct action, new and diverse social movements and protest groups. These various
activities greatly help in the future policy-making of the state. Also, this theory
emphasized the role played by political participation in weakening traditional
loyalties such as churches, parties, and traditional interest groups. Perhaps the last
point is mostly related to the Gulf states in general, and Saudi Arabia in particular,
in that modern political participation and entry into new groups inevitably lead to
the weakening of the traditional structures of society, including the family, tribes

and traditional religious institutions (Shaw and Long 1982).

On the modernization of the Gulf societies, the methods that have been carried out,
and the related results, Al-Tamimi (2018) argues that there are two factors
contributed to the rearrangement of traditional society in the region, namely oil
and modern education. Oil revenues have produced a rapid boom in a very short
period of time despite the often random and unplanned results. Education was at
the forefront of contemporary renaissance in the Arabian Gulf. But the problem
was related to education that it became a quantitative education and not a

qualitative one, that is, it only fills the market need.

Modernization in the Gulf countries was characterized by elitism. It did not have a
radical impact on society. It was unplanned modernization due to the huge oil

revenues, and the modernization of education was achieved only for creating jobs
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for the labor market. The Gulf modernization, despite some positive aspects
associated with it, did not create a critical attempt to deal with and change the
heritage, and created a major problem of increasing expatriates at the expense of

the local citizens.

Although Al-Nagar’s book (2018) on the difficulties which face modernity in the
Gulf confirms modernization of the Gulf, it is consistent with al-Tamimi that the
Gulf did not witness real modernity that affects the Gulf mentality and creates its
own pattern of ideas. What has happened is a sort of modernization that has been
achieved through enormous oil wealth but has not yet reached real intellectual
change. In his book, Al-Nagar, describes many various manifestations of
modernization in the Gulf, especially the proliferation of the Mall culture, and its

impacts on the spread of consumption especially among women.

Al-Nagar refers to a structural crisis in the Arab culture that is due to the social and
political reality, which prevents the emergence of a creative Arab culture that is
compatible with the requirements of the current Arab reality. He identifies the
absence of modernity and creative culture through a series of obstacles some of

which are similar with Al-Tamimi. These obstacles include:

1. The constraints of the rigid political structure, and the absence of the
alternation of power, which will be reflected in the closure of opportunities for
political change, and the aspects associated with it.

2. In addition to political challenges emanating from the state and its associated
institutions, there are challenges related to the structure of society, and the
various forces that are relevant to it, such as family and tribe, and the
prevailing pattern of patriarchal social relations.

3. The challenge generated by the intellectuals themselves as they are the users
and producers of creative culture and their weak local and regional presence,
and their contribution to creating a new critical culture.

4. The challenges associated with the weakness of the educational system, and its

inability to be an engine and an incentive of new critical culture.
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5. The Tension in the relationship with the West, in the light of the conflict
between those who favor its values, and who emphasize the need to uphold

local values and Islamic heritage (Al-Nagar 2018).

What can be concluded from the very few studies dealing with modernization in
the Arabian Gulf is that the Gulf societies have been able to a large extent,
depending on oil revenues, to achieve a great deal of remarkable physical
development in society. This development included all aspects of society from
education, health, roads and bridges. But all these changes have not been able to
move society from modernization to a state of modernity based on a new cultural
structure that changes the ways of thinking and the social and political relations
between all the different forces in the Gulf societies. This leads to a sort of
modernity in the Arab world only being modern on the surface of society, without

being rooted in its structure.

The Dependency Theory comes as an attempt against the theory of modernization,
in terms of its focus on the relations between the developed and developing
countries. Since the 1960s, some elements of classic Marxist thought have come
together with various emerging interpretations to form the so-called Neo-Marxist
or the broader framework of the so-called Radical Political Economics, producing

in the framework of development what is known as the dependency theory.

Dependency Theory was embodied in Paul Baran's theses on economic and
capitalist monopolies, Charles Bettelheim on the historical differences hindering
historical capitalist growth, Andre Gunder Frank on centers and peripheries, Samir
Amin on central and peripheral capitalism, Arghiri Emmanuel and Geoffrey Kay
on unequal development, Fernando Cardoso and Dieter Nohlan on the internal
dynamics of the economy, Emmanuel Wallerstein and his theory of world systems,
and Bill Warren and his theory of the self-liquidation of the imperialist regime
(Amin 2018; Arghiri 1975; Baran 1966; Bettelheim 1975; Cardoso and Enzo 1979;
Frank 2011; Wallerstein 2004; Warren 1980).

Dependency Theory rejects the theory of modernization regarding the progress of
developed societies, apart from any relationships with developing societies, either
through colonization or trade. For example, Frank sees development and
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underdevelopment as two sides of a single coin; at the moment when some
countries have developed, others lag behind. According to Amin, developed
countries have advanced because of the exploitation of surplus value in
underdeveloped countries. In general, the common factor of the dependency
theory is that the rich countries developed because of the exploitation of the poor
countries or what is known as the Third World. According to this theory,

underdevelopment is not only due to internal factors, but also due to external ones.

The other theory which focuses also on the internal factors is the institutional
theory. It focuses on the state itself, and the opportunities for participation it offers
to its citizens. As Powell and Jackman have pointed out, electoral laws issued by
the state, the party system, and the constitutional framework are all institutional
factors that help to understand the differences between states regarding the
political participation of their citizens (Jackman 1987; Powell 1986). The common
factor between the theory of modernization and institutional theory is that both are
linked to the structural analysis of reality, but the difference lies between them that
the first focuses on the general changes associated with the structure as a whole,
including the state, while the second focuses on the structure of political

institutions, especially the state and political parties.

The importance of institutional theory stems from the fact that it is an addition to
the theory of modernization in terms of the nature of comparisons between
countries in the level of political practices of its citizens, despite the similarity in
the level of economic growth. Institutional theory, by focusing on political
institutions such as the state, political parties and civil society organizations,
reveals the degree to which these institutions contribute to supporting political
participation, whether negatively or positively (Amenta 1998; Amenta 2005;
Jepperson 199; Swank 2001).

Theorists of this approach employed the Tocquevillian argument about states in an
explanatory manner and have added some issues related to the construction of the
large-scale political institutions such as political parties (Skocpol 1985). While
Tocqueville said that freedom cannot be founded on inequality, but must be based

on the democratic reality of equality of conditions and maintained by institutions
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as he found its model in America, the institutional theorists assert the importance
of democracy and focus on studying its manifested aspects, i.e., state and political

parties.

The institutional theory varies between the emphasis on large units that affect the
lives of individuals such as the state, and the focus on patterns of interaction
between individuals in light of their presence in the medium or small units such as
political parties and other political institutions (Amenta 2003 & 2005; Amental et
al., 2012). The actors play their different roles within the context of their
mstitutional constraints, in addition to the constraints associated with other sources
and means of action, and their attempts to influence the public policies of the state.
Changes in the state's public policies in turn identify processes that are in the
course of forming and that affect the interests and strategies of the actors and will
determine whether the results of programs will be implemented in a way that
strengthens or undermines these programs or leaves them open to other
possibilities of change in subsequent periods (Amenta 2003; Goldstone 2003;
Jenkins and Form 2005; Meyer and Minkoftf 2004).

The institutional framework considers that large political institutions constitute
politics and political actors, who play their roles under the influence of constraints
and obstacles that may affect their relations with the state and the policies
associated with them, which inevitably leads to a new restructuring of political
institutions and so on. The institutional theory stems from a prior perception, like
theory of modernization, that the nature of political institutions determines the
degree of political participation of the actors. Therefore, countries differ not only
by economic and social level, but also by the nature of their own political
institutions, and the level of obstacles they pose to their citizens for political

practice and electoral participation.

The institutional political theory rejects the argument that social and political
forces can conduct the same behavior in all capitalist societies, but argues that
political identities, behaviors and organizations will depend on institutional and
political situations. This means, contrary to the theory of modernization, that

access to a level of modernization and economic growth will not lead to a political
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participation of the same degree. According to the political institutional theory,
political institutions play a dominant role here in supporting or weakening the

political participation of citizens (Amenta 2005; Luke 1974).

Political-institutional thinkers draw from the direction of state-centered approach
in their analysis, viewing it as a decisive and fundamental force in politics. The
State represents the largest influential political units and of course affects the rest
of the other political units, including political parties and civil society
organizations. The role played by States and their degree of independence depends
on the presence of other political and social forces that can limit state domination,
thereby helping to impose a good and acceptable system of balance in political
forces and achieve broad political and democratic agreement (Amenta 2005; Luke

1974).

There is no doubt that the state plays a major role in supporting the process of
political transformation in the Arab world in general and in the Gulf countries in
particular. In light of the state's influence as the dominant political institution in
the Arab world, the process of political change, by establishing political parties
and supporting civil society organizations, in addition to allowing women to
participate in politics, will only be achieved with the consent of the state and its
relative relinquishment of some of its hegemony (Al-nageeb 2014; Ayubi 1995;
Choueiri 2000; Sassoon 2016).

If one tries to compare between the institutional and agency theory, it can be said
that these two theories focus on the role played by the State on the one hand in
supporting and facilitating political participation in society, and on the other the
role played by other agencies in supporting this process. The Agency theory
focuses on the vital role played by traditional organizations in mobilizing civil
society, particularly political parties, trade unions, and religious groups. All these
traditional organizations are based on recruiting, organizing, and engaging activists
in particular (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993). In this view, individuals tend to
participate politically not because of their social status, but because of political

choices and incentives. These incentives range from reaching political changes,
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gaining certain positions, or achieving interests of specific social groups (Lawson

1980; Lawson and Merkl 1988; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993).

In this view, the importance of political organizations other than the State and its
accompanied organizations is important and political parties are at the forefront of
this attention. In general, the work of modern democracies in Western societies is
basically done through the different roles of political parties and their advancement
to citizens. The political parties provide many functions for citizens at the general
level, such as providing political advice, conducting conferences and workshops,
developing their awareness levels, mobilizing citizens to vote, selecting candidates

who represent these parties and agree with their policies and directions.

In this context, political parties fill the distance between the state and individuals
and play a major role in limiting the absolute hegemony of the state and its
monopoly on power. It can be said that political parties play the role of an informal
state in this case, but through its members, it is a political and legislative control
factor for the state and its institutions (Ware 1996). The role of the parties is not
limited to those belonging to them, but it plays many other roles, foremost among
which is encouraging marginalized groups to practice politics, vote and demand
their rights. This is most evident through parties with a broad ideological

orientation, such as labor parties and socialist democratic parties (Kitchelt 1994).

Unlike semi-formal political parties, there are some agencies that can support the
political participation of individuals such as local communities, voluntary
associations and various social networks. These organizations help push friends,
neighbors and relatives toward the political process, thereby stimulating their

political participation (Aldrich 1996; Huckfelt and Sprague 1995).

This trend is one of the most valid trends to apply to Saudi Arabia in terms of
political participation. Given the state's hegemony of political space and the
absence of political parties in the Kingdom, informal organizations become the
space through which individuals engage in a kind of alternative political debate
and discourse of the political parties' usual roles. In this case, as noted in the

previous chapter, traditional Majles plays a role in supporting political knowledge
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and related discussions, as well as on social networking via the Internet. In general,
there is no fully enclosed space. Despite the almost absolute dominance of the state
in the Kingdom, individuals find an outlet for social and political dialogues
through home Majles, as well as new spaces connected to the Internet. The
importance of the present study is highlighted by its attempt to identify the nature
of the Internet space and what it offers to women in general, and the elected

women in particular.

The resource-based theory or civic volunteerism theory is trying to describe
political participation online in light of the existence of many politically
marginalized groups such as women using this type of participation. In this view,
the availability or absence of specific sources or possibilities can affect the size,
nature, and level of political participation in human societies. This theory suggests
that the availability of resources such as time, skills in dealing with civil society,
communication with daily life, and the capacity to engage with other members and
organizations of society, are specific determinants of individuals' decisions in the

community and political participation (Verba et al., 1995).

Verba and his colleagues see three essential elements of any political activity in
society. According to their study about American citizens, the responses of
American respondents show that individuals do not participate politically because
they cannot firstly, they do not want to secondly, and because no one asks them to
participate thirdly. In other words, individuals do not participate politically
because they lack resources, lack political engagement with politics, and because
they find themselves outside the recruitment networks that drive individuals to
political participation (Verba et al., 1995 a). In conclusion, Verba and his
colleagues focus on three essential factors, time, money and civic skills. By
applying their model to the American citizens, they classified Individuals into six

different groups which clarified in table (2).
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Table 2: Political Participation of Individuals according to

Civic Volunteerism Theory

Individuals’ Participation Types

Level of Individuals’ Political Activities

1- Inactive Individuals

Individuals do not engage in any political or social

activity from near or far.

2- Voting Specialists

Individuals are always keen to participate in the
elections by voting and do not do any other

activities.

3- Parochial Participants

Individuals exercise their activities by contacting
government officials for a particular problem and

do not carry out any activities after that.

4- Communalists

Individuals engage intermittently in political
activity in their general social sense but do not

involve much further.

5- Active Individuals

Individuals participate in all types of campaigns

largely and deeply.

6- Fully Active Individualist

Individuals are involved in all different activities

and practices.

Verba et al. (1995 a)

Despite the importance of this approach in terms of its applicability and the use of

many of its elements, its focus on social status and its link to high participation

rates is not confirmed by many studies (Anderson 1996; Broadbridge and Horne

1996; McAdam and Paulson 1993; Wiltfang and McAdam 1991). Despite the high

social status of many citizens, they move away from political participation and do

not involve in it. The other problem of this trend is that it focuses on the sources of

individuals and the elements they possess such as the abundance of time, money

and the abilities of communication with others without focusing on their incentives

of political participation instead of any other kind of participation.
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The other theory related to political participation is the mobilization theory. It
focuses on the fact that individuals participate according to the political
opportunities available in the social context in which they live, and within the
stimuli, they receive from those around them. Some people participate politically
and socially because of the many opportunities available to them, and because they
are persuaded of the need to participate by others. This theory is linked to the
Resource-Based theory in part in terms of its reliance on the available possibilities

that help individuals to participate politically.

Opportunities for political participation are clearly and undoubtedly available to
individuals belonging to the high social status of society. That means individuals
belonging to the high socioeconomic status can engage in political action and
participate in political parties and deal with various interest groups and voluntary
organizations. In contrast, individuals belonging to lower status cannot do such
things because of their limited possibilities. In this way, this theory is very close to
the previous one but adds to the group's efforts to encourage individuals to
contribute to political participation (Johnston et al., 1989; Johanston et al., 1996).
Despite the importance of this theory, it did not provide an in-depth explanation
for the nature of the participation of people, and its focus on the role of others in
influencing us to participate is not clear and did not reveal the nature of differences

between different social contexts.

In light of the above models, it can be said that the theories of political
participation emphasize several different aspects. The first focuses on the need to
achieve development at all economic, social and political levels, thus helping to
increase the level of political participation. The second asserts the importance of
sources which help in participation such as money, time and the level of education.
The third is the community institutions, whether formal or informal, which is
headed by the State institution with its strong influence, and the enormous
potential of it. Table (3) shows the main differences between political participation

theories.
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Theory Unit of | Level of | Positive aspects Negative Aspects
Analysis Analysis
Modernization | Country: Macro It gives a broad | It Ignores the
Theory Social, level perspective  about | political
economic the development of | organizations.
and political the society.
aspects
Institutional State:  The | Macro It focuses on the | It neglects the
Theory role of state | level state as the main | other institutions
in  political unit of analysis. in society.
life
Agencies Political Meso It analyzes political | It disregards the
Theory Parties and | level institutions impacts of
other mediated the devel tal
intermediate distance between the 1 evelopmenta
N evel of the
organizations state and the society.
individuals
Resource and | Individuals Micro It focuses on the | It ignores the
Civic and level role of the | impacts of the
Volunteerism | Resources individuals. social  structure
Theory on the
individuals.
Mobilization | Individuals Micro It examines the | It does not
Theory level political provide an in-
opportunities which | depth explanation
the individuals have | of people’s
in the society. political
participation.

Table 3: Theories of Political Participation

It is clear from the above that theories differ among each other regarding political

participation in society between focusing on society as a whole or focusing on

large units such as the role of the state or intermediary units that fall between the

state and individuals or finally on the different material and moral sources that

help individuals to engage in the process of participation. Certainly, each theory as

it is clear from the previous table involves some positive aspects and some other

negative aspects. While these theories provide an abstract theoretical explanation
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of political participation in human societies, addressing the political participation
of women presents a real social and political situation that helps to reach the reality
of political participation in human societies in general and Arab and Gulf societies

in particular.
3- Political Participation of Women:

According to the former theories, this study tries to discuss an important issue that
has long preoccupied the world public opinion, which is related to political
participation. It is the issue of empowering women and increasing the effectiveness
of the role they play in society and the role they play in politics in general, which
came in response to the global trend towards the promotion of human rights in

general.

The issue of women's participation in political action is one of the most significant
issues of great importance. In recent decades, this issue has been raised on various
levels. On the one hand, it raises the issue of activating the political participation
of citizens in general. On the other hand, women's political participation is part of
the international discourse on women, which appeared in many modern occasions
as the Mexican conference of 1975 and with Nairobi Conference in 1985. Because
of the importance of the subject, the issue was re-introduced at the Beijing
Conference in 1995 with an end of The Second World Decade for Women, within
the process of empowering women in all areas, including the political field
(Afolabi 2017; Marwa and Moghadam 2016). In addition, the feminist movement
through its various speeches and trends raises an issue of women’s political
participation as a priority and an entry point for social change for women through

the provision of some mechanisms and means to strengthen participation.

This study reveals what women can play in the policy inputs and their components,
making policy and decision, contributing to the formation of public opinion, as
well as trying to get to know all the obstacles facing women towards playing a
more significant role. Women's study and political participation have gained
increasing importance in recent years as a reaction to the revolution of women's

rights issues in the world, and reaction to international women's conferences. My
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choice to study the political participation of women has been due to many
considerations. Women are half of society, contribute to its development, and have
played an essential role in developing countries. If women organized their rights
and used their creative potential, they would be able to change the balance of
political forces, work on the success of the best political parties and select the best

legislation.

In the development process in the country, the experiences proved that women are
a ruling element in making the future, and the issue of political participation has
become one of the most essential topics. The importance of this issue is not
limited to the local or Arab arena, but all countries. It has become essential to
emphasize the role of women and encourage them to be aware of the issue of
women's participation in the society at all levels. Women's participation remains
an important issue and faces many obstacles and difficulties that require effort,
determination and the will to remove it from the road. The issue of women's
participation in political life remains the most important and pivotal issue in our
contemporary Arab world as women are still excluded from political life due to

traditional male power and authority in society.

Although today's civilization has enabled women to know and defend their human
rights, such as their right to education, work and political practice, including
political decision-making, there are some extremist views on the Arab and Islamic
world that deny women the enjoyment of political rights, and some take Islam as
an excuse for that. Nevertheless, many developments in women's political practice
cannot be denied, which vary from State to State, depending on the nature of their
progress. Below I discuss several studies on the nature of women's political
engagement and the various developments associated with it, particularly in

developing countries.
3-1. Women’s Political Participation between Internal and External Factors:

Despite a large number of studies on women's political participation in developed

countries (Conway 1999; Conway et al., 2004; Dail and Wells 2018; Ford 2017)
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there is a great deal of scarcity for studies dealing with the political participation of

women in developing countries, including Arab countries. (Afolabi 2017).

Although the Matejka study was presented in (1983), it dealt with the issue of
political participation in most Arab countries through the vital role played by the
Majles. Matejka addresses the Majles as the informal mean through which citizens
communicate in the Arab world and interact with the rulers. She sees the necessity
of understanding the Majles and its importance in the light of the Arab political
culture that is different from the Western one. Matejka emphasizes the importance
of the Majles as a mean of political participation in the Arab world but stresses that
the Majles as a traditional means is not enough for effective political participation,
nor is it sufficient if the Arab countries want to move into the world of

development and modernization.

Abukhalil (1993) is trying to identify the political role of women in the Arab
world, emphasizing the different status of women in the Arab world from one
society to another depending on the circumstances under which they live and pass
through. Nevertheless, the study results that there are commonalities in the Arab
world that hinder women's political participation. The researcher summarizes these
obstacles in the relationship between culture and Islam, where he assures that the
cultural structure plays a significant role in hindering women's political
participation in the Arab world. Also, misinterpretation of religion reinforces the
society's rejection of women's participation in general and their political

participation in particular (See also, Ahmed 1999).

By focusing on economic, political, cultural and religious factors, Haj- Ismail
(1994) tries to show the relationship between urban middle-class women and
political participation in the Arab world. Haj-Ismail shows that the city in the Arab
world is a great help for women in political participation, but women political
participation still very limited in comparison to the level of women's participation
in Western societies. In this context, unlike the city, the percentage of political
participation among citizens, male and female alike is very weak in all Arab

countries (see also, Mohamed 2011).
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The concept of patriarchy has been used so that Haj-Ismail can make comparisons
between the various countries of the world regarding the participation of women in
the political process. He argues that the importance of this study stems from the
lack of data on the values, trends and the size of the actual participation of women
in the Arab world. Hence, it relied on secondary and statistical sources in addition

to its observations regarding the status of women in the Arab world.

Rizzo’s study (2000) focuses on the activities of women's groups in Kuwait.
Because of the weak participation of Kuwaiti women in the voting and the
electoral process, Rizzo tried to study the various organizations that are distributed
in many directions, including religious and social organizations and trying to
identify their different roles in pushing Kuwaiti women to political participation
and social empowerment. The study revealed that professional associations define
their objectives to improve the status of women in politics and society, more
strongly than service associations that are more interested in encouraging Islamic

lifestyles and charity among their members.

Rizzo's survey of several associations in Kuwait discusses the Kuwaiti women's
sense of inequality in the political system and their desire to work for the
promotion and achieving of their rights. The importance of this study stems from
addressing the various societies in Kuwait in light of the focus on the compatibility
of the relationship between Islam and democracy in the Middle East, which may

help or obstruct the participation of women in the political arena.

El-Ghannam (2003) says that many factors affect the extent of women's political
participation in the Arab world, such as the economic, political, social, cultural and
educational situations. In his attempt to identify how these independent factors
affect the political participation of women as a dependent factor in parliaments,
ministries, and other organizations, El-Ghannam reveals through his study of all
Arab countries that these factors affect positively and negatively the reality of the
political participation of Arab women. Small family, living in urban areas, and the
high level of economic and educational factors all contribute to the high level of

political participation of women in the Arab world and vice versa.
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Al-Oraimi (2004) attempts to show the relationship between women's political
rights and their role in the economic development process in the United Arab
Emirates from 1982 to 2002. The study attempts to understand how different
factors of a cultural structure such as religion, customs, traditions, societal norms
and constitutional laws affect the nature and practice of women's political life. The
study also attempted to show the interrelationship between many elements such as
gender, tribal identity and neo-patriarchy in the United Arab Emirates and how this
affects the social change of Emirati women and the developments associated with
their status in public life. The importance of this study stems from its focus on the
interdependence of social, cultural, political and economic aspects in a complete

integration so that it is difficult to focus on one side without the other.

The study relied on secondary data, personal observations, and face-to-face
interviews with 65 Emirati women. It ends with a set of results that included: The
achievements of women in the labor market did not push towards further
achievements in the political field. This means that women's access to suitable
work, while necessary, does not mean that they can enter and participate in the
political world. The study clarifies the role of oil in the process of modernization,
which created a neo-patriarchal structure in the UAE society, where the possibility
of women's political participation was closed while the fields of work were opened
to them. At the end of the study, it emphasizes the need to empower women
through the social movements they form and belong to. This means that this study
while stressing the importance of community support for women, considers that
this will not happen without the collective work of women and the initiatives they

instigate.

Depending on both cross-national statistical and case study analysis, relying on
data gathered over two years of fieldwork and from 100 interviews across Bahrain,
Morocco, and Jordan, Welborne (2011) finds that that international capital plays a
significant role in supporting local acceptance by governments of women's
political participation and equality with men. Through international assistance,
women become more socially involved, thus helping to further their political

participation. This shows that the work of international organizations and foreign
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investment helps to some degree in the social and political empowerment of

women.

This means that the researchers clarify that the important role of international
capital and development organizations in pushing the governments of developing
countries to work to improve the status of women socially and politically in order
to receive more assistance and investments. In this light, the issue of women's
participation is no longer a local or regional issue, but rather a global level and the

strengthening of relations between different States and organizations.

The importance of Aldhaheri and Al-Noaimi study (2012) stems from the fact that
they are dealing with a new phenomenon related to the political participation of
Emirati women. In this new phenomenon, they are trying to study the attitudes of
the UAE public toward political participation of women in order to analyze and
understand the phenomenon. This study attempts to identify the views of the UAE
elite towards women, how they evaluate the status of women, and the role of social

media in forming the UAE public opinion towards women.

The study concludes a set of results regarding the participation of Emirati women
in politics in the parliament, including supporting the elite in the UAE society for
the political participation of Emirati women. The UAE public opinion still argues
that the political participation of women needs some time to be accepted. Finally,
the study ends with clarifying the role of the UAE media in defining the
participation of Emirati women and encouraging UAE society to accept its

political participation.

While Afolabi (2017) and El-Ghannam (2003) have focused on many factors
affecting the degree of women's participation in politics, Yousefi and Kim (2013)
have focused on the role the “Islamization” plays in determining the degree of
women’s political participation. By addressing the concept of “Islamization” and
its application to four countries, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, and Morocco, they
show how Islamic parties have played very effective roles in influencing the
legislative structure and the structure of the state and how their regulations affect

women's rights negatively. The authors attempt to show how the reality after the
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Arab Spring revolutions was influenced in Egypt, Tunisia and other Arab countries
by the arrival of the Islamic groups, which made them impose their conservative
vision on the society in general and women in particular (see also AbuKhalil 1993;

Rai 2000).

Alazami (2014) tries to understand the role and impact of one organization, the
Women’s Cultural and Social Society (WCSS), in the struggle to bring about
women’s political participation in Kuwait. The research method depends on
studying the WCSS since its establishment in 1960 till now by examining primary
and secondary documents and interviewing the WCSS members and leaders. The
study ended with a series of important and valuable results relating to the WCSS.
It was confirmed that the WCSS was recognized as a liberal and feminist
organization in Kuwait which makes it perceived differently from other more
conservative organizations, whether Islamic or tribal. Despite the importance of
this organization, the members of the WCSS stressed that its impact was minimal

on them.

Depending on multivariate regression techniques, including Ordinary Least
Squares and Logistics models using data from the Arab Barometer II of 2011 and
the World Values Survey of 2014, Hassan (2014) tries to study women civic
engagement and political participation in Yemen. He concludes that there were no
differences in the political participation rates between males and females in 2011,
while there were slight differences in the 2014 elections. There were also
significant differences between males and females in the membership of political
parties. Hassan reveals the weakness of the membership of citizens aged between
18 and 25 years in political parties compared to their elders. Finally, Hassan shows
that political stability encourages political participation compared to times of
political turmoil, which reveals the weakness of political participation in southern
Yemen compared to the north, whereas the war’s results significantly affected the

south of Yemen more than the north.

Al-Subhi (2016) reveals the lack of scientific work on the level of women's
representation in the different institutions associated with political and electoral

practices in the Arab world compared to the Western world. A matter of great

-80-



importance is that many of these Western studies link women's non-participation
and non-representation to Islam and culture. She reveals that understanding the
weakness of women's political representation in the Arab world must take place in
the context of other important factors linked to the informal political context,

especially tribalism and the practices of social elites in this region.

Al-Subhi studies the determinants of voting for women candidates by using the
material collected through the first election in the Sultanate of Oman before the
elections of October 2015 of the Shura Council. Nevertheless, the results of the
study were in favor of Western studies in some respects, and different from others.
The study showed the influence of the religious aspects, in that most religious
people are less supportive of women in the electoral process. The study also
showed that tribalism has no direct and determinant role in the electoral process,
but revealed that the more the tribe gives the individual the freedom to choose the

candidate the less biased towards women he/she has.

If some thinkers and intellectuals expose many of the different factors associated
with the political practice of women, Azimova (2016) has linked political
freedoms to political practice with applying to Saudi Arabia; the more political
freedoms, the more political participation, and vice versa. The study reveals the
pressures on women in Saudi Arabia, despite the area of participation that has
become available to them recently, especially in the field of government work and
employment. Nevertheless, it still suffers from a significant lack of participation of

social, political and community action.

Depending on the Voter Registration & Voter Confidence Assessment in Tunisia
Survey conducted by the International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) in
March 2011, Abdo-Katsipis (2017) tries to examine the constraints to female
participation in democratizing Tunisia. She found profound differences between
men and women in their political awareness which produces an obstacle against
women participation in Tunisian society. She asserts that this gap between males
and females has been deepened by the differences between them in university-
level education, income levels, place of residence, and a lack of access to

information about politics.
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Through an analysis of the various democracies between 1900 to 2015, Afolabi
(2017) states that, depending on 5 African countries, the political participation of
women between 1900 and 1950 was very slow, citing many reasons that slowed
down such political participation by women such as traditions, ignorance,
colonialism, and lack of education. At the same time, the same post-1950s data,
which can be defined as the postcolonial era, have shown a change in women's
political contribution, although this contribution cannot be described as constant or
static. Women's political contributions have brought together both positive and
negative aspects, which are due to many factors, such as environmental, social,
cultural and educational factors, and country-specific political mobility. Afolabi
concludes that despite the differences between countries in Africa, there is no
doubt that there is a rise in the level of political participation of women in Africa,

despite the fluctuation of this rise (see also, Hannon and Schumm 2017).

Almal (2017) identifies the participation of Qatari women in the Central Municipal
Council since their first participation in 1999 by relying on secondary sources that
dealt with this subject analytically and statistically and through many interviews
with Qatari women. The study concludes that the weak political participation of
Qatari women can be attributed to the Council's institutional framework and to
family social barriers, which can be met by more government support and

community initiatives in support of women's political participation.

Given the impact of external factors, Talani (2017) also reveals that globalization
has affected the reality of women in North African countries, mainly through
technological influences. Talani argues that if the North African countries are not
integrated into the system of globalization economically and politically, this will

undoubtedly affect the reality of women, and further marginalize them.

It is clear from previous studies on women's political participation that there is a
lack of studies on the role and political representation of women in the Arab world,
as compared to those in Western societies (Alsubhi 2016). Some studies focus on
inter-state comparisons of women's political participation (Abukhalil 1993; Al-
Folabi 2017; Al-Ghannam 2003; Welborne 2011; Yousefi and Kim 2013) while

others focused on a particular country such as the study of the Sultanate of Oman,
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Kuwait; Tunisia; Saudi Arabia; Yemen; UAE and Qatar (Abdo-Katsipis 2017,
Alazami 2014; Aldhaheri and Al-Noaimi 2012; Almal 2017; Al-Subhi 2016;
Azimova 2016; Hassan 2014; Rizzo 2000). A number of important analytical

aspects have emerged from these studies.

They emphasize the importance of combining different analytical aspects, socially,
politically and economically, when studying the factors affecting the level of
participation of women in the Arab world. They also highlight the importance of
the urban reality of women and its role in the high rates of political participation in

the Arab world.

There is a significant influence on the cultural structure of the Arab world,
especially when it is integrated with conservative religious perceptions regarding
society's view of the political participation of women. However, the widespread
prevalence of education and widespread of women’s work facilitate, to a certain
degree, their social acceptance and thus facilitate their acceptance into the political
structure and associated partnerships, which requires more time to be accepted by

all segments of society in particular among the conservative groups.

Although all these factors are related to the internal social structures of the Arab
States, some studies have emphasized the important role of international
institutions in supporting women's political participation because of the grants and
investments associated with these institutions. Despite the importance of the
above point and the associated international support, it is necessary to focus, as
many studies have shown, on the role of domestic organizations in supporting
women's political participation, especially those organizations formed by and
associated with women. The role of the State itself and the official institutions
associated with it is crucial here in supporting women's political participation and

community acceptance.

Finally, although most studies emphasize the importance of studying the reality of
women's political participation, and despite the many interviews they have
conducted with women in many countries, studies do not interview women with

political experiences, such as female candidates or elected women. The current
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study by interviewing Saudi elected women has added a new and vital dimension

to the former studies.

The present study adopts some of these factors in the overall vision of the study
and in analyzing the responses of the elected women. The study considers the
importance of a comprehensive holistic approach that addresses all societal factors
surrounding women, socially, economically, and politically. Despite the
importance of these factors, it is necessary to place the influence of the cultural
structure on political participation, especially in the light of the various
modernization attempts that have taken place in Saudi Arabia and consequently on
the status of women and the traditional structures of family and tribe. The
importance of the role of the state, represented by the ruling family internally, and
the impact of foreign international institutions on accelerating women's political
participation and support should also be emphasized. Here, the role of the
newcomer of Saudi Arabia, the Internet, in creating a new space for Saudi women
to benefit from in discussions and dialogues and to acquire new rights of self-

expression and opinions cannot be ignored.
4- Social Media and Political Participation:

The Internet is one of the modern inventions that has played a dramatic role in
increasing communication between and among people. In recored history, there
has been no means of communication that brought about such proliferation as the
Internet did. Individuals around the world use the Internet in all social, economic,
political, educational, cultural, commercial aspects of their lives. The impact of the
Internet has not been limited to scientific research and other vital areas, but rather
to social and political communication among people around the world. The
Internet and related social media such as Facebook, Twitter and others have
created new and unprecedented spheres through which individuals can achieve
new worlds of their own through their communication with each other (Brockman

2011; Cavalier 2005; Noor Al-Deen and Hendricks 2012).

The Internet and its accompanied social media have played a major role in politics.

It has created a new space through which individuals can discuss many political
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issues, whatever their nature and importance. If the spaces of communication and
political dialogue are numerous in Western societies where political participation
is easy and multifaceted, this is not the case in many countries that do not allow
political pluralism and the alternation of power. Thus, individuals in cyberspace
and associated media find new and safe spheres for political practice away from

the ruling power and state hegemony (Park 2010; Richardson 2016; Smith 2017).

Since the 1990s, the Internet has played a significant role in supporting citizens'
political participation. Many social scientists have studied the role of the Internet
in political participation and democracy, emphasizing many new Internet-related
features that have helped to promote political participation and dealing with it. In
addition, many have emphasized the great diversity that is connected to the
Internet through the vast amount of information it provides, the ease of collective
work among individuals, and the ease of forming online organizations (Di Gennaro

& Dutton, 2006; Highfield 2016; Sternberg 2014; Storck 2011; Strandberg 2015).

Several studies around the world dealt with the role of modern media in the
political participation of citizens (Bimber et al. 2015; Hamilton 2013; Strandberg
and Carlson 2017; Vaccari 2013). The number of this kind of studies is relatively
limited in the Arab world, which makes my study important in this context

(Aldhaheri 2012).

Reda (2017) suggests that blogging has already started in the Arab world through
three countries - Egypt, Syria, and Tunisia - since 2005. This has given women
ample space for political criticism of the regimes in these countries. She also
supposes that the emergence of political blogging on the Internet has broken the
barrier of fear not only among women but among all citizens in general. However,
Reda asserts that women's political blogs are still very limited in comparison to the
political blogs of men. For example, in her study of the situation of Algerian
women, it is clear that women are concerned with issues related to women, such as
attention to literature and cooking, despite the existence of few cases that concern

the political issue.
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Reda determines a set of principles that push women to participate in political
work, including satisfaction with society, where she argues that the greater the
satisfaction with society, the greater the participation of women politically. It also
says that one of the most important points of political action for women is their
desire to participate politically and improve the status and conditions of society.
Also, she argues that various community institutions such as the family, school,
university and religious institutions all help to develop the motives for women's
political participation. Reda asserts that the state and its associated constitutional
institutions can push women towards political participation. Finally, there is
satisfaction with a subjective issue of psychological stimuli that drives some
women to political participation in search of fame and appearance as a public

person.

Al-Salem (2015) draws on a debate about the impact of the Internet on women's
political participation. While some say that the decline in the low costs of using the
Internet helps women to participate politically, others argue that the Internet has a
limited impact on women's political participation. This study is a serious attempt to
identify the role that the Internet can play in the political participation of Kuwaiti
women by questioning the women themselves and identifying their points of view
on the Internet and its importance in poli