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ABSTRACT 

 

My thesis explores the relationship between gender and modern nation-building in 

Qatar and analyzes how Qatari women are negotiating the challenges of modern 

development and social change. I address the questions of how the state of Qatar’s 

modern nation-building projects utilize representations of women and gendered 

developmental initiatives to fulfill state aims and agendas, and how Qatari women are 

balancing the pressures of modernization with “traditional” social norms and 

expectations. My research engages with scholarly discussion of the relationship between 

gender and modern nation-building in the Middle East and builds on the works of 

scholars such as Madawi Al-Rasheed, Lila Abu-Lughod, and Deniz Kandiyoti. I also 

present a qualitative research study on Qatari women derived from personal field research 

that engages with existing scholarship on Qatar.1 My thesis is divided into two major 

parts. In Part I, I demonstrate how the Qatari state is utilizing gendered nation-building 

projects and representations of women as both symbols of tradition and markers of 

modernity to facilitate modern development and construct a national identity. I argue that 

the state of Qatar is relying upon women’s increased participation in higher education 

and the workforce to fulfill developmental initiatives and broader political agendas, while 

simultaneously promoting social and cultural norms that restrict women’s roles in society 

to combat the perception that the nation is losing its cultural identity. In Part II, I present 

                                                           
1 Krystyna Golkowska, “Qatari Women Navigating Gendered Space,” Social Sciences 6, no. 4 (October 16, 

2017): 123, https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci6040123; J.S. Mitchell et al., “In Majaalis Al-Hareem: The 

Complex Professional and Personal Choices of Qatari Women.,” DIFI Family Research and Proceedings, 

no. 4 (August 5, 2014): 1–12; Laurie James-Hawkins, Yara Qutteina, and Kathryn M. Yount, “The 

Patriarchal Bargain in a Context of Rapid Changes to Normative Gender Roles: Young Arab Women’s 

Role Conflict in Qatar,” Sex Roles 77, no. 3–4 (August 1, 2017): 155–68, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-

016-0708-9. 
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a qualitative research study that addresses the questions of how Qatari women are 

responding to the state’s gendered initiatives and dualistic expectations, engaging with 

state conceptualizations of modernity and tradition, and negotiating social and religious 

gender norms and expectations. I argue that Qatari women express a desire to embrace 

what they perceive as positive aspects of modernization while maintaining established 

gender paradigms, certain “traditional” social and religious values, and an authentic 

cultural identity. In addition, I argue that the discourses of Qatari women both reflect and 

resist state discourses related to modernity and tradition.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Amal Al-Shammari is a 30-year-old Qatari businesswoman and entrepreneur with 

a bachelor’s degree in business from Qatar University. Amal is unmarried and expresses 

no qualms about her marital status.2 She is part of an increasing trend of Qatari women to 

remain unmarried into their late twenties and early thirties. Amal is also one of many 

Qatari women to take advantage of the educational and career opportunities that have 

emerged since Qatar’s modernization. In Amal’s view, the nation’s discoveries of oil and 

natural gas in the twentieth century, which fueled the state’s economy and facilitated its 

modern development, have changed the lives of Qataris for the better. “Everything 

changed after oil,” she remarked. “Everyone has a good life here… I realized that I was 

glad I wasn’t born somewhere else. Not everyone has that.”  Upon graduation from Qatar 

University in 2011, Amal began working for the oil company, Oryx, as head of the 

strategy department. She also founded a company called Embrace Doha in 2014, which 

aims to educate the expatriate community in Qatar about Qatari culture, including 

lifestyle, customs, and business etiquette.  

Although modern development in Qatar has resulted in an improved standard of 

living and increased wealth for Qatari citizens, it has also prompted an influx of foreign 

workers and Western institutions. In fact, expats now comprise the majority of Qatar’s 

population, which has contributed to the perception among many Qataris that the nation 

is in danger of losing its cultural authenticity and religious values. In this context, the 

state of Qatar has struggled to balance modernization with the preservation of tradition 

                                                           
2Amal Al-Shammari, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 6, 2017. Note: Because I interviewed each 

woman who contributed to my research only once, I will only cite interviews at the first mention of each 

interview or if clarification is necessary/there is a significant lapse in the text between mentions. 
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and engaged in focused efforts to simultaneously construct a national identity and 

facilitate economic and social development. Amal considers the education of expats on 

Qatari culture an important aspect of preserving cultural identity in Qatar, and her 

business aims to support and contribute to the state’s agendas. 

Amina Al-Ansari is a middle-aged Qatari woman. She works as an associate 

professor at Qatar University’s College of Sharia and Islamic Studies, where she teaches 

classes on Islamic culture. Amina is married with three children. She views caring for her 

family as her main priority and says that she acquired her doctoral degree to make her 

children proud.3 While Amina is supportive of the state’s developmental initiatives, she 

believes that authentic tradition and culture can only be preserved in Qatar if Islam 

remains the foundation of the nation’s values. She said, “There is always development, 

improvement… but always tradition, religion, and culture. We are living under the 

umbrella of religion.” When asked if she believed there was danger of the nation losing 

its traditions, she replied, “There is danger always, because of globalization. But not just 

here. Everywhere.” Amina expressed the view that women should preserve Islamic 

values by teaching them to their children, whereas men should care for their wives and 

economically provide for their families in accordance with Islamic principles. 

Amal and Amina are two out of countless examples of Qatari women who are 

skillfully negotiating modern development and social change while continuing to appeal 

to the significance of preserving tradition and cultural values. In the wake of 

modernization, the oil-rich state of Qatar has placed significant expectations on its 

national female population, and the demands of the state’s envisioned nation are falling 

                                                           
3 Amina Al-Ansari, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 15, 2017.  
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heavily on the backs of Qatari women. The state requires women's increased participation 

in higher education and the workforce to fulfill its developmental agendas and relies upon 

representations of women to project a carefully-constructed image of the nation to its 

national population and the international community. As a result, Qatari women have 

been faced with a dualistic set of expectations that require them to be increasingly visible 

in the public sphere as markers of the nation's modernization while maintaining their 

roles in the domestic sphere as symbols of the nation's religious piety.4 Yet, very limited 

scholarship exists on the views of Qatari women or the complex relationship between 

gender and modern nation-building in the small Gulf state.   

My thesis addresses the questions of how the state of Qatar’s modern nation-

building projects utilize representations of women and gendered political initiatives to 

fulfill state aims and agendas, and how Qatari women are navigating the challenges of 

modern development and social change alongside “traditional” social norms and 

expectations. My thesis is divided into two main parts with multiple sections, and I 

develop one of my two major arguments in each part. In Part I, I analyze the relationship 

between gender and modern nation-building in Qatar, demonstrating how the state of 

Qatar relies upon women’s increased participation in higher education and the workforce 

to fulfill economic and political aims and agendas, while simultaneously promoting social 

and cultural norms that restrict women’s roles in society. Engaging with the work of 

scholars such as Madawi Al-Rasheed, Deniz Kandiyoti, Suad Joseph, and Susan 

Slyomovic, I argue that the state of Qatar is strategically utilizing gendered nation-

building initiatives, founded on representations of women as both symbols of tradition 

                                                           
4 Madawi Al-Rasheed, A Most Masculine State: Gender, Politics, and Religion in Saudi Arabia, Cambridge 

Middle East Studies ; (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
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and markers of modernity, to facilitate modern development and construct a national 

identity. To build my argument, I explore the state’s gendered national development 

strategies, specifically as outlined in state documents and reflected in higher educational 

reform, as well as the state’s utilization of gendered legal norms and social structures to 

fulfill political agendas.  

In Part II, I present a qualitative case study derived from interviews with Qatari 

women that examines how Qatari women are navigating the tensions between modern 

development and “traditional” social norms and responding to the state’s gendered 

initiatives and discourses. Specifically, I explore the questions of how Qatari women are 

engaging with state conceptualizations of modernity and tradition and negotiating the 

gender paradigms established in their cultural and religious contexts and promoted by the 

state. To properly situate my analysis, I examine relevant contextual factors, including 

the state’s utilization of state branding strategies, the development of a heritage industry 

in Qatar, and sociological trends related to marriage, education, and workforce 

participation. Building on existing scholarship,5 my research demonstrates that Qatari 

women desire to embrace what they perceive as positive aspects of modern development 

while maintaining authentic Qatari culture, established gender paradigms, and certain 

“traditional” social and religious values. In addition, it reveals that the discourses of 

Qatari women both reflect and resist state discourses related to modern development and 

the preservation of tradition.  

 

                                                           
5 Golkowska, “Qatari Women Navigating Gendered Space”; James-Hawkins, Qutteina, and Yount, “The 

Patriarchal Bargain in a Context of Rapid Changes to Normative Gender Roles”; Mitchell et al., “In 

Majaalis Al-Hareem: The Complex Professional and Personal Choices of Qatari Women.” 
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PART I: GENDERED NATION-BUILDING IN QATAR 

Introduction  

 “We weren’t prepared to be rich,” a young Qatari businesswoman stated when 

asked about modern development in Qatar.6 This 30-year-old woman, who was born into 

a wealthy family in a “post-oil” society, nonetheless identifies with the struggles of life 

before the oil boom when the perilous pearl-diving trade was the nation’s primary source 

of revenue. It is no secret that Qatar has changed drastically since its first discovery of oil 

in 1939. Processes of modernization and economic development have led to shifts in the 

nation’s social, cultural, and political landscape, and the discovery of natural gas in the 

1970s fueled Qatar's rise to becoming the wealthiest state in the world. Literal changes in 

landscape, such as new highways, artificial islands, and skyscrapers, now characterize 

Qatar’s modern “brand,” accompanied by government initiatives to construct or revitalize 

national heritage, culture and tradition.7 Prepared or not, the transition to an oil-driven 

economy has forced the small state of Qatar to contend with new political and social 

challenges, particularly that of balancing modern development with the preservation of 

tradition and cultural authenticity.  

Qatari women find themselves at the center of the state’s struggle to meet the 

demands of modernization within a “traditional” cultural framework, as gender roles and 

norms are deeply impacting the state’s engagement with “modernity” and vice versa. The 

state of Qatar is strategically utilizing gendered political projects and discourses to pursue 

specific political, social and economic aims, and Qatari women are facing their own 

                                                           
6 Amal Al-Shammari, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 6, 2017. 
7Miriam Cooke, Tribal Modern: Branding New Nations in the Arab Gulf (Berkeley, California: University 

of California Press, 2014). 
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challenges in balancing the pressures of modernization with social norms and 

expectations. This chapter will analyze the relationship between modernization and 

gender in Qatar, demonstrating how the state of Qatar’s modern nation-building projects 

are impacting the lives of Qatari women, and how state discourses and initiatives utilize 

representations of women and depend upon gender norms to accomplish specific political 

and economic aims and agendas. I argue that the state of Qatar is strategically utilizing 

gendered nation-building initiatives, founded on representations of women as both 

symbols of tradition and markers of modernity, to facilitate modern development and 

construct a national identity. In other words, while the state relies upon women’s 

participation in higher education and the workforce to fulfill its national development 

agendas and present a palatable image of the nation to the international community, it 

simultaneously engages in the preservation of social norms that restrict women’s roles in 

society to maintain social stability and combat the perception that the nation is losing its 

cultural authenticity.  

Women as Symbols of Tradition and Markers of Modernity  

Many scholars have addressed the relationship between gender and modernization 

in the Middle East and South Asia, examining how states and religious institutions have 

deployed gender representations in their constructions of envisioned nations. Lila Abu-

Lughod analyzes the shifting roles and representations of women in Middle Eastern states 

in the late nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century, which she frames within the 

global context of modernist reform movements.8 She rightly emphasizes how interplay 

                                                           
8 Lila Abu-Lughod, “Introduction: Feminist Longings and Postcolonial Conditions,” in Remaking Women: 

Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East, ed. Lila Abu-Lughod, Princeton Studies in 

Culture/Power/History (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1998). 
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between Western and non-Western discourses has impacted the relationship between 

modernization and gender in Middle Eastern nation-states. As her analysis demonstrates, 

dichotomous conceptualizations of “modernity” and “tradition,” which equated 

“modernity” with Western progress and “tradition” with Eastern backwardness, were 

underlying projects of modernization throughout the Middle East during the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries.9 Greatly in response to modernist reforms, nationalist discourses 

emerged which called for “remaking women” and re-defining women’s roles in society in 

order to meet the conditions of “modernity.”10  However, tensions stemmed from 

nationalist representations of women, due to their inclusion of “advocacy of both 

women’s greater participation in the public world—through education, unveiling, and 

political participation—and women’s enormous responsibility for the domestic sphere."11  

Thus, nationalist constructions of envisioned nations were built upon gendered norms 

which required women to fulfill expectations for increased societal engagement while 

simultaneously maintaining domestic responsibilities.  

Deniz Kandiyoti discusses the conflict modern nation-states in the Middle East 

have faced in attempting to include women in national development strategies while also 

maintaining women’s restricted roles in the family as symbols of cultural and religious 

authenticity.12 She suggests that the emergence of anti-imperialistic discourses and 

                                                           
9 Lila Abu-Lughod, “Introduction: Feminist Longings and Postcolonial Conditions,” in Remaking Women: 

Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East, ed. Lila Abu-Lughod, Princeton Studies in 

Culture/Power/History (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1998). 
10 Abu-Lughod, 8. 
11 Abu-Lughod, 8. 
12 Deniz Kandiyoti, “The Politics of Gender and the Conundrums of Citizenship,” in Women and Power in 

the Middle East, ed. Suad Joseph and Susan Slyomovics (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 2001), 55. 
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resistance to colonial Western projects contributed to the development of nationalist 

discourses which represented women as “the privileged bearers of national 

authenticity.”13 In addition, Kandiyoti argues that patriarchal structures embedded in 

kinship and family relations were often preserved or co-opted by states in order to 

maintain social stability and exercise continued control over women’s activities.14  

In a similar vein, Suad Joseph and Susan Slyomovics outline how social values 

emphasizing the importance of the family and the existence of patriarchal systems and 

kinship structures historically contributed to the exclusion of women from public life in 

Middle Eastern states. They argue that the contemporary exclusion of women from public 

life is partly the result of the compulsory adoption of the “nation-state” model, which 

stems from Western paradigms of state-building and implicitly marginalizes women and 

“female activities."15 Joseph and Slyomovics write, “The nation-state with its gendered 

concepts of citizenship has been imposed upon already gendered systems of social 

stratification in much of the previously colonized world."16 However, while the 

privileging of women and the family as symbols of authentic culture relies on the 

preservation of patriarchal structures and gender norms in the domestic sphere, the 

demands of modern industrial and social development paradoxically require greater 

inclusion of women in the public sphere and workforce.17 

                                                           
13 Kandiyoti, 52; Deniz Kandiyoti, ed., Women, Islam, and the State, Women in the Political Economy 

(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1991), 7,8. 
14 Kandiyoti, “The Politics of Gender and the Conundrums of Citizenship,” 55; Kandiyoti, Women, Islam, 

and the State, 9. 
15 Suad Joseph and Susan Slyomovics, “Introduction,” in Women and Power in the Middle East, ed. Suad 

Joseph and Susan Slyomovics (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 9. 
16 Joseph and Slyomovics, 9. 
17 Joseph and Slyomovics, 8–9. 
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The implicit contradictions between representations of women as both symbols of 

tradition and markers of modernity in Middle Eastern states has resulted in women being 

caught between competing ideologies and agendas. While secular nationalists may 

present women’s increased participation in public life as a form of modern “progress” 

and proof of the compatibility between “modernity” and Islam, religious conservatives 

often view it as a “capitulation to Western cultural imperialism” which should be guarded 

against.18 Both groups utilize women as symbols to propagate their agendas, whether as 

symbols of “the progressive aspirations of a secularist elite” or “a hankering for cultural 

authenticity in Islamic terms."19 However, this is not to say that women are passive 

recipients of the gender paradigms constructed by nationalist and religious discourses, as 

they are actively engaged in negotiating social, religious and political expectations.20  

In A Most Masculine State: Gender, Politics, and Religion in Saudi Arabia, 

Madawi Al-Rasheed discusses the relationship between modern nation-building and 

gender in Saudi Arabia. She argues that the Saudi state’s nation-building projects have 

been characterized by an ideology of “religious nationalism,” which differs from the anti-

colonial secular nationalist ideologies that shaped nation-building in other Arab states.21 

According to Al-Rasheed, the Saudi state’s adoption of religious nationalism resulted 

from the marriage of the state to the Wahhabi religious tradition, and has been utilized to 

maintain a patriarchal system of familial relations in society.22 Due to the state’s 

                                                           
18 Abu-Lughod, “Introduction: Feminist Longings and Postcolonial Conditions,” 3. 
19 Abu-Lughod, 3. 
20 Sherine Hafez, An Islam of Her Own: Reconsidering Religion and Secularism in Women’s Islamic 

Movements (New York: New York University Press, 2011), 8–9. 
21 Madawi Al-Rasheed, A Most Masculine State: Gender, Politics, and Religion in Saudi Arabia, 

Cambridge Middle East Studies ; (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
22 Al-Rasheed, 5. 
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dependence on “kin and tribal solidarities for its consolidation,”23 it has also provided 

welfare benefits to its citizens in order to take on a somewhat patriarchal role in society.24 

Furthermore, the state has implemented gendered political initiatives in order to pursue 

governmental agendas. Since women’s roles and behaviors are often viewed as a litmus 

test for the morality of society, the state has engaged in the preservation of traditional 

gender norms, and represented women as symbols of tradition and religious piety, in 

order to maintain social stability and the support of religious institutions.25 At the same 

time, it has promoted women’s increased educational and career opportunities as proof of 

the nation’s modernization and presented women to the international community as 

markers of modernity.26   

Several parallels can be drawn between the status of women in Saudi Arabia and 

that of women in Qatar, and Al-Rasheed’s analysis of the relationship between gender 

and modernization in Saudi Arabia intersects with my analysis of this relationship in 

Qatar on a number of counts. While there are differences between modern nation-

building in Saudi Arabia and Qatar, both states have utilized gendered political projects 

and discourses, which represent women as symbols of piety and markers of modernity, in 

their nationalistic endeavors. Both states adhere to the Wahhabi tradition, and laws and 

social norms in Qatar reflect Wahhabi principles which can also be used to control or 

restrict Qatari women. While the legal traditions derived from Wahhabism are applied 

much differently in Qatar, for a number of political and social reasons, guardianship laws, 

inheritance laws, and family laws continue to place certain restrictions on women that 

                                                           
23 Al-Rasheed, 5. 
24 Al-Rasheed, 6. 
25 Al-Rasheed, 25. 
26 Al-Rasheed, 77, 135. 
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prevent them from exercising the same rights as men. Al-Rasheed argues that the Saudi 

state views the control of women as a means to maintain religious and moral ideologies, 

and exploits women’s roles as symbols of religious piety and evidence that the nation is 

resisting Westernization.27 This is also the case in Qatar, as traditional family roles 

continue to be maintained and elevated by the state as proof of the preservation of 

religious and cultural principles.  

In addition to representing women as “symbols of piety,” the Saudi state also 

presents women as markers of modernity to the international community through 

increased public visibility and educational advancement. Al-Rasheed writes, “The state 

taking the leading role in opening many new spheres for women is a reflection of its 

current quest for a visible cosmopolitan modernity which women appearing in the public 

sphere can project.”28 The Qatari state has utilized similar representations of women in its 

construction of a national identity. Increased educational and career opportunities for 

women in Qatar, and the blatant promotion of figures like Sheikha Bint Moza as a 

pioneer for women’s advancement, are aspects of the Qatari state’s efforts to present 

itself in an appealing way to the international community. However, women’s increased 

participation in higher education and the workforce in Qatar is occurring within the 

unique context of a dwindling percentage of Qatari citizens and the state’s attempts to 

privilege Qatari citizens through political initiatives like Qatarization. Women’s 

increased societal engagement is a necessary aspect of modern development in Qatar, 

                                                           
27 Al-Rasheed, 110. 
28 Al-Rasheed, 173. 
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which has perhaps pressured the Qatari state to place less restrictions on women than 

those placed on Saudi women.  

In the next section, I will examine how the state of Qatar has preserved gender 

norms that restrict women’s roles in society, while promoting national development 

strategies that require women’s increased participation in higher education and the 

workforce. My analysis will build on the work of the scholars cited above and apply 

significant elements of Al-Rasheed’s arguments concerning the relationship between 

gender and modern nation-building in Saudi Arabia to this relationship in Qatar. 

National Development Strategies, State Law, and Gender Norms 

The state of Qatar’s national development strategies, outlined in documents such 

as the Qatar National Vision 2030 (QNV) and the National Development Strategy (NDS), 

reflect the state’s struggle to construct an envisioned nation that balances modernization 

with the preservation of cultural and religious values. The QNV, which was launched by 

the Qatari state’s General Secretariat for Development Planning in 2008, explicitly 

outlines its aim as “transforming Qatar into an advanced country by 2030, capable of 

sustaining its own development and providing for a high standard of living for all of its 

people for generations to come.”29 The document describes a vision that rests on four 

pillars, which are human, social, economic, and environmental development. However, 

before listing its developmental goals, the QNV first offers assurance that the nation will 

maintain its cultural authenticity, stating, “Despite rapid economic and social gains, as 

well as political change, Qatar has maintained its cultural and traditional values as an 

                                                           
29 Qatar General Secretariat for Development Planning, “Qatar National Vision 2030,” July 2008, 1. 
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Arab and Islamic nation that considers the family to be the main pillar of society."30 

Rhetoric advocating the preservation of cultural and religious values is weaved 

throughout the national vision, which posits that embracing modern development need 

not imply the loss of important cultural and religious values.31  

One of the main focuses of Qatar’s national development strategies is 

empowering Qatar’s national population to succeed in the educational sector and to 

“increase effective labor force participation” of Qatari citizens.32 While the QNV 

acknowledges the necessity of expatriate workers, and the importance of retaining those 

who are “outstanding” in their fields, one of its targeted human development outcomes is 

the “increased and diversified participation of Qataris in the workforce.”33 The NDS 

builds on the goals of the national vision, also emphasizing the importance of providing 

the training and initiatives necessary for Qatari citizens to participate in the workforce.34 

The goal of increasing Qatar’s national workforce is strongly related to the governmental 

initiative of Qatarization, which underlies the human development goals outlined in the 

national vision. Aimed at providing “employment for its citizens in the private and public 

sectors” by targeting “positions that are integral to the business plans of private and 

public-sector entities,” the objective of Qatarization is to “provide 50 percent or more of 

Qatari citizens with meaningful permanent employment."35 Qatarization was first 
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implemented through labor laws in the 1960s and 1970s which required vacant positions 

to be offered to Qatari nationals before other nationalities, administrative posts in the 

government to be filled by Qataris, and private-sector businesses to have workforces with 

a minimum of 20 percent Qatari employees.36 In addition, a Strategic Qatarization Plan 

was implemented in 2000 with the objective of increasing the national workforce in the 

energy sector to 50% by 2005.37  

The Qatari state’s current focus on Qatarization in its national development 

strategies is greatly in response to an increasing expat population and continued influx of 

expat professionals in the business sector. With an estimated national population of only 

12 percent -- a percentage which is likely inflated --  the state of Qatar recognizes the 

importance of maintaining a distinct cultural identity and has acknowledged the dangers a 

growing expat population could pose to this goal.38 A document prepared by Qatar’s 

Ministry of Development Planning and Statistics and published in 2014 states, “The rapid 

increase in the expatriate population and the labour force create a wide range of 

challenges for national and sector planning strategies.”39 The document lists several risks 

which stem from allowing continued increases in the expat population. It mentions the 

fact that the social infrastructure of the state “was not built to support the needs of a very 

rapidly growing expatriate population” as an issue which could lead to “some Qataris 
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[feeling] crowded out of services.”40 Another risk mentioned is the “potential for 

traditional Qatari Arab and Islamic cultural values and identity to be diluted, even though 

interactions may be limited due to language and/or socio-cultural barriers.”41 The 

document expresses obvious concern that increases in the expat population could threaten 

social stability and lead to a loss of the nation’s cultural identity.  

The importance of maintaining a national identity, and the prioritization of 

increasing the number of Qataris in the workforce in the state’s national development 

agendas, has left the state with little choice but to include women in its human 

development strategies and Qatarization initiatives. Women are included in the strategies 

and outcomes outlined in the QNV and NDS, such as the QNV’s human development 

outcome of “increased opportunities and vocational support for women,”42 and the NDS’ 

statement that the national vision anticipates “measures to encourage more Qatari women 

to enter paid employment.”43 Regardless of how ambitious such outcomes and 

“anticipated” measures may sound, the reality of their implementation has come up 

against a number of challenges. Female labor force participation in Qatar is higher than 

any other Gulf state and also above the world average, with 53.9 percent of women 

employed (and 96.3 percent of men).44 However, an important caveat is the fact that this 

percentage includes non-nationals as well as nationals, and is thus partially the result of 
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the large expatriate population in Qatar. In fact, a report from Qatar’s Ministry of 

Development, Planning and Statistics indicated that 36.8 percent of Qatari women were 

employed in the second quarter of 2016.45 In addition, the gender gap in workforce 

participation remains high in Qatar, with only 13.2 percent of the total labor force 

comprised of females.46 There is also a significant wage gap between men and women in 

Qatar, with a lack of wage equality for similar work and women’s overall income at 48.3 

percent of men’s overall income.47 

 The reliance of Qatar’s national development strategies on Qatari women’s 

participation in the workforce has run up against social norms and expectations that make 

it difficult for Qatari women to work, and which are promoted by the state itself. In 

“Qatarization -- Implementation Challenges,” Maryam Al-Subaiey argues that 

Qatarization initiatives are not being implemented as effectively as possible due to a 

number of external factors, including the existence of social norms that prevent women 

from working.48 She argues that the social stigma associated with women working in 

gender-mixed environments or spending time away from their families often results in an 

unwillingness among Qatari women to pursue careers.49 It is important to note that 

women’s lack of representation in the workforce can certainly not be attributed to a lack 
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of education, as women significantly outnumber, and nearly double, men’s rates of 

enrollment in higher education.50 However, social norms and expectations that prioritize 

domestic life create challenges for Qatari women in balancing domestic responsibilities 

with increased opportunities to pursue higher education and careers, and the cultural 

taboos associated with working or studying in a gender-mixed environment often restrict 

women’s educational and career choices.51 For example, the fact that Qatar University 

(QU) is the only gender-segregated university in Qatar means that it is the only choice of 

higher education for Qatari women who will not study in a gender-mixed environment, 

usually due to their own preferences or the preferences of their families. In addition, large 

numbers of Qatari women pursue careers traditionally associated with females, most 

notably teaching careers.52 Male-dominated workplaces also prevent Qatari women from 

entering certain professions (e.g., chemical engineering) even if they have received 

education in that field.53 In contrast to Qatari women, Qatari men often enter the labor 

force directly upon graduating from high school, and many Qatari men pursue careers in 

the military or police force, where they receive specialized training.54 

There is significant tension between the state’s expectations for women’s 

participation in higher education and the workforce and the preservation of social norms 
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which are promoted by state discourses and reflected in state laws. The constitution of 

Qatar, which came into effect in 2004, declared Islam as the official religion of the state 

and shari’a law as the main source of legislation. Salafism is the state-sponsored version 

of Islam in Qatar and Saudi Arabia, and both nations adhere to the Wahhabi creed. While 

Wahhabism is applied more “liberally” in Qatar than in Saudi Arabia, and Muslim 

Brotherhood scholars have a significant influence in certain sectors of Qatari society,55 

laws in both states reflect religious and cultural norms that restrict women’s roles in 

society and prioritize their roles in the domestic sphere. As Al-Rasheed argues, the 

adoption and promotion of “traditional and conservative religious opinions” by the state 

is part of a political strategy to “create a strict moral order dependent on the conformity 

of women and their exclusion from the public sphere.”56 Thus, the preservation of gender 

norms in the social and legal realms is necessary to “reflect the conformity of the nation 

to Islamic teachings and the piety of the state.”57 Qatar’s national development strategies, 

state discourses, and state laws emphasize the role of the family unit in nation-building, 

and are characterized by the adoption of patriarchal values that represent women as 

symbols of religious piety and tradition.  

In “The Personal is Political: Gender Identity in the Personal Status Laws of the 

Gulf Arab States,” Hala Aldosari discusses how personal status laws in the Gulf states 
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reflect and perpetuate patriarchal gender norms.58 She writes, “The gendered nature of 

PSL in the Gulf Arab states is an extension of the political values inscribed in 

constitutional law. The patriarchal family, and not the individual, is recognized as the 

founding unit of the society and the central institution fostering the chosen political 

values of the state.”59 The constitution of Qatar gives the state a prominent role in 

protecting and preserving the family as the central pillar of society. Article 21 states, 

“The family is the basis of the society. A Qatari family is founded on religion, ethics, and 

patriotism. The law shall regulate adequate means to protect the family, support its 

structure, strengthen its ties, and protect maternity, childhood, and old age.”60 The QNV 

and NDS also elevate the family as the foundation of Qatari society, which serves to 

reinforce social expectations placed on women to fulfill domestic responsibilities. The 

NDS states, “Women are central to the evolving Qatari family… Through their nurturing 

of language, codes of ethics, behavioural patterns, value systems and religious beliefs, 

women play an indispensable role in upholding traditional familial and cultural values.”61 

 The Qatari state’s promotion and legal preservation of traditional gender norms 

demonstrates how the state of Qatar is co-opting existing patriarchal structures to exert 

continued control over women and maintain the perception that the state is protecting the 

traditional Qatari family. The restriction of women’s movement outside of the home is 
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vital to this perception, as women are viewed as “bearers of the family honor.”62 By 

promoting traditional gender norms that restrict women’s roles in public spaces and 

privilege women’s roles as caretakers and mothers, the Qatari state is able to gain the 

support of religious institutions and Qatari citizens who value traditional gender roles and 

view women as symbols of religious piety. As Aldosari demonstrates in her analysis of 

the relationship between social norms and state laws, “Loyalty to the patriarchal family 

values and norms is therefore linked with loyalty to the state’s religious and patriarchal 

values.”63 In an effort to construct a national identity acceptable to the Qatari population, 

the state of Qatar has co-opted already existing patriarchal structures and adopted cultural 

and religious values that restrict women’s roles outside of the home.  

Personal status laws and family laws restrict Qatari women’s rights in several 

areas, including marriage, divorce, child custody, inheritance, and freedom of movement. 

The state of Qatar codified personal status law in 1996 based on the standard legal 

document, the “Muscat Document of the Uniform Code (the Law) of Personal Status for 

GCC Countries,”64 and codified the Qatari family law in 2006.65 Although the court 

system in Qatar used to be a dualistic system consisting of shari’a courts to handle 

matters of family law and certain matters of criminal law and civil courts to handle 

matters of civil law, the state merged the court systems in 2003 and now both religious 
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scholars and civil judges can preside over cases of family law.66 However, religious 

scholars have generally maintained authority in determining how family law is 

implemented.67 The Qatari family law applies to “those subjected to the Hanbali School 

of Thought,” whereas non-Muslims and Muslims of other schools “shall be subjected to 

provisions of their respective Schools of Thought and/or non-Muslim jurisprudence” or 

can choose to have the Qatari family law applied to them.68 

One of the main ways in which family law restricts Qatari women is by granting a 

certain level of legal authority to each woman’s male guardian (or mahram), a role 

assigned to a girl’s father and then to a male relative in circumstances where the father 

cannot fulfill the responsibilities of guardian. Qatari law requires Qatari women to obtain 

the permission of a guardian to be married.69 In addition, Qatari women under the age of 

25 must obtain permission from their guardians to travel abroad, whereas Qatari men are 

only required to do so until the age of 18.70 While a married Qatari woman is not required 

to obtain permission from a guardian to travel, her husband may appear before the court 

to make a case if he wishes to prevent his wife from traveling.71 Qatari law also includes 

a provision which denies marital support to Qatari women who work or travel without the 
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permission of their husbands,72 and Qatari women are required to obtain the permission 

of a male guardian in order to obtain a driver’s license.73 

Furthermore, Qatari women are granted less legal rights than men in the areas of 

marriage, divorce and inheritance. In accordance with Islamic law, men are given a 

unilateral right to divorce, whereas women must provide acceptable justification for 

judicial divorce or pay a financial compensation for leaving their husbands.74 In terms of 

inheritance, women have the right to inherit, but generally receive half the amount as 

their male counterparts.75 According to marriage laws, Qatari women married to non-

Qataris cannot pass their citizenship on to their children or spouses, whereas Qatari men 

married to non-Qataris can pass on their citizenship to their children and spouses after 

five years of marriage.76 However, while fathers are the legal guardians of their children, 

mothers are given physical custody of their children, which is defined as “protecting, 

raising and caring for a child according to her or his best interest.”77 The fact that mothers 

are given physical custody over their children, while legal authority is given to the 

children’s fathers, is an obvious reflection of patriarchal gender norms that prioritize 

women’s roles in the domestic sphere and men’s roles as the providers for the family.78 

                                                           
72 Aldosari, 9. 
73 United Nations Children’s Fund, “QATAR: MENA Gender Equality Profile,” 2011, 2, 

https://www.unicef.org/gender/files/Qatar-Gender-Eqaulity-Profile-2011.pdf. 
74 Aldosari, “The Personal Is Political: Gender Identity in the Personal Status Laws of the Gulf Arab 

States,” 12. 
75 “QATAR: MENA Gender Equality Profile,” 2. 
76 2. 
77 Aldosari, “The Personal Is Political: Gender Identity in the Personal Status Laws of the Gulf Arab 

States,” 13. 
78 Aldosari, 6. 



19 
 

While the state’s national development strategies rely upon and encourage 

women’s participation in higher education and the workforce, particularly in its efforts to 

empower the minority national population, the existence of social norms prioritizing 

women’s domestic responsibilities, and state laws restricting women’s roles in society, 

promote a very different narrative. As a result, Qatari women are faced with difficult 

choices, as the burden of balancing increased opportunities with domestic pressures falls 

on their shoulders.79 The tensions which have developed between the sometimes-

opposing expectations placed on Qatari women, and the state’s attempts to represent 

women as both symbols of religious piety and markers of modernity, are also manifested 

in controversies surrounding the educational sector, which I will explore in the following 

section. 

Gender and Educational Reform  

Educational reform is playing a significant role in Qatar’s modern development 

and has reflected the state’s struggle to simultaneously promote modernization and 

maintain cultural and religious norms. The preservation of gender segregation policies in 

the public educational sphere contributes to state efforts to maintain social stability and 

construct a national identity, whereas educational reform in the private educational sphere 

contributes to the state’s national development strategies. Gender segregation policies are 

consistent with the view that women are bearers of morality and religious piety who 

require protection, and the continued gender segregation of all public schools in the 

nation has been represented by the state as proof of its efforts to maintain cultural 
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authenticity. At the same time, the state has allowed for the development of Western co-

educational institutions at all levels of education in the private educational sphere in an 

attempt to meet international educational standards and increase the state’s global 

influence, and has represented women’s educational advancement as proof of 

modernization. 

 The influence of Western nations in structuring Qatar’s educational infrastructure 

can be seen most blatantly in the development of Education City. Inaugurated by the 

Qatar Foundation in 2003, the cluster of university campuses is home to branches of six 

U.S. universities, including Georgetown, Northwestern, and Carnegie Mellon. In 

addition, the government of Qatar commissioned the United States RAND Corporation to 

restructure Qatar’s pre-university educational institutions in 2001 in an effort to bring the 

educational system up to international standards.80 While Education City is viewed by 

many Qataris as a symbol of progress and prestige, it is viewed by others as a 

representation of the unchecked influence of Westernization in the nation. Furthermore, 

the lack of gender segregation on the campuses at Education City means that many 

Qataris do not consider it a valid option for Qatari women seeking to pursue higher 

education. In an article on the political issues stemming from Qatar’s “western 

orientation,” Justin Gengler writes, “It is public misgivings over such Western 

domination — with RAND's historical ties to the U.S. military adding fuel to the fire — 

that has spurred wide-ranging efforts to reassert national and cultural ownership over the 

educational sphere.”81 While the state of Qatar has allowed for increased Western 

                                                           
80 Justin Gengler, “The Political Costs of Qatar’s Western Orientation,” Middle East Policy 19, no. 4 

(2012): 71. 
81 Gengler, 71. 



21 
 

influence in the private sector of the educational sphere, it is also implementing and 

maintaining policies in the public educational sector to counter the social backlash which 

has occurred in response to the influence of Westernization. In order to “combat the 

perception of Education City as a collection of foreign enclaves,”82 the state of Qatar has 

strategically implemented policies at Qatar University consistent with the views of 

conservative Qatari citizens. Unsurprisingly, Qataris have consistently composed the 

majority of Qatar University's student population, whereas non-Qataris have composed 

the majority of the student population at Education City (approximately 60 percent in the 

2014-2015 academic year).83 In the 2005-2006 academic year, 91 percent of students 

attending 4-year universities in Qatar (71 percent of whom were Qatari) were attending 

Qatar University, and 74 percent of Qatar University's student population consisted of 

Qatari students.84 

Qatar University is viewed by many Qataris as a representation of authentic 

cultural values and a bastion of conservative thought. While this perception is not entirely 

accurate, the state of Qatar has certainly utilized Qatar University, and representations of 

the university, to appease Qataris who are concerned that the government is losing sight 

of important cultural values and traditions, and the university’s policies of gender 

segregation have remained at the core of such representations. A male professor at QU, 

who holds a high-ranking administrative position in the College of Sharia and Islamic 
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Studies, expressed dissatisfaction with the direction in which he perceives the university 

to be heading. He said, “Society controls the university. It should be the university 

leading society. Whatever the people say, the university follows. The people feel QU 

represents them.”85 This professor also posited that the views of the current president of 

Qatar University, Dr. Hassan Rashid Al-Derham, are more conservative than those of the 

previous president, Dr. Sheikha Abdulla Al-Misnad, and that this has contributed to the 

university’s recent implementation of conservative policies. When Al-Misnad became 

president of the university in 2003, she implemented a controversial reform which raised 

the required passing grade-point average, and this resulted in criticism from many Qatari 

students and citizens. During a panel discussion in 2013, Al-Misnad described Qatar 

University as requiring reform when she became president, saying that the university was 

“very traditional” and “treated as a government department.”86 During the same panel, 

Al-Misnad described a lack of motivation in Qatari youth, and many students took to 

twitter to criticize her comments and call for her resignation.87 The hiring of Al-Derham 

in 2015 was looked upon favorably by Qataris who felt that Al-Misnad was not 

adequately representing their values as president of the university, and supports the 

argument that the state of Qatar is making certain concessions to Qatari citizens in order 

to maintain social stability.  

Other examples which support this argument include the way Qatar’s Ministry of 

Education responded to controversies surrounding English language policies at Qatar 
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University, which were a source of complaint against the university among Qatari 

citizens.88 In 2012, Qatar’s Supreme Education Council reversed an English language 

policy which required students at Qatar University who could not demonstrate English 

proficiency to take a remedial language course, and reverted to Arabic as the primary 

language of instruction.89 Also in 2012, QU implemented a revised version of the 

university’s etiquette policy, intended to curb the influence of Western styles of dress and 

behavior.90 As a visiting scholar at Qatar University in the summer of 2017, I saw large 

posters displayed throughout Qatar University’s campus with cartoons exemplifying 

appropriate and inappropriate forms of dress for female students. Qatari citizens 

concerned about the imposition of Western values in Qatar have sometimes focused on 

Western dress as an example of the West’s pervasive and problematic influence in Qatar. 

In 2014, Qatari activists launched a “Reflect your Respect” campaign, which encouraged 

foreigners to dress in a culturally-appropriate manner and involved women and children 

handing out leaflets with messages about modest dress.91 

A final example of how the university has responded to the concerns of Qatari 

citizens occurred in 2016, when the president of the university cancelled a debate on the 

roles of women in Islam. The debate was scheduled to take place between a male 

professor at the college of Sharia and Islamic Studies, Nayef Al-Nahar, and a female 
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professor in international affairs, Hatoon Al-Fassi. Hatoon Al-Fassi is a Saudi women’s 

rights activist, and many Qataris, including faculty and students at Qatar University, 

called for her expulsion through social media campaigns after her students posted a 

controversial article about male guardianship laws in October of that year.92 The 

president of the university canceled the debate, and Al-Fassi did not return to her position 

in the fall of 2017. 

The state of Qatar is utilizing Qatar University as an arena to respond to the 

concern of conservative Qatari citizens that the nation is abandoning its cultural and 

religious values. By making concessions to Qatari citizens, the state is attempting to 

assure the Qatari population that the nation is not capitulating to Westernization. 

Representations of women are central to these attempts, as women’s roles in the spheres 

of education and the workplace remain a defining factor in determining the extent to 

which the state is perceived as retaining its cultural and religious identity.93 The state’s 

representation of Qatar University as an institution preserving cultural authenticity and 

complying to Islamic values would fall apart without the continuation of its gender 

segregation policies, as women’s restricted visibility outside of the home is viewed as a 

foundational aspect of the state’s religious piety.94 Gender segregation remains central to 

questions of whether or not women are being protected and policed as bearers of tradition 

and religious piety, and the state is utilizing gender segregation in public education, along 
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with the implementation of other conservative policies, to assure the public that women’s 

roles are not moving too far away from cultural and religious norms.  

The state’s attempts to foster a public perception of the preservation of cultural 

authenticity has conflicted with other aspects of governmental agendas, including gaining 

international influence and constructing an image of a “modern” and “developed” nation. 

While the state has utilized Qatar University in its efforts to maintain social stability and 

construct a national identity, it has utilized Education City to fulfill national 

developmental agendas and present an appealing image of the nation to the international 

community. The development of Education City is a project of the Qatar Foundation, 

which is a semi-private non-profit organization founded by the previous emir of Qatar, 

Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al-Thani and his second wife, Sheikha Moza bint Nasser. The 

Qatar Foundation maintains deep ties to the government of Qatar, and has functioned as a 

quasi-governmental institution that explicitly aims to contribute to state agendas, 

including the QNV and NDS. The development of Education City was spearheaded by 

Sheikha Moza, and is represented by the Qatar Foundation as an important aspect of 

national development and progress that seeks to contribute to the goals of the national 

vision.  

The Qatar Foundation’s website describes Education City as a “location renowned 

for innovation and knowledge” which is “home to prestigious universities and schools 

[and] cutting-edge research centers and laboratories,” and elevates education as being 

“fundamental to Qatar’s development as a modern knowledge-based economy.”95 Such 
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rhetoric, which is also promoted by government officials, frames educational reform as 

integral to Qatar’s national development strategies. During a speech at a convocation 

ceremony in Education City in 2015, Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani described 

education as “a fusion of all components of our educational structure at various levels, 

contributing to Qatar’s development and achieving its aspirations towards sustainable 

development.”96 He also stated that education is of the “highest importance” in Qatar due 

to the “firm belief that education is the main tributary to knowledge, that elevates and 

develops nations, and through which we could overcome all social challenges facing 

Arab societies.” By meeting international standards for higher education, and providing 

educational opportunities for Qatari men and women, Education City is represented by 

the state as concrete proof that the nation is “modern” and “developed.”  

 Once again, women are central to this representation -- this time as markers of 

modernity. Facilitating women’s educational advancement is part of a larger political 

strategy to construct an image of the nation appealing to the international community.97 

As Al-Rasheed argues, educated women can provide a political regime with a “soft and 

sophisticated modern face.”98 Al-Rasheed calls the “orchestrated and well-managed 

appearance” of women in the public sphere in Saudi a “reflection of the state’s quest for a 

cosmopolitan modernity.”99 She argues that the celebration of women’s achievements and 

their increased participation in the public sphere is necessary in order to present an image 
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of a modernized nation to “local and global audiences.”100 Qatar has utilized the same 

strategy, placing women in visible public positions and elevating their achievements in 

order to demonstrate the nation’s modernization to the international community. Sheikha 

Moza has been represented by the state as a model for young Qatari women, and the state 

of Qatar has appointed three women to ministerial positions (Minister of Education, 

Minister of Communication and Information Technology, and Minister of Public Health) 

since 2003. Furthermore, four women were appointed to the state's Shura Council in 

2017, two women were elected to the Municipal Council in 2015, and a woman has 

served as the Permanent Representative of Qatar to the United Nations since 2013. The 

Qatar National Vision 2030 even includes the social development outcome to “enhance 

women’s capacities and empower them to participate fully in the political and economic 

spheres, especially in decision-making roles.”101 In sum, the state of Qatar has 

strategically promoted increases in women’s educational opportunities and career 

opportunities, as well as women’s increased visibility in the public sphere, in order to 

represent women as markers of modernity to the international community and increase 

the state’s global influence. 

Conclusion 

Women are integral to the modern nation-building initiatives of the state of Qatar 

not only because their participation in higher education and the workforce is necessary to 

fulfill economic and human development aims, but because their perceived and actual 

roles in society remain a central aspect of the state’s construction of an envisioned nation 
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to present to Qatar and the world. The state is sending mixed messages to its female 

Qatari citizens by engaging in strategies of national development that require women to 

participate in higher education and the workforce in ways that will inevitably violate 

social norms, while also engaging in the preservation of the same social norms to foster 

the perception that the nation is retaining its cultural authenticity. Gender norms, 

patriarchal structures, and symbolic representations of women are being exploited by 

those seeking to exert power in society. Women’s labor in the workforce, their roles in 

the family and the domestic sphere, their visibility in the public sphere -- these are all 

building blocks of the state’s envisioned nation. But women are not building blocks 

without agency or voices, and the following sections will delve into the discourses of 

Qatari women themselves as they impact and respond to the nation-building endeavors of 

the state.  
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PART II: WOMEN'S VOICES: THE DISCOURSES OF QATARI WOMEN ON 

MODERNITY, TRADITION, AND GENDER 

Introduction 

The state of Qatar is far from unique in its exploitation of gendered 

representations, symbols, and initiatives to fulfill international and domestic political 

objectives. However, Qatar’s context has presented a unique set of challenges, such as 

forming a solid national identity in light of its minority national population. The state is 

scrambling to avert a national identity crisis in the midst of a flood of expatriates without 

ebbing the flow of economic and political capital they provide. The nation’s struggle to 

balance modernization with the preservation of tradition not only impacts the initiatives 

and discourses of the state, but also shapes the framework in which Qatari women must 

make personal and professional choices. In the following sections, I will present a 

qualitative case study of Qatari women as they navigate the tensions between modern 

development and “traditional” social norms, and illustrate how these women are 

impacting and responding to the state’s struggle to balance modernity and tradition and 

negotiating established gender norms and expectations.  

Engaging with current scholarly discussion, my research explores the question of 

how Qatari women are negotiating the gender paradigms established in their social and 

religious contexts and promoted by the state alongside expectations for increased 

participation in higher education and the workforce.102 It also examines how Qatari 

women are engaging with state conceptualizations of modern development and tradition. 
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While the Qatari women who contributed to my research expressed differing views and 

opinions, my analysis identifies certain commonalities among their discourses and trends 

in their views on gender norms and modernization. The research presented here 

demonstrates that Qatari women desire to embrace what they perceive as positive aspects 

of modern development, while maintaining an authentic cultural identity, established 

gender paradigms, and certain “traditional” social and religious values. In addition, it 

reveals that the discourses of Qatari women both reflect and resist state discourses related 

to modernity and tradition.  

More specifically, in reference to Qatari women's views on gender roles, my 

research demonstrates that Qatari women consider established gender paradigms 

beneficial to women and rationalize their views by appealing to both Islamic values and 

the economic benefits afforded them by traditional family values and roles. In reference 

to their views on modern development and tradition, my research reveals that Qatari 

women's discourses elevate positive aspects of modernization, emphasize the importance 

of preserving tradition, and express unequivocal support for the state's nation-building 

agendas. At the same time, their discourses reflect a level of dissatisfaction with the 

impact of modern development on the nation and resist certain aspects of state discourses.  

Before presenting my research, I will provide an overview of current scholarship 

on Qatari women and outline the ways in which my analysis intersects with existing 

research. In general, my research supports the arguments of current scholarship related to 

how Qatari women view gender roles and exercise agency. Furthermore, it contributes to 

current scholarship by exploring the religious and non-religious justifications women 
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provide for their views on gender and the relationship between the discourses of Qatari 

women and the discourses of the state on modern development and tradition. 

Current Scholarship on Qatari Women 

Many scholars have explored how Muslim women in other Middle Eastern 

nations have exercised agency in the context of modern development, particularly as 

secular and nationalist movements have gained influence in their nations and sparked 

women’s increased participation in Islamic religious movements.103 However, as 

discussed in Part I, the sociopolitical context of Qatari women differs from the context of 

women in many other Arab states due to the influence of religious nationalist ideologies 

and the state’s marriage to the Wahhabi religious tradition.104 In fact, there does not 

appear to be any substantial women’s religious movement in Qatar, and appeals to 

religious ideology are likely to be found in agreement with discourses promoted by the 

state. While the broad question of how Muslim women are exercising agency in the 

context of political, religious, and social processes quite obviously applies to analysis of 

Qatari women’s views and choices, the specific questions scholars should be asking 

about Qatari women must take into account Qatar’s unique sociopolitical context.   
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Ideologies that conflate Westernization with modernity and traditionalism with 

religion have a very different impact in Qatar than in other Arab nations, as the state of 

Qatar itself is promoting the preservation of tradition and religion while simultaneously 

facilitating modern development and the increased influence of Western institutions in 

the nation. The Qatari state is attempting to implement a form of modernization that is 

considered valid by the international community, but also one that its minority population 

does not equate with Westernization or a loss of religious and social values and 

traditional culture. It could be argued that the state is attempting to construct its own 

version of modernity that allows for the preservation of “traditional” culture and social 

norms. As discussed at length in Part I, the state’s strategies to carry out this agenda 

involve exploiting representations of women as symbols of tradition and markers of 

modernity and utilizing gendered nation-building initiatives. Therefore, to understand 

how Qatari women view modern development and the preservation of tradition in their 

nation, it is necessary to explore how they are engaging with the state’s 

conceptualizations of modernity and tradition and the representations and expectations 

the state has projected and placed upon them. In addition, analyzing how Qatari women 

view established gender paradigms and the religious and non-religious justifications they 

provide for their views must take into account not only the patriarchal structures 

embedded within their religious and cultural context, but also the fact that the state relies 

upon women adhering to established gender norms to carry out its political agendas.  

Fortunately, a handful of scholars have recently begun to address questions 

related to Qatari women’s participation in higher education and the workforce and their 

roles in the domestic sphere in the context of the state’s development initiatives. In “In 
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Majaalis Al-Hareem: The Complex Professional and Personal Choices of Qatari 

Women,” Jocelyn Sage Mitchell, Christina Paschyn, Sadia Mir, Kirsten Pike, and Tanya 

Kane explore the conflict between Qatari women’s increased participation in the 

educational sphere and workplace and the existence of “social norms and attitudes which 

prioritize domestic life.”105 Their research study was funded by the Qatar National 

Research Fund of the Qatar Foundation and conducted with the purpose of providing the 

Qatari government with policy recommendations. The authors argue that the 

government’s emphasis on Qatari women’s participation in higher education and the 

workforce in its human development strategies conflicts with social norms and other 

governmental agendas that prioritize women’s roles in the domestic sphere. The article’s 

policy recommendations include the suggestion that the government re-brand the concept 

of the “Qatari working woman” in state discourse so that it no longer frames women’s 

participation in the workforce as detrimental to the family, and implement more family-

friendly policies in the workplace. 

In a similar vein, Laurie James-Hawkins, Yara Qutteina, and Kathryn M. Yount’s 

article, “The Patriarchal Bargain in a Context of Rapid Changes to Normative Gender 

Roles: Young Arab Women’s Role Conflict in Qatar,” addresses the question of how 

Qatari women are responding to the conflict between social norms and increased 

participation in higher education and the workforce.106 The authors conducted a research 

study focused on Qatari women ages 18-25, and their research aims to "illustrate the 
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conflict between norms about education, workforce, and family.”107 The authors argue 

that Qatari women have responded to the conflict between social norms and participation 

in higher education and the workforce in varied ways, with some women prioritizing 

family over education and work and others holding conflicting norms without 

acknowledgment of a normative conflict.  In addition, their research found that many 

women desired to gain financial independence because they doubted “customary family 

safety nets,” i.e., the economic provision of their families in circumstances such as 

divorce or the death of a husband. The study also presented an overall trend among the 

Qatari female participants, which was that they “have aspirations for higher education 

and employment, but simultaneously hold customary norms about the family.”108 

In “Qatari Women Navigating Gendered Space,” Krystyna Golkowska examines 

the agency of Qatari women “within the framework of the traditional gendered space 

model”109 and the factors that constrain the mobility of Qatari women in public spaces. 

Golkowska discusses the increase in Qatari women's public visibility in recent years, 

particularly in the spaces of education, employment, and sports. She argues that the 

Qatari state’s geopolitical agenda is facilitating the advancement of women in Qatari 

society, because the state requires the participation of its female citizenry in order to 

move towards a knowledge-based economy.110 However, she also addresses the fact that 

advances in career and educational opportunities for Qatari women have not precluded 

the preservation of certain traditional social norms and explores the impact of these 
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norms on the choices of Qatari women. Golkowska argues that young Qatari women are 

choosing to “exercise agency through navigating the existing systems rather than 

question traditional socio-cultural norms.”111 

My research intersects with these studies in its analysis of how women are 

navigating the pressures of modernization alongside established social norms and 

expectations. My argument that Qatari women desire to embrace positive aspects of 

modern development while maintaining established gender paradigms supports the 

arguments of Golkowska and James-Hawkins et. al, specifically Golkowska's argument 

that Qatari women are working within existing sociocultural structures to exercise agency 

and James-Hawkins et al.'s argument that Qatari women simultaneously hold traditional 

gender norms and career and educational “aspirations.” My research also contributes to 

the scholarly discussion on Qatari women’s engagement with modern development and 

social norms by exploring the religious and non-religious justifications women provide 

for their views on gender paradigms, and the ways their discourses on modern 

development and tradition reflect and resist the discourses of the state.  

My research departs from the work of James-Hawkins et al. in that I do not frame 

the choices Qatari women face in regard to career and educational opportunities and 

domestic responsibilities as a conflict. My research is interested in the question of how 

Qatari women themselves are representing both the impact of modern development and 

the continued influence of traditional social norms on their lives, and the women who 

contributed to my research did not represent the choices available to them as being in 
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conflict with one another. While it is clear that the state of Qatar is asking a lot of women 

and that its expectations for women are not necessarily consistent with one another, I did 

not assume a priori that Qatari women view increased societal engagement to be in 

conflict with existing domestic responsibilities or that they are unhappy with the choices 

available to them. The age-old problem of Western scholarship is the projection of 

Western categorizations and presuppositions upon unwilling recipients. While I do not 

deny the influence of my subject-position on my research or analysis, my study attempts 

to represent what is often framed as a conflict between modern development and 

traditional social norms in the manner it is represented by the Qatari women whom it 

actually impacts -- allowing them to answer the questions of what modern development 

and social change means for their personal and professional lives and how they view the 

roles and choices available to them in their society.  

Methodology 

My research findings are derived from interviews, and the sample size for my 

research project is 15 Qatari women. My research is qualitative, and it is not intended to 

offer sociological trends or provide quantitative data on Qatari women. Instead, its 

purpose is to illustrate the views and decisions of real Qatari women as they engage with 

sociopolitical processes, state discourses, and cultural and religious context. Thus, while 

my findings are relatively consistent with the limited number of sociological studies 

conducted on Qatari women cited above, they are not all-encompassing and do not speak 

for all Qatari women. Rather, they examine the discourses of 15 specific women as they 

discuss topics related to gender, modern development, and tradition. 
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The women in my case study are all Sunni Muslims who were born and raised in 

Qatar. Their ages range from 26-56, and their levels of education are varied. I conducted 

interviews in English and Arabic, with four primarily in Arabic and 11 primarily in 

English. Translators assisted with the interviews conducted primarily in Arabic. 

Interviews were conducted separately, with the exception of my interviews with 

Buthayna and Hend Al-Khater, two sisters who asked me to interview them together at 

Buthayna’s home. I asked my interviewees a range of open-ended questions about 

modernization in Qatar, Qatari culture, gender roles, religion, and politics, and allowed 

the interviews to take shape based on what the women were most interested in discussing. 

My research approach was influenced heavily by Bruno Latour’s “Actor-Network-

Theory,” which encourages social science scholars to “follow the actor” rather than 

impose a social order and specific language on research subjects a priori.112 

Following the wishes of participants, I do not always use the full names or exact 

ages of the women in the case study. Education level is also not always included. The 

main reason for this variation is the fact that I was sometimes unable to obtain accurate 

information. Some Qataris are granted advanced degrees without actually attending 

university, and these are conferred on the basis of social status (which often goes hand-

in-hand with tribal affiliation). For example, one of the women included in my research 

study, who is probably illiterate, nonetheless possesses a bachelor’s degree. She was 

likely granted the degree due to her social status and her husband’s involvement in the 

educational sector in Qatar. It should also be noted that many of the women in my study 
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possess the same family names. This does not imply that they are directly related as 

defined by Western conventions, but is the result of Qatari families choosing to maintain 

tribal family names and affiliations. 

My research on Qatari women's views and discourses is broken up into two 

sections, with one section focused on gender roles and the other focused on modern 

development and tradition. Each is preceded by a section on sociopolitical context to 

properly situate the women’s discourses and provide information relevant to the topics 

they discussed. As such, the first section will discuss societal trends related to women’s 

roles in the public and private spheres in Qatar, and the second will outline the discourses 

of Qatari women on gender roles and societal engagement. In a similar fashion, the third 

section will examine state discourses and initiatives related to modernization and the 

preservation of tradition, and the fourth will outline the discourses of Qatari women on 

modern development and tradition. 

Qatari Women in Society: Higher Education, the Workforce, and Marriage 

 Before delving into Qatari women’s views on gender roles, it is important to 

expand on the information provided in Part I about Qatar’s cultural and social context and 

its impact on women’s roles. As already discussed, Qatari laws place significant 

restrictions on women, particularly because they endow male guardians with a great deal 

of authority over various aspects of women’s lives. Personal status laws, as well as the 

state’s national vision and national development strategies, reinforce traditional gender 

norms that prioritize women’s roles in the domestic sphere and men’s roles in the public 

sphere. At the same time, the state’s developmental agendas require women’s increased 

participation in the workforce, and its political and foreign policy agendas require 
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women’s increased visibility in the public sphere. As Qatari women have responded to 

the dualistic agendas of the state, and the impact of these agendas on their lives, 

interesting societal trends have arisen in both the private and public spheres.  

 Since the modernization of Qatar, Qatari women have consistently outnumbered men in 

higher education enrollment rates.113 When Qatar University was established in 1973 as 

the nation’s first university, the first class admitted consisted of 93 female students and 

57 male students.114 The trend has persisted over the years, and as of 2016, females 

comprised 81 percent of the student population at Qatar University.115 In recent years, 

Qatari women’s enrollment rates in higher education, including enrollment at Qatar 

University and the universities in Education City, have nearly doubled the enrollment rate 

of Qatari men.116 Qatari women are also outperforming Qatari men academically in 

higher education in Qatar.117 However, women’s level of participation in the workforce 

has not matched or reflected educational trends in higher education.118 Although 88 

percent of women were pursuing higher education in Qatar as of 2016, which is the 

highest percentage among the Gulf states, national female workforce participation was at 

around 36 percent.119 In addition, female workforce participation has increased at a 

slower rate than other Gulf states.120 As mentioned previously, one of the reasons for the 
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mismatch is the existence of social norms that prioritize women’s roles in the domestic 

sphere. 

Not surprisingly, as education and workforce participation has increased among 

Qatari women, marriage rates have declined. The average age of marriage for Qatari 

women has increased since the country’s modernization, and the overall rate of marriage 

among Qatari citizens has declined in recent years. The average age at first marriage for 

Qatari females increased from 20 years of age in 1986 to 23.8 years of age in 2015.121 

From 2009-2015, the marriage rate among Qatari males and females dropped 

significantly, with the rate for males decreasing from 29.4 to 24.1 and the rate for females 

decreasing from 27.7 to 22.2.122 According to a report by Qatar’s Ministry of 

Development, Planning and Statistics, the primary reasons for this decline are “the high 

level of women’s education and their large participation in the labor market, in addition 

to the high expenses of marriage.”123 In addition, the divorce rate in Qatar has increased 

at an alarming rate in recent years. In 2015, 807 Qatari men filed for divorce, which was 

a 71 percent increase from 471 cases in 2000.124 Likewise, the divorce rate among 

women went up 52 percent, from 446 cases in 2000 to 706 cases in 2015.125 
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These trends exemplify some of the social changes Qatari society has undergone 

in the wake of modern development, and they appear to be alarming state leaders. Qatar’s 

Minister of Development, Planning and Statistics writes in the report issued by his 

ministry, 

The Ministry of Development Planning and Statistics (MDPS) hopes that the 

government agencies, private institutions of public interest and civil society 

organizations will all benefit from this report’s indicators of marriage & divorce 

2015, to develop plans and policies that encourage the youth to marry, and 

eliminate the spread of divorce cases, as well as find effective solutions, 

especially among the youth age groups.126   

A decline in marriage rates and rise in divorce rates is not a good look for a state that is 

claiming to retain its social values. In state discourses, the family is elevated as the 

foundation of Qatari society and a major premise for this claim. The Qatar National 

Vision 2030 states, “Despite rapid economic and social gains, as well as political change, 

Qatar has maintained its cultural and traditional values as an Arab and Islamic nation that 

considers the family to be the main pillar of society.”127 The National Development 

Strategy acknowledges the seemingly negative effects of modern development on cultural 

norms, stating “Changes brought on by external pressures and internal evolutions are 

rapidly altering the family dynamic. Some of these changes are undesirable, leading to 

rising divorce rates and increased domestic violence.”128 Yet, the very next sentence 

seems to backtrack on this admission, stating, “But many changes point to a society that 
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is expanding its cultural imprint while staying true to its Arab identity.”129 The state is 

struggling to adequately address the “undesirable” impacts of modern development 

without admitting that the nation is in any danger of losing its traditional values and 

culture.  

  It is not a reach to say that the Qatari state is relying upon women more now than 

ever before to accomplish its agendas, which is one of the reasons why Qatari women’s 

views and discourses are so relevant for those seeking to understand modern Qatari 

society. The choices of women are deeply impacting the nation’s social fabric, which is 

clearly indicated by the shifting rates of higher education, marriage and divorce. While 

the state attempts to present itself in the best possible light to the international community 

without upsetting the nation’s cultural and social foundation, Qatari women are making 

choices about how to operate within a changing social context.  The next section will 

analyze the views of Qatari women on established gender roles in Qatari society, and 

illuminate their perspectives on the professional and personal choices available to them. 

Qatari Women's Views on Gender Roles 

 The interviews I conducted provided significant insight into the way Qatari 

women view concepts related to gender roles and the status of women in modern Qatari 

society. My findings revealed two significant trends among the women interviewed 

related to gender roles. First, they expressed satisfaction with and a desire to maintain 

established gender paradigms related to men’s and women’s roles in the family. Second, 

they held the view that men have a religious obligation to provide financially for the 

women in their families, whereas women have an obligation to act as the primary 
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caretaker of their children. In regard to the relationship between career and educational 

opportunities and domestic responsibilities, the women’s views were varied and their 

personal choices reflected differing priorities. While all of the women expressed a desire 

to maintain established gender roles, they expressed differing views on how to navigate 

career and educational opportunities alongside cultural, religious and social norms.  

 When asked about gender roles in Qatar, the women’s initial reactions often 

reflected a desire to dispel common Western tropes and stereotypes about Muslim 

women. Amina Al-Ansari, a professor of Islamic culture at Qatar University, told me she 

was afraid to discuss the topic of women’s rights with me, because she believes 

Americans have the wrong idea about women’s rights in the Middle East.130 Amina also 

expressed a desire to resist Western gender equality paradigms, saying, “In [the] West, 

they always think women are oppressed. This is not the story. We must separate equality 

and oppression… The West tries to impose [their views of gender equality] on Arab 

women.” Buthayna Al-Khater, a stay-at-home mother in her 40s, was quick to respond to 

my questions about the status of women in Qatar, stating, “We don’t want to be like the 

West. We don’t want to live like women in the West. Women like their lives and are 

proud of their lives here. Respect the differences, and know this life wasn’t forced on us. 

We are not victims.”131 Her sister Hend Al-Khater, an unmarried woman in her forties 

who works at Al-Fanar Islamic Cultural Center, added, “We don’t need a savior.”132  

Most women interviewed were eager to address Western misconceptions about 

Muslim women, and were not afraid to question my motives for asking about gender 

                                                           
130 Amina Al-Ansari, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 15, 2017. 
131 Buthayna Al-Khater, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 17, 2017. 
132 Hend Al-Khater, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 17, 2017. 
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roles in Qatar. All of the women interviewed expressed a level of satisfaction and desire 

to maintain current non-Western gender paradigms, which they related to the roles of 

men and women in the family. During my visit with Buthayna and Hend, they each made 

comparisons between gender roles in Qatar and the West, citing Qatari men’s religious 

obligation to financially provide for their wives and daughters as a benefit of Qatari 

gender paradigms. Hend stated, “The man has to provide according to Islam. Even if [his 

wife] is rich, she doesn’t have to share her money. He still has to provide for her. She can 

keep the money, but he has to take care of her. If she gives [the money to her family], it is 

because she wants to.” Buthayna connected financial provision to the role of family in 

Qatari women’s lives, which she described as an advantage for Qatari women. She said, 

When you are freed from tradition, you’re freed from the negatives and the 

positives. If freed from the family, you lose the support of the family... For girls 

here, living with the family and being provided for is a positive thing. I would say 

99 percent of Qatari women -- they like having the support of their families and 

living with their families. 

The view that women in Qatar receive gender-specific benefits from the financial 

provision of the men in their families was universal among the women I interviewed, and 

all 15 women shared the belief that men are religiously obligated to financially care for 

their wives and daughters in accordance with the teachings of Islam. Two of the women 

mentioned this obligation as justification for Qatari inheritance practices, which are 

derived from interpretations of the Quran and give men a greater share in inheritances. 

The right of Muslim women to receive financial provision from their husbands (also 

called maintenance or nafaqah) is widely accepted by Sunni scholars in all four schools 

of thought, and is derived from interpretations of the Quran and other Islamic 
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traditions.133 This right is also included in the Qatari family law.134 Fatima, an unmarried 

27-year-old who works for the organization Education Above All, discussed the religious 

justification for men’s financial obligations.135 When asked if men and women have 

different roles or responsibilities in Islam, she responded that men have more 

responsibilities than women. She said, “If you look at the Quran, there are no verses that 

tell women what their roles or responsibilities are specifically. There were certain roles 

that were relayed for men. Sometimes [Muslims] misinterpret it in the sense that it means 

they are higher than women. It actually means they have higher responsibilities. They 

should be the provider.”  

Fatima Al-Muftah, a 42-year-old woman who acquired her bachelor’s degree 

from Qatar University, married at age 23 and now has three children. She worked as a 

teacher during the first four years of her marriage, but then decided to stop working and 

stay at home. She said, “Women are like queens in Qatar. The men should take care of 

the women. The woman should relax. The man should work. It’s better for the woman to 

sit in the home.”136 Amina Al-Ansari expressed a similar sentiment, although she 

continues to work as a professor. She said, “If someone is paying for you, you can work 

from the house. If someone is providing everything [for a woman], she is crazy if she 

wants to work… I started work when my last daughter got married. [Before that], I took 

care of the house and kids.”  

                                                           
133 Jamal J. Nasir, The Status of Women under Islamic Law and Modern Islamic Legislation: Third Edition 

of the Revised and Updated Work (Leiden, NETHERLANDS: BRILL, 2009), 105, 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wfu/detail.action?docID=468289. 
134 “Law No. 22 of 2006 Promulgating ‘The Family Law’ 22/2006,” Part 3, Section 2, Articles 61-73. 
135 Fatima, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 29, 2017. 
136 Fatima Al-Muftah, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 21, 2017. 
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When asked about the duties of men and women in Islam, the women presented a 

clear picture of men’s financial responsibilities, but their responses concerning women’s 

duties were expressed with less clarity. Several women had to stop and think about the 

question of the religious obligations of women, and it appeared that women’s religious 

roles or duties were not something on which these women often reflected. Regardless of 

this, most of the women ultimately offered the same conclusion in their conversations 

with me: taking care of the house and children is considered a religious duty for women 

according to Islam. However, the nature of their discussions surrounding women’s roles 

in the home expressed a common theme, in that most of them took women’s domestic 

responsibilities for granted and viewed the care of children as the responsibility of all 

married women with children, regardless of religious affiliation. Thus, they did not 

necessarily appeal to religion to justify domestic responsibilities, but did consider 

women’s obligation to care for the house and children to be consistent with Islamic 

principles. Married and unmarried participants alike shared this view, although they 

sometimes expressed differing views on whether or not marriage should be prioritized 

over other aspects of a woman’s life.  

Furthermore, several women appealed to the “natural” differences between men 

and women as rationality for preserving traditional gender roles. When I asked Hend 

whether or not taking care of children is a religious duty for women, she replied, “Yeah, 

but that’s just natural. Everyone does that.” Fatima Al-Muftah described caring for 

children as the “best job” and portrayed her decision to quit her teaching job in order to 

care for her children as a natural choice. She said, “It’s difficult for a woman to work and 

take care of the children. It’s a lot. It was too hard [for me] to do both.” Fatima, who is 
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unmarried, said in reference to women’s domestic responsibilities, “Women in general 

because of their nature tend to be more attentive to housework and to kids in general. So I 

think it’s just nature, it’s like they tend to be more… um… nurturing, which I guess pre-

defines the roles.”  

Many of the women described differences in men’s and women’s roles as natural 

and positive, and none of the women expressed discontent with Qatari gender roles. Their 

views reflected a complementarian view of gender, in which men and women naturally 

take on different roles that complement one another. Fatima discussed the struggle and 

pressure women face to balance work and family, and said that women have to choose 

which one to prioritize.137 However, she said that comparing men and women is like 

trying to compare apples to oranges. She expressed the view that the roles and 

responsibilities of men and women should not be identical and stated that each come with 

their own pressures and expectations. Referencing financial pressure as an example of a 

challenge unique to men, she said,  

A lot of [men] actually take out loans just to be able to get married. There is that 

pressure as well to start a family. I always like to think of equality like a scale… It 

can always be equal, but it doesn’t have to be the exact same roles and 

responsibilities. You can have an equal scale with apples and oranges that weigh 

the same. 

Amina Al-Ansari, who views the domestic roles of women as an important religious 

obligation to be prioritized in women’s lives, expressed a similar view, though perhaps 

more bluntly, saying, “I am against equality between men and women. On a ship, are all 

equal to the captain? He should be different. Everyone has a role, but that doesn’t mean 

                                                           
137 See also Golkowska, “Qatari Women Navigating Gendered Space,” 6; Mitchell et al., “In Majaalis Al-

Hareem: The Complex Professional and Personal Choices of Qatari Women.,” 7. 
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women are lower than men. Even the creation of the body of woman -- [it was] built 

different than man…”  

Several women described the positive aspects of a traditional gender paradigm, 

and the negative changes that would result from shifting towards a Western paradigm. 

Buthayna Al-Kather compared her perceptions of the role of family in the lives of Qatari 

and American women, stating, “Girls in America have to be independent, work for 

themselves to provide for themselves. It’s not like that here… The families support them 

and care for them.” Fatima also described the negative aspects which come with 

expectations of financial independence. She said, “I live under my dad’s roof. Unless I’m 

willing to become completely independent… he’s paying for my car, I live under his 

roof… I can’t ask for more. I basically have to abide by his rules. It doesn’t mean I don’t 

have the right to do what I want... But it’s a give and take.” She continued, “When you 

ask for complete independence, you have to endure whatever comes with it. And there’s a 

lot of hardship that comes with it. And we still do believe that we have certain roles in 

society where you have to be willing to sacrifice. You either sacrifice your career or your 

family or your hours.”  

Fatima’s view that women must make a choice between their families or their 

careers was a common perception among the women. An interesting aspect of their 

understandings of gender roles was the fact that several framed domestic responsibilities 

as contingent upon marital status. In other words, they viewed singleness as a means of 

exemption to these responsibilities, rather than viewing marriage and childbearing as 

essential roles for women to pursue. Instead of questioning established gender roles, 

unmarried participants questioned whether or not they wanted to get married and 
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prioritize marriage and childrearing over their careers in accordance with established 

gender roles. Two unmarried participants even portrayed marriage as a hindrance to 

pursuing their career goals, and offered this as one of the reasons why they are not 

currently married.  

Sheikha is a 27-year-old with bachelor’s and master’s degrees from Qatar 

University who works at Qatar University as an academic advisor. She described the 

recent increases in Qatari women’s higher education and workforce participation, “Qatari 

ladies started to think more about their career and educational life instead of their family 

life. For example, some of the ladies prefer the career over [being] married and [having] 

kids.”138  Sheikha views marriage as a choice that would hinder her career.139 She said, 

“Sometimes I say, ‘I have a job and future plans. Why should I marry?’ Sometimes when 

you marry halas [finished] your dreams. I don’t want to say marriage erase[s] the dreams, 

but sometimes with the family commitment you can’t do it.” Moza, an unmarried 30-

year-old woman with a bachelor’s degree from Qatar University who also works at the 

university as an academic counselor, referred to her education and career goals as her 

main priority.140 She is currently working on her master’s degree in public health at QU, 

and plans to pursue a doctoral degree. She said, “Now my concentration is on my studies, 

to continue my study, and I have this new goal to be an academic. This is my priority.”  

Aldana, a 29-year-old academic counselor at Qatar University with a bachelor’s 

degree in English and a master’s degree in politics from Qatar University, is married with 

                                                           
138 Sheikha, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 23, 2017. 
139 See also James-Hawkins, Qutteina, and Yount, “The Patriarchal Bargain in a Context of Rapid Changes 

to Normative Gender Roles,” 162. 
140 Moza, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 10, 2017. 
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one child. She completed her master’s degree after she was married, and continues to 

work at the university. She also hopes to start her own business in the future, and stated 

that her and her husband agree on “several things about work, education, and continuing 

education.”141 Thus, she does not view her marriage or domestic responsibilities as a 

hindrance to her educational or career goals, but rather as aspects of her life which 

require balancing. Hamda Al-Khater, who is 26 years old, is not yet married, but views 

marriage and childbearing as an important goal for women.142 Hamda is not currently 

working, but is attending secondary school, which she did not complete when she was 

younger. She used the Arabic word lozem, which translates as “must” or “it is necessary,” 

to describe the importance of women having kids, and said, “Life will change for the 

better.” 

Of course, for Qatari women choosing to delay marriage, prioritizing educational 

and career goals is not always the reason or the only reason. The education gap between 

men and women, and the existence of marriage customs and tribal affiliations, can make 

it difficult for women to find men they or their families consider suitable matches.143 

Amal summed up her own sentiments about why she is not married. Referencing the 

education gap between men and women, she stated bluntly, “Men can’t keep up.” Even if 

they could keep up, this would not eliminate the significance of their tribal affiliations for 

women and their families. In Qatar, a somewhat rigid set of social norms determines 

whether one is marrying “up” or “down,” and marriages can significantly impact the 

                                                           
141 Aldana, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 21, 2017. 
142 Hamda Al-Khater, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 12, 2017. 
143 Mitchell et al., “In Majaalis Al-Hareem: The Complex Professional and Personal Choices of Qatari 

Women.,” 7. 
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social status of the husbands and wives’ respective families.144  Families often expect 

their sons and daughters to marry within “tribal equivalence,” and there is significant 

pressure to form appropriate tribal alliances through marriage.145 However, while it is 

generally seen as completely socially unacceptable for women to marry “down,” men 

tend to be given greater flexibility.146 Thus, a Qatari woman who desires to marry has a 

limited pool of men to choose from on the basis of tribal affiliation, and it is limited even 

further if she desires to marry a man of similar educational status. For women like Amal, 

marriage is not an urgent concern and is perhaps not even a desirable option at this point 

in her life.  

 However, as Fatima pointed out, a woman living under her father’s roof will 

likely be expected to abide by her father’s rules. A Qatari woman is extremely unlikely to 

live by herself and would face significant legal and social barriers if she attempted to do 

so. Amal mentioned several areas of her life in which she has conceded to her family’s 

wishes. She attended Qatar University, because her parents did not approve of Education 

City. She has a driver to provide her with transportation, because her parents did not 

approve of her obtaining her driver’s license. She currently wears a niqab (a face 

covering with slits for the eyes) to work, because her brothers disapproved upon seeing 

her arrive home with her face uncovered and her parents agreed that she should start 

wearing a niqab to work. Such compromises are not unique to Amal, but are the 

inevitable result of Qatari women making decisions within their existing sociocultural 

structures.  
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To summarize the findings in this section, while women interviewed had differing 

priorities in their own lives, their views on gender roles were strikingly similar. They 

desired to maintain established gender paradigms related to men and women’s roles in 

the family and considered these roles beneficial to women to at least some extent. They 

rationalized their views by appealing to both Islamic values and the economic benefits 

afforded them by traditional family values and roles. Finally, they expressed satisfaction 

with the established gender roles of their society, and a desire to continue pursuing their 

goals within existing traditional social and cultural structures.  

Modern Development and Tradition: State Branding and the Heritage Industry in 

Qatar 

Analyzing Qatari women’s engagement with modern development requires an 

understanding of the ways in which the nation of Qatar is both “modern” and 

“traditional.” First arriving in Qatar quite literally in the middle of the night, I was 

impressed by the strange and tall multi-colored street lights lining the drive to my hotel 

and awed by the beautiful downtown skyline composed of brightly-lit skyscrapers. I 

remember thinking that the city seemed futuristic, and feeling as if I had entered a 

civilization in outer space. Two mornings later, I found myself at a traditional Qatari 

restaurant in the market area called Souq Waqif with my first Qatari interviewee. As I 

walked through the souq [market], surrounded by distinct traditional architecture and a 

variety of shops and stands selling “traditional” items and clothing, I now felt as if I had 

been transported back in time to an ancient desert village.  
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Qatar is neither traditional nor modern. Rather, it is both at once. In fact, just as 

Miriam Cooke speaks of the “tribal modern,”147 one might think of the city of Doha as 

“traditional modern." Skyscrapers in the city of Doha reach far into the sky, and sports 

cars speed through the ever-changing roads and highways. International sporting events 

are hosted in impressive newly-built arenas, and the construction of the arena that will 

host the 2022 World Cup is underway. Sporting events are an important aspect of the 

state’s efforts to gain international recognition and influence. Meanwhile, dhows (boats) 

that were once necessary vehicles for the nation’s pearl-driving trade float along Doha’s 

shores, not far from the ongoing construction of a national museum designed to take the 

shape of a “desert rose” rock formation. The museum is an addition to the small state’s 

growing heritage industry, and it will display exhibitions about the history of Qatari 

civilization and the eventual discovery of oil. It is one of many institutions designed to 

glorify Qatari history while also promoting modern development.  

  The Qatari state’s goal of balancing modernization with the preservation of 

tradition is expressed in the language found in Qatar’s National Vision 2030 and Qatar’s 

National Development Strategy (see Part I), and state discourses and agendas emphasize 

the importance of both modern development and traditional culture. Developmental goals 

include meeting international educational standards and moving towards a knowledge-

based economy. International business arrangements are used to facilitate economic 

development, while Qatarization initiatives are utilized in efforts to maintain a national 

identity. In addition, the state’s construction of a heritage industry and elevation of 
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traditional social values is utilized to promote the idea that the nation is preserving its 

traditional values and culture.  

The state of Qatar has attempted to brand itself as both modern and traditional, 

and state branding has played a significant role in Qatar’s domestic and foreign policy 

agendas. The Gulf states have seen an increase in state branding initiatives in recent 

years, with each state working to create a unique national brand palatable and appealing 

to the international community.148 Miriam Cooke examines the development of branding 

in the Gulf states in the context of colonial and tribal history, describing historical events 

from the eighteenth century onward which led the states to begin constructing national 

identities.149 The political legitimization of sheikdoms in the Gulf region occurred in the 

eighteenth century when the sheikdoms became members of the British Commonwealth, 

and the Gulf states acquired independence from colonial rule in 1971 (excluding Kuwait, 

which declared its independence in 1961). The drawing of national boundaries conflicted 

with tribal boundaries and created somewhat of a regional identity crisis, as members of 

tribes were expected to become national citizens of one nation and national citizenship 

became a determinant of economic and political rights, as well as the distribution of oil 

wealth. Each of the Gulf states constructed national brands in order to both gain 

international power and influence and maintain social stability and rule. National 

“traditions” were brought into the public spotlight, though these were often recently 

constructed, along with narratives of the nations’ respective pasts.  
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 Matthew Gray sums up the concept of state branding in relation to Qatar as 

“attempts by the state and regime to create unique and distinctive characteristics or 

features that will make Qatar more recognizable and, in effect, more favorably viewed 

and valuable than otherwise.”150 Gray cites the state’s promotion of its mass media 

(particularly the internationally-known media group Al-Jazeera), the hosting of 

international sporting and cultural events, and the development of a tourist industry as 

aspects of state branding.151 Mehran Kamrava describes state branding in Qatar as an 

“aggressive” campaign, “meant to give international recognition to the small country as 

an international educational, sporting, and cultural hub and a good global citizen 

committed to mediation and conflict resolution.”152  In other words, the state of Qatar is 

using state branding initiatives to market itself as a nation with a strong national identity 

and great political significance to the international community.  

The construction of a heritage industry in Qatar is an important aspect of state 

branding efforts aimed at preserving a national identity. The nation’s heritage industry 

consists of both governmental institutions and private institutions that openly support 

governmental agendas and aim to contribute to the goals found in the state’s national 

vision. The industry strategically promotes a nostalgic view of Qatari history, the 

importance of preserving or revitalizing tradition, and the danger of losing it. The 

heritage industry is comprised of a variety of institutions and initiatives, including 

national museums, private museums, souqs with traditional architecture, camel races, 

dhow races, and a falconry center. The emergence of a heritage industry is a modern 
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phenomenon, though its institutions reference a historical past. Examples of modern 

initiatives that promote traditional culture include Qatar’s Museum of National Art, 

Qatar’s National Museum (projected to open in December 2018), Al-Fanar Islamic 

Cultural Center, Msheireb Enrichment Center, and Katara Cultural Village. The 

construction of Souq Waqif, a market located in the city of Doha, is a particularly 

interesting example of the state’s efforts to revitalize tradition through modern initiatives. 

The souq was constructed in 2006, and boasts beautiful traditional architecture with 

modern elements. As I walked through the souq with a Qatari friend, she proudly told me 

that the souq was built on the “original” foundations of an ancient town. Yet, while the 

souq is marketed in the tourist industry as dating back to ancient times and many view it 

as a renovation of a historical town, the history of the market that existed in that area is 

actually rather ambiguous.153  This raises the question of how much of what is marketed 

by the state of Qatar as historical tradition is actually a modern construction, and whether 

or not lines can really be drawn between “modern” and “traditional” aspects of Qatari 

culture.  

 How Qatari citizens are responding to the state’s efforts to promote modernization 

and preserve tradition is an important question that is under-researched in current 

scholarship. The modernization of Qatar has re-defined the relationship between the state 

and social actors, as the privileging of the national Qatari population and the distribution 

of oil wealth has created a system of state patronage. Mehran Kamrava frames this 

relationship in terms of Peter Evan’s concept of “embedded autonomy.”154 According to 
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Evans, embedded autonomy is a form of state involvement in which the embeddedness of 

the state implies “a concrete set of connections that link the state intimately and 

aggressively to particular social groups with whom the state shares a joint project of 

transformation.”155 Kamrava’s application of embedded autonomy rightly emphasizes the 

role of wealth and modern development in determining the nature of the Qatari state’s 

embeddedness within society. He writes, “A mutually reinforcing and empowering 

relationship develops between state and society in which the state relies on its social 

allies to carry out its manifold developmental agendas, while social actors rely on the 

state for a continuation of their economic status and enrichment.”156 

 In the context of this relationship, how are Qatari citizens responding to the 

modernization of their country and the social changes that have occurred? While the 

answer to this question is somewhat beyond the scope of my research, the state’s 

relationship to social actors is nonetheless relevant to my analysis of women’s discourses. 

The state is relying upon social actors to reach its developmental goals, but as Part I 

demonstrated, the burden to carry out these agendas falls heavily upon women’s 

shoulders. How are women responding to the expectations the state has placed upon their 

lives? How do they view the modernization of Qatar and the state’s claims that authentic 

culture and traditional values will remain intact? These are some of the questions raised 

in the next section, which examines the views and discourses of Qatari women on the 

impact of modern development and traditional culture on their nation and their lives. 
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Qatari Women's Views on Modern Development and Tradition 

This section will explore the views of Qatari women on modernity and tradition, 

and the ways in which their discourses reflect and resist state discourses. The interviews I 

conducted yielded somewhat paradoxical findings. The women’s discourses parroted 

state discourses on several counts, including the state’s emphasis on the positive aspects 

of modernization and the importance of preserving tradition, and they expressed nearly 

unequivocal support for the current government. Yet, their discourses also reflected a 

sense of concern about the loss of traditional values and the imposition of Westernization 

resulting from initiatives directly or tacitly supported by the current government. 

 The topic of modernization in Qatar was welcomed by the women I interviewed, 

as they eagerly discussed how the nation has improved and developed since the discovery 

of oil. They referenced massive construction projects, new buildings, advances in 

technology, and increased educational opportunities for men and women as positive 

aspects of modernization. A common perception among the women was that life was 

very difficult before oil, and that the discovery of oil had made life in Qatar significantly 

easier. The only timeline mentioned in their discussion of Qatari history was that of pre-

oil and post-oil. Prior to the discovery of oil, Qatar was a largely impoverished nation 

with fishing and pearl-diving as its main industries. Oil was first discovered in Qatar in 

1939, which led to significant increases in wealth and development, and natural gas was 

discovered in the 1970s, which facilitated Qatar's rise to becoming the richest state in the 

world. Petroleum and natural gas are now Qatar's main sources of revenue, and the state 

has the third largest natural gas reserves in the world. My questions to the women about 

modernization were almost always followed by mention of oil and the way it changed 
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and improved the standard of living in Qatar, along with references to the perils of the 

pearl-diving period.157 

 In the early 1900s, most Qatari women were illiterate and rarely received an 

education.158 Women commonly labored in the home weaving nets for fishermen and 

pearl-divers, and some women sold fruits and vegetables as vendors in local markets.159 

Women were often left to care for their families alone for long stretches of time while 

their husbands were on pearl-diving expeditions, and they took on decision-making roles 

in their tribes such as buying and selling goods.160 Hamda Al-Khater stated, “In my 

mom’s day, it was different, before petrol. [It is] easier taking care of the family, parents, 

and grandparents after the oil boom… Life is easier now -- better now.” Noof Al-Khater, 

a 40-year-old mother and lawyer, said, “Before petrol, life was dangerous, difficult. 

[With] pearl-diving, women would wait to watch the cycles of the moon to know how 

long it would take for the boat. If it didn’t come back, they knew [their husbands were 

dead]. People left and went to other countries. It was very hard.”161 All of the women I 

interviewed shared the view that modern development was largely beneficial and positive 

for the nation, and that it had improved the quality of life in Qatar. In reference to the 

benefits of modernization in Qatar, Moza said, “We have a lot of changes. Qatar totally 

changed… to make life easier for the population. It’s changed in a very positive way.”  

                                                           
157 The women generally defined Qatar's "pearl-diving period" loosely and applied it to both the period of 

time prior to the discovery of oil in 1939 and periods of time years and even decades after the discovery of 

oil. This is likely because increases in wealth and development occurred gradually in Qatar and pearl-

diving remained a major industry for a significant period of time after oil was discovered. 
158 Bahry and Marr, “Qatari Women,” 106–8. 
159 Bahry and Marr, 108. 
160 Abeer Abu Saud, Qatari Women: Past and Present (London ; New York: Addison-Wesley Longman 

Ltd, 1984), 24–25. 
161 Noof Al-Khater, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 28, 2017. 
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Several women referenced education as a positive aspect of modernization, and 

all of the women viewed higher education as an important and necessary pursuit for 

young women. Some of the women in their 40s and 50s who are not educated are 

strongly encouraging their daughters to pursue higher education.162 Amal Al-Shammari 

talked about the role her mother played in encouraging her to pursue her educational 

goals. She said, “In the pearl-diving period, it was different for everyone. No one was 

educated. Everything changed after oil. It took our parents a while to realize that 

education was important… My mom is the one who supported and pushed us, because 

she understands how it feels to not have the chance to study.” Fatima Al-Muftah, who is 

college-educated, described educational opportunities as a benefit of modernization in 

Qatar. She said, “It was harder before. [There was only] pearl-diving. After petrol, it’s 

better. [There is] more education now. People are more educated. This is important.” She 

also expressed the view that Qatari women should prioritize education over other aspects 

of their lives. She said, “My mother wanted me to get my certificate [college degree] first 

before getting married. This was the rule. I will have the same rule for my daughters.” 

The emphasis on education and other positive aspects of modern development in 

the women’s discourses strongly reflected government discourses used to justify recent 

developmental and educational initiatives.163 The women’s discourses surrounding 

tradition also reflected state discourses used to justify initiatives related to the 

construction of a national heritage industry. The women shared a nostalgic view of 

certain aspects of Qatari history, and all of the women’s discourses emphasized the 

                                                           
162 See also James-Hawkins, Qutteina, and Yount, “The Patriarchal Bargain in a Context of Rapid Changes 

to Normative Gender Roles,” 160. 
163 See also James-Hawkins, Qutteina, and Yount, 160. 
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significance of revitalizing and preserving authentic Qatari tradition and culture. Latifa 

Al-Muftah said, “Keeping our morals and values is important. For a while, we lost our 

tradition. They forgot and lost our culture. Now we are returning to it. We are going back 

to tradition.”164 Moza also mentioned a loss of tradition and the government’s efforts to 

revitalize it. She said, “Some of the traditions Qatar still holds onto. Most of our 

traditions disappear. It is a bad thing. There are old Arabic words, people don’t know 

them. This is something sad. Our government is trying to keep these beautiful things from 

the past these days.”  

A chillingly common narrative about the loss of tradition in Qatar was expressed 

by most of the Qatari women I interviewed, and they often echoed one another’s 

responses, sometimes word for word. The narrative was characterized by certain common 

elements. These were strong identification with the struggles and economic hardships of 

their ancestors (and sometimes living grandparents) in the pearl-diving period; the idea 

that the discovery of oil made life easier and improved the standard of living for Qatari 

citizens; and a nostalgic view of an idealized time period before modernization was fully 

realized in the nation. Participants described the idealized time period as a peaceful time 

when “everyone knew everyone” and people’s doors remained (literally) open to one 

another. The following are some examples of the women’s references to this time period, 

which are eerily similar to one another and reflect nostalgia and longing for a lost age in 

Qatar:  

Fatima: “Everyone had the same values, were very tight, were very close. 

Because you had the best of two worlds, you were comfortable. You didn’t have 

                                                           
164 Latifa Al-Muftah, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 9, 2017. 
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to be apart from you family, and you still had time. People used to go into each 

other’s houses without even knocking.”  

Fatima Al-Muftah: “[Qatar] used to be open. My grandfather would leave the 

door open. Everyone knew everyone. Now… not so much.” 

Noof Al-Khater: “Everyone had the doors open. Every morning [they] met 

outside and went to breakfast together and went to each other’s houses each 

morning. Now you have to call or whatsapp to meet up. Everyone’s doors are 

closed. Before the doors were all open.” 

Buthayna Al-Khater: “[Qatar] used to be so open. Everyone knew everyone.” 

Hend Al-Khater: “People don’t talk to each other anymore.” 

Amal Al-Shammari: “It’s not the same where everyone knows everyone 

anymore.”  

 The expression of a shared narrative is not surprising in a culture which 

emphasizes communal and family values, and in which social actors identify strongly 

with tribal affiliation. However, the fact that this narrative directly reflects a narrative 

promoted by the state in its construction of a heritage industry also speaks to how deeply 

embedded the state has become in Qatari society. An example of how this narrative is 

currently promoted by the heritage industry itself exists in the form of a video at the 

Msheireb Enrichment Centre in Doha, which I visited during my field research. The 

centre is described on its website as “an educational portal to showcase Qatar’s glorious 

past and soaring ambitions for the future.”165 A tour through the small museum-like 

center included a video about Qatar’s past, present, and future, which focused on the 

sadness of an elderly man as he longed for the nation’s idyllic past and spoke about how 

close-knit the Qatari community once was prior to the impact of modernization. Modern 

development was portrayed positively in the video, but the video’s purpose was clearly to 

showcase an idealized Qatari past and the importance of maintaining authentic Qatar 

                                                           
165 “About the Centre – Msheireb Properties,” accessed February 6, 2018, 

http://www.msheireb.com/msheireb-enrichment-centre/about-the-centre/. 
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culture. The parallels between the message of this video and the discourses of the Qatari 

women interviewed are obvious, with both expressing a nostalgic view of Qatari society 

prior to the impact of modernization.  

While all of the women shared a nostalgic view of an idealized Qatari past, and 

agreed that the preservation of tradition and culture is important, they expressed differing 

views on which aspects of Qatari culture should be preserved and the nature of the 

relationship between modern development and tradition. In other words, their views and 

desires related to the trajectory of Qatar’s future were varied and unique. Different 

women wanted different things in their personal futures, and they were all deeply aware 

that modern development in Qatari society would continue to have a significant impact 

on their lives. Some women expressed resistance to certain aspects of modern 

development in Qatar that other women were eager to embrace. The women also 

disagreed on the extent to which the nation is in danger of losing its traditions and certain 

aspects of its culture.  

Before delving into the women’s specific concerns about modern development 

and tradition in Qatar, it is worth exploring how the women defined the concept of 

“tradition.” An enlightening aspect of the women’s discussion of tradition was the fact 

that several of them were quick to state that tradition is important, but slow to define 

what Qatari traditions actually are. Several of the women found it difficult to articulate 

their understanding of Qatari traditions, and most had to pause for reflection before 

listing any. The fact that the state has recently constructed Qatari traditions may be a 

contributing factor to the lack of clarity in the women’s discourses surrounding 

“tradition.” Furthermore, the lack of clarity could also be an indication that these women 
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do not necessarily identify with the “traditions” constructed by the state. Some of the 

traditions promoted by the heritage industry in Qatar, such as bird hunting, camel racing, 

and boat racing, were only mentioned by one or two of the women. Examples of Qatari 

traditions mentioned by more women included the Arabic language, traditional dress, 

Qatari food, family values (i.e., respecting elders), and religious holidays. The 

“traditions” which were most important to the women were not necessarily those 

promoted by the state, but those which defined their cultural context and their daily lives. 

These women were concerned that basic aspects of their lives -- i.e., food, language, 

dress, familial relationships, religious holidays -- were in danger of being lost in the wake 

of modern development in Qatar. The state’s assurances that the nation is preserving its 

traditions is an aspect of state discourse that the women did not seem to fully buy, as they 

all expressed some level of concern that the nation is in danger of losing its authentic 

cultural identity. With the Qatari population at ~12% and the ever-increasing influence of 

Western institutions in Qatari society, it can be argued that these women have valid cause 

for concern.  

Interactions between Western expatriates and Qataris are often limited to 

professional settings, and the two populations seem to carry out entirely separate lives. 

During my time in Qatar, most Westerners I met had barely interacted with Qataris unless 

for professional reasons and warned me that finding women to interview would be 

difficult if not impossible. Of course, the somewhat segregated existence of the Western 

and Qatari populations in Qatar cannot be attributed solely to the attitudes or actions of 

either population. Qataris may fear that their way of life is being threatened by the 

influence of Western values and behaviors, whereas Westerners may lack the desire or 
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the cognitive framework/cultural knowledge to effectively pursue personal relationships 

with Qataris. For example, Amal Al-Shammari described an upsetting interaction with 

her expat colleagues at Oryx in which they assumed she had gotten married simply 

because she started wearing a niqab to work.  Interactions like these were what inspired 

Amal to start a company that would educate expats about Qatari culture and customs. In 

addition to desiring greater cultural understanding among expats in Qatar, Amal also 

desires for Qataris to express a greater willingness to interact with the expat population. 

She said, "If we stay close-minded, no one will understand us... Because there are lots of 

expats, [Qataris] are tempted to stay closed. They don’t want to lose their identity. They 

are protective and defensive." Amal hopes that fostering greater interaction and 

understanding between expats and Qataris will serve to preserve Qatari traditions. She 

said, "If you bring awareness, they will copy you instead of you copying them." 

The idea that Qataris could lose their way of life by "copying" or adopting 

Western values and behaviors was expressed by several of the women, who view the loss 

of tradition in Qatar as a generational problem. Moza, who is 30 years old, expressed 

confidence in the government’s efforts to preserve tradition, but also expressed a concern 

about the next generation of Qataris and the impact their behaviors and values would 

have on society. She said, “Nowadays girls become very open. I don’t like this. They are 

very, very, very open. They don’t know discipline. They don’t respect elders, don’t 

respect rules. This is the new generation. [They are] not like us. My generation was 

disciplined, respected rules, respected society. Something is wrong with this [behavior of 

the new generation].” Sheikha, age 27, expressed a similar concern. She said, “The 

younger generation nowadays are trying to have… like… foreign personalities. You 
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know what I mean? I don’t mind wearing pants, t-shirts, but if you go to a place where 

you have to wear formal clothes, you should respect that.”  

In the same vein, Fatima Al-Muftah, age 42, said, “[The] young forget old 

traditions. They don’t wear the traditional dresses. Change is good, but the young don’t 

want to know anything about their own country. They don’t wear the dresses. They don’t 

know about their country. They don’t like their own country.” Fatima’s teenage daughter 

Sheikha spoke to me in English throughout my visit with her mother. She told me she 

likes to “think like the English” and wants to study abroad. Fatima, who speaks very little 

English and could not fully understand what Sheikha was saying to me, understood 

enough to point at her daughter and say, “She is not Qatari!” Perhaps interviews with 

younger women and girls would reveal a generational shift in views on modern 

development and the preservation of traditional social values. One of the women’s 

teenage daughters expressed great excitement about the opportunities she has gained as a 

result of modern development and nothing but satisfaction with the trajectory of Qatar’s 

future. At the same time, I met other teenage girls who were concerned about the impacts 

of modern development on their country.  

Several of the women mentioned the loss of Arabic language as a problem facing 

Qatari society, which is an issue that cannot be divorced from the controversies 

surrounding Education City and Western education in Qatar. Qatar has seen an increase 

in British and American primary and secondary schools since the 1970s, which are 

considered more prestigious than the alternatives, and a number of Qataris are seeking 

higher education on American university branch campuses in Education City. Many 

Qatari children attend schools which use English as the primary language of instruction, 
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and graduate high school with stronger academic English skills than formal Arabic skills. 

Sheikha, who works at Qatar University, discussed her concern that Qatari children are 

no longer learning Arabic at home either. She said, “There is value in speaking your own 

language, your native language. Here some of my relatives, they need to get their 

children into foreign schools. I don’t mind that. But inside their home they should speak 

their own language, not another one. Sometimes they can’t express themselves in 

Arabic.” Sheikha also mentioned her own struggle to write in formal Arabic in emails to 

her colleagues, which she attributes to the use of the English language as the primary 

language of instruction throughout her educational career. While Qatar University has 

classes in both English and Arabic, many majors consist of coursework taught primarily 

in English.  

Gender segregation in the educational and public sectors is another source of 

controversy in Qatari society, and several of the women viewed gender segregation in the 

educational sphere as an important aspect of Qatari culture to be preserved. Most of the 

women agreed that schools should be gender-segregated at least through high school, but 

they were divided on whether or not there should be gender segregation at the university 

level. Qatar University is the only government university in Qatar, and its campus and 

courses are gender-segregated. The university campuses in Qatar Foundation’s Education 

City are not gender-segregated, and while none of the women directly criticized 

Education City, some of them viewed the lack of gender segregation as a reason for 

Qatari women not to attend these universities.  

Hend Al-Khater expressed the concern that Americans are trying to impose their 

own gender norms on Qatar’s educational sector. She said, “Both [gender segregation and 
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gender-mixing] have their problems. In America, there is sexual harassment because it’s 

mixed, and they are dealing with those problems.” Her sister Buthayna agreed, and added 

that it is important to examine cultural and historical context in order to understand why 

Qatari students should not be forced to adhere to western gender norms. Fatima 

mentioned her own experience with gender segregation in Qatari society, which she 

views as being ingrained in Qatar’s cultural context. She said,  

My dad… he wasn’t the type to say ‘No you can’t, because you're a girl.’ We got 

that from the outside world. Once I hit a certain age, I started noticing the 

segregation. And that’s when it hit me ‘Oh, I can’t do that. I can’t take that 

profession or can’t go to certain places because I’m a girl.’ There was no 

conditioning in a sense from my family, but society itself kind of taught me. 

That’s when I started getting, not rebellious, but started shutting [out] some of the 

values they were trying to impose on me.  

However, Fatima also said that the restrictions placed on Qatari girls are ultimately for 

their protection, and that she understands why these restrictions are in place. 

Hamda Al-Khater said that a lack of gender segregation is often viewed 

negatively in Qatari society. Hamda’s sister, who is unmarried and has worked as a bank 

supervisor for seven years, has faced resistance from members of the Qatari community 

for working in a gender-mixed environment. Amal Al-Shammari discussed her own 

family’s resistance to her desire to attend a university in Education City, due to the lack 

of gender segregation on the campuses. She said, “Qatar university is separate. So I 

accepted [attending there] so I could get the certification. My parents wanted me to go 

there to keep a good reputation. Guys assume you have lots of relationships if you go to 

Qatar Foundation. They wanted me to stay with the conservative way.”  

Aldana, who attended Qatar University and now works there, views gender-

mixing at the university-level as an inevitable reality of modern development. She said,  
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Now more Qatari women are at the Qatar Foundation, which is open and more 

liberal. In education, I don’t think it should be conservative. The government 

didn’t support mixing before university, and society should follow. [But there is] 

no bad reputation of mixed universities. For people here, it’s kind of prestige… 

because it’s international and very well-known. 

Tamathar Al-Khater, age 40, has a 17-year-old daughter, Kaltham, who is in the process 

of applying for universities. Kaltham hopes to attend Northwestern University at 

Education City, and Tamathar is fully supportive of her daughter’s goal.166 Noof Al-

Khater referenced Education City and the changes in the educational sector as a positive 

aspect of modern development, and said that education in Qatar is becoming more 

“American” and “English” and the country is becoming more “open-minded.” 

While the women's views were marked by variation in relation to which aspects 

of Qatari culture should be preserved, and whether or not/which aspects of modernization 

are negatively impacting Qatari society, there were common themes among the women’s 

discourses. These included elevation of the positive aspects of modernization and the 

importance of preserving tradition, as well as resistance to a loss of Qatari culture 

resulting from Westernization and modern development.  It is hard to ignore the fact that 

the women expressed a level of dissatisfaction with the impact of modern development 

on their nation. Yet, an interesting aspect of the women’s discourses surrounding modern 

development and the preservation of tradition was the nearly unequivocal support for 

state agendas related to both. While a loss of tradition was a concern for the women, this 

did not translate into a lack of support for the state’s developmental initiatives. On the 

contrary, they attributed any negative impacts of modern development to external 

                                                           
166 Hend Al-Khater, interviewed by Alainna Liloia, Qatar, May 18, 2017. 
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sources. Simply put, they seemed to love their country a great deal and expressed great 

pride in their national identity. 

Before concluding Part II, I would be remiss not to mention the recent Gulf 

crisis/Qatar blockade, which occurred on June 5 of 2017 and in which several countries 

(including Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates, and Egypt) severed 

diplomatic relations with Qatar on the basis of allegations that the state is supporting 

terrorism and maintaining overly friendly relations with Iran.167 The blockade involved 

the nations recalling their diplomats from Qatar, ordering the departure of Qatari 

diplomatic representatives, and closing passage in and out of Qatar. Saudi Arabia and the 

UAE also ordered the departure of Qatari citizens visiting or residing within their 

countries and the return of their own citizens visiting or residing in Qatar. A particularly 

disturbing aspect of the blockade was the fact that it separated families whose members 

held different passports. Qatar has denied the allegations of the nations participating in 

the blockade and views the blockade as a violation of its sovereignty. At this point, 

diplomatic negotiations mediated by the emir of Kuwait have yet to bring about a 

resolution.  

The diplomatic crisis ensued a few days after I left the country, and I therefore did 

not have the opportunity to breach the topic in my conversations with the Qatari women. 

However, I was able to speak with six of the women via messaging when the crisis 

occurred and ask for their opinions on the blockade. Their responses reflected continued 

loyalty to their nation, a sense of shock, and the feeling that they had been betrayed by 

                                                           
167 Al Jazeera, “Qatar-Gulf Crisis: Your Questions Answered,” Al Jazeera, accessed February 15, 2018, 

http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2017/06/qatar-gulf-crisis-questions-answered-
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neighboring countries. Hend Al-Khater said, “Life is as usual. Nothing has changed in the 

country, but people are shocked about how neighboring countries we viewed as family 

are treating us.”168 Fatima Al-Khater mentioned the shock of the blockade and what it has 

meant for families.169 She said,  

Well it did catch us by surprise… it was totally unexpected. But we’re dealing 

with it. Everything is normal and business as usual, but the fact that we have 

families on both sides makes it sad. We’re not allowed to enter... But we allow all 

nationalities in and we didn’t kick anyone out… which is what they did. We’re 

trying our best to resolve it through dialogue but they won’t have it… I’m hoping 

it’ll get resolved soon [because] no one wants this.” 

The women were also proud to tell me that Qatar was doing just fine in spite of 

the blockade. Dana said, “It’s not good, I mean the mood of the people. Otherwise we 

don’t suffer from any defects (food, money) like what is said in the media. Our feelings, 

we are shocked. Hope it will end soon.”170 Amal Alshammari went as far as to say that it 

gave the nation new business opportunities with Turkey, Iran and Oman.171 Fatima Al-

Muftah sent me a link to a website created by the Government Communications Office of 

the State of Qatar called “Lift the Blockade,”172 which calls the blockade a “smear 

campaign against Qatar” that is really about Qatar’s foreign policy, sovereignty and 

independence and denies the claims that the nation is supporting or funding terrorism.173 

The women’s reactions to the blockade are another expression of their support for the 

Qatari government, and the national pride so clearly reflected in their discourses.  

 

                                                           
168 Hend Al-Khater, whatsapp message to author, June 27, 2017. 
169 Fatima, whatsapp message to author, June 26, 2017. 
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Questions for Future Research 

  My expectations for field research in Qatar involved gaining clarity on the views 

of Qatari women in light of the dualistic and seemingly contradictory state agendas that 

directly impact them. The opposite happened, as the women’s discourses raised more 

questions than they answered, and in a number of ways, defied categorization. Yet, it is 

these questions that may provide scholars with direction for future research on women in 

Qatar and their relationship to modern nation-building. The relatively limited amount of 

current scholarship on women in the Gulf states, particularly Qatar, presents scholars in 

this area with a unique opportunity to shape the direction of the field and determine 

which questions are asked and addressed by future scholarship. It is for this reason that I 

conclude my case study by presenting possible questions for future research on women in 

Qatar prompted by the discourses of Qatari women and the cultural, social, religious, and 

political processes that form their sociopolitical context.  

How does Qatari women’s relationship to Islam impact their views on women’s status in 

Qatari society, and what role do social and political factors play?  

The relationship of Qatari women to Islam can certainly not be analyzed without 

exploring the state’s relationship to Islam or the social and cultural norms so deeply 

intertwined with Islam in Qatar. As Sherine Hafez contends in reference to Egyptian 

female activists, the heterogeneous desires, and the complex interactions between 

“secular” and “religious” processes in the lives of Muslim women, undermine 

dichotomous conceptualizations of “Islamic” versus “secular” principles or 
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movements.174 Subject formation is embedded in historical and sociopolitical processes, 

and designating anything which may be called “Islamic” as “religious” does not account 

for the ways in which Islam is intertwined with political and social processes.175 In a 

nation where Islam is the official religion of the state and shari’a law is the main source 

of legislation, the question of Qatari women’s relationship to Islam must be explored in 

its political and legal context. In addition, social and cultural context is vital to any 

understanding of this relationship, as religious norms, processes, and interpretations are 

so deeply enmeshed with social and cultural norms and structures in Qatar.  

My conversations with Qatari women rarely centered on Islam, and their 

justifications for certain norms and practices oftentimes were not explicitly religious or 

religious at all. The only norm that the women consistently justified on the basis of 

religion was men’s financial provision for their wives and daughters. While the women 

agreed that women acting as the primary caretaker of their children could be considered a 

religious duty, the justifications they offered for this responsibility were mainly non-

religious, as they consistently appealed to the natural differences between men and 

women as justification. Why were the women’s main justifications for men’s financial 

responsibilities consistently religious, but those for women’s domestic responsibilities 

consistently non-religious? Related to this question is the fact that none of the women 

who discussed inheritance practices considered problematic the fact that women 

generally receive half the inheritance of men, which is a practice justified on the basis of 

men’s religious duty to financially provide for their families and derived from 
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interpretations of Islamic law. It is also important to consider the fact that men’s financial 

provision of their wives is required by family law in Qatar. How do Qatari women view 

the application of shari’a law in their nation? Do they consider its application beneficial 

to women? Do they assume it to be consistent with Islam? 

The fact that most of the women so rarely appealed to Islam to justify their views 

does not mean that they do not consider their views to be consistent with Islam, or that 

they consider Islam an un-important aspect of their lives. It does raise interesting 

questions about the factors involved in the formation of their personal ideologies, and the 

complex interplay between “religious” and “secular” processes in their lives. How do 

women develop their views on gender roles? Further ethnographic research on Qatari 

women could provide greater insight into the interaction between social, religious and 

political structures and norms in their lives and its impact on their personal views and 

identity formation. Factors worth exploring include family influence, political discourse 

and media output, and women’s education. Further scholarship is also needed on the 

nature of religious education for females in Qatar and the impact of education level on 

Qatari women’s religious and political views. Comparing women’s education at Qatar 

University versus Education City, and its impact on Qatari women’s views and societal 

engagement, could also be an interesting area for future study. Finally, larger contextual 

factors to explore include the public influence of religious scholars in Qatar, the influence 

of Islamist scholars in the educational sector, and the state’s application of shari’a law.  
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How will Qatari citizens continue to respond to the Qatari state’s attempts to 

simultaneously facilitate modern development and preserve a national identity? 

 As discussed previously, the discourses of the women who contributed to my 

research echoed governmental discourses on the positive aspects of modern development 

and an idealized Qatari past. At the same time, their discourses expressed a level of 

concern about a loss of authentic culture and tradition regardless of the state’s assurances 

that traditional and national identity will be preserved. Furthermore, the women’s 

understandings of authentic culture and tradition were not necessarily consistent with the 

recently constructed “traditions” promoted by the state. Yet, all of the women were 

supportive of their government and did not attribute a loss of culture or tradition to the 

government, but to external factors.  

 Considering Qatar’s sociopolitical context, particularly the continued influx of 

expat professionals, the minority national population, and the state’s relationship to 

Western educational and professional institutions, it is not surprising that the women 

were concerned about losing their cultural identity or about issues in the educational 

sphere such as gender segregation and the preservation of the Arabic language. What is 

somewhat surprising is the women’s continued loyalty and support for the Qatari 

government in spite of the fact that the state is openly facilitating increased Western 

influence in the nation and welcoming what the women seem to view as negative aspects 

of modern development and globalization. Of course, the women’s views on the 

influence of Western institutions differed, with some very concerned about the imposition 

of Western values and others excited about the new educational opportunities resulting 
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from the development of Western educational institutions in their country. Yet, all of the 

women said that the preservation of tradition is important for their nation’s future.  

 There are a number of possible explanations for why Qatari women may be 

supportive of and satisfied with their current government in spite of the state’s 

relationship to Western institutions and its support of what they view as negative aspects 

of modern development. It is possible that the positive aspects of modern development, 

such as increased educational and career opportunities, outweigh their concerns about a 

loss of tradition or culture. In addition, it is likely that the government's financial 

patronage plays a role in women’s overall satisfaction with the government. Another 

possibility is that Qatari women are satisfied with the government’s efforts to preserve 

tradition and view the negative aspects of modern development as stemming from 

external factors outside of the government’s control. Other factors that could impact 

women’s discourses include the influence of tribal affiliation and the existence of state 

censorship in Qatar. In addition, the impact of religious and social values and structures is 

once again relevant, as those with seemingly “traditional” religious and social values are 

often wary of Western influence or the imposition of Western values that are commonly 

conflated with conceptualizations of “modernity.” 

 Future scholarship exploring these and other possibilities could shed greater light 

on why women’s discourses strongly reflect governmental discourses in certain cases and 

seem to resist them in others. In addition, it could provide greater understanding of the 

state’s relationship to social actors, including both men and women, and the views of 

social actors on modern development and the preservation of tradition. Research is 

lacking on Qatari women’s and men’s political views, as well as their views on how 
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modern development and the influence of Western institutions is positively and/or 

negatively impacting the nation’s future. Possible questions for future research include 

the ways in which Qatari citizens are satisfied and dissatisfied with modern development, 

the reasoning for their views, and the ways they are choosing to respond. What types of 

social resistance to state initiatives or agendas (if any) currently exist, and will these 

increase or decrease in the future?  

Further information is also needed on how Qataris conceptualize “tradition” and 

the preservation of Qatari culture and values. Scholars should examine how Qatari 

conceptualizations of the “West” may come into play, and the way conflations of 

Western values with “modernity” may cause concerns about modern development or 

resistance to Western conceptualizations of modernity. Other questions to explore include 

whether or not Qatari citizens are voicing concerns about their government and what 

those concerns are, to what extent Qataris are buying into the state’s claims that it is 

preserving tradition, and whether or not state-constructed “traditions” are resonating with 

Qatari citizens. Finally, examining how the views of current and future generations 

compare to the views of previous generations, and the possibility of a generational shift 

away from certain “traditional” social values, is also an interesting area for future 

research.  

How will sociological trends related to marriage, divorce, workforce participation, and 

higher education shape the future of Qatar and the futures of Qatari women? 

 Recent trends raise interesting questions about what the future of Qatar will look 

like, and scholars should pay attention to continued shifts in marriage and divorce rates as 

well as shifts in women’s participation in higher education and the workforce. Obvious 
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questions include how decreasing marriage rates will affect birth rates and the impact this 

could have on the national population that is already a minority. Other questions to 

explore include how women who remain unmarried beyond the socially-acceptable age 

are perceived and how this might affect their opportunities for marriage, as well as 

whether or not social perceptions of what is “acceptable” are shifting. One of the women 

I interviewed was unmarried into her forties, and she maintains a stable personal income. 

How are women in situations like hers perceived in society? Is remaining unmarried for 

life seen as an acceptable option for Qatari women? Unmarried Qatari women depend 

upon male relatives for living arrangements, and it is customary for Qatari women to live 

in their fathers’ houses until they are married. Is remaining dependent upon male relatives 

for living arrangements a socially-acceptable option for Qatari women at any age, and 

how do Qatari women view this option in comparison to that of relying on a husband for 

living arrangements? In addition, how does family pressure and the legal authority of 

male relatives affect the decisions of Qatari women related to marriage? The legal 

authority of male relatives over various aspects of Qatari women’s lives has the potential 

to seriously limit the choices available to Qatari women in their personal lives, and the 

ways that male relatives may exercise (or not exercise) control over the lives of female 

relatives is an important area of research for scholars to explore. Questions of how 

divorce affects women versus men and their respective social/financial statuses is also an 

important question, as is the relationship between the gender gap in higher education and 

marriage rates.  

Finally, keeping an eye on men’s and women’s participation in higher education 

and the workforce and the various sectors in which men and women are employed will 
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provide scholars with significant insight into the trajectory of modern development in 

Qatar and the effectiveness of the state’s developmental initiatives, including 

Qatarization initiatives.176  Particularly significant is the question of how women will 

continue to respond to the gendered discourses and initiatives of the state, and the 

seemingly contradictory demands the state is placing on them. For example, will 

marriage rates continue to decline as participation in the workforce and higher education 

increase?  

Conclusion 

 As modern Qatari women experience a unique set of social, political and religious 

pressures and expectations, they are responding in varied ways to the new opportunities 

available to them and the changes modern development has brought to their society. They 

are skillfully and strategically making decisions that allow them to reap benefits from 

both “traditional” and “modern” paradigms in a nation that does not draw a line between 

the two, but in which the traditional is modern. They do not believe that modernization 

necessitates a loss of tradition, nor do they feel that it should imply a trajectory leading to 

the adoption of Western gender paradigms and values.  Rather, these women express a 

desire to maintain an authentic cultural identity in a modern context. They desire to take 

advantage of the benefits of modern development, while also maintaining the established 

gender paradigms they consider beneficial and the social and cultural values and 

traditions most important to them. Their words speak for themselves, telling a story of 

skillful navigation of the pressures of modernization and the hold of tradition.  

 

                                                           
176 Cathleen Stasz, Eric R. Eide, and Francisco Martorell, “Post-Secondary Education in Qatar: Employer 

Demand, Student Choice, and Options for Policy” (Rand Corporation, 2007), 

https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2007/RAND_MG644.pdf. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

As Amal and I prepared to leave Souq Waqif one afternoon in Doha, she asked 

me where I parked my car. I described the parking lot I had found amidst the crazy traffic 

and crowded streets and started calculating the cost of parking in my head. I asked her 

where her car was parked, and then I remembered that she did not have a license and had 

been dropped off by her driver. Dreading the drive back to my hotel apartment through 

the inevitable downtown traffic in Doha, I was not surprised when Amal mentioned how 

convenient it was to have a driver. She asked me what I had planned for the evening, and 

I told her I would head back to my hotel and cook something for dinner. “By yourself?” 

she asked. After I answered affirmatively, Amal remarked that it must nice to go back to 

my own place for the evening. Nonetheless, I welcomed an invitation to her father’s 

house for dinner later that week.  

Amal did not give a second thought to getting picked up by her driver, and I did 

not give a second thought to spending an evening alone in my apartment. Yet, it is quite 

possible to analyze these social practices to death and question why we each made the 

choices we did to lead us into these circumstances. The funny thing is I do not remember 

making a choice at all. As women, our unique personal worldviews and societal contexts 

are “normal” to each of us, and we may not question the aspects of our own cultural and 

social contexts that women from other contexts do. Women all over the world are 

negotiating the challenges they face in different ways and making critical decisions 

within the constraints of their personal worldviews and social contexts. Qatari women are 

no exception, and their situation does not require mystification in Western scholarship 

simply because its context is non-Western.  
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As an American woman in my 20s, I am not struggling to persuade my family that 

I should be permitted to attend a non-gender-segregated university. I am struggling to 

deal with the fact that sexual assault is rampant among universities in America, including 

the one I am currently attending. I am not struggling to choose between remaining in my 

father’s house or getting married, but I am struggling to make ends meet as a financially-

independent single woman. There exists just as much tension in our lives as American 

women as there does in the lives of Qatari women. We are simply more comfortable or 

accustomed to our own and find it difficult to see that we are all making personal trade-

offs.  

In addition, perhaps we fail to recognize all that we as women have in common. 

As I spoke to unmarried Qatari women, I often found that their words resonated with me 

and their challenges mirrored mine. Moza and I discussed the struggles of working and 

attending graduate school at the same time. Sheikha and I discussed the ways in which 

getting married or having children could make pursuing our careers more difficult. We 

live in different contexts and the choices available to us are not identical, but the 

struggles we face are not always unique. In terms of gender equality, women all over the 

world are facing inequality and discrimination. The pay gap, sexual harassment, gendered 

professional barriers and social expectations -- these are challenges shared widely by 

women throughout the world that we could be facing in solidarity with one another. In 

terms of the challenges that are unique to our individual social contexts, we could be 

listening to one another and learning how we can offer understanding and support.  

This thesis has been an effort towards greater understanding of Qatari women and 

their nation, as I have attempted to accurately represent the relationship between gender 
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and modern-nation building in Qatar and the discourses of Qatari women themselves. In 

Part I, I demonstrated how the state of Qatar has utilized gendered nation-building 

initiatives and gendered representations of women as both markers of modernity and 

symbols of tradition to fulfill state aims and agendas and relied upon women in its efforts 

to simultaneously facilitate modern development and construct a national identity. In Part 

II, I explored how Qatari women are responding to modern development and social 

change and balancing the pressures of modernization alongside social norms and 

expectations. I demonstrated that the discourses of Qatari women express a desire to 

embrace the benefits of modern development, while also maintaining established gender 

paradigms, certain “traditional” social and religious values, and an authentic cultural 

identity. In addition, I illustrated how the discourses of Qatari women both reflect and 

resist state conceptualizations of modernity and tradition.  

What impressed me most about the women I met in Qatar was how skillfully and 

wisely they negotiated the dualistic expectations placed upon them by the state. The 

demands of the Qatari state’s envisioned nation -- one that is both modern and traditional 

-- are falling largely on the shoulders of Qatari women. As these women impact and 

respond to the expectations of the state alongside those of their social and religious 

contexts, they are shaping the future of their nation. It is for this reason that, to 

understand what is being built and what is being preserved in the nation of Qatar, 

listening to the voices of Qatari women is not merely an option. It is a requirement.  

 

 

 



83 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

“About the Centre – Msheireb Properties.” Accessed February 6, 2018. 

http://www.msheireb.com/msheireb-enrichment-centre/about-the-centre/. 

 

Abu Saud, Abeer. Qatari Women: Past and Present. London ; New York: Addison- 

  Wesley Longman Ltd, 1984. 

 

Abu-Lughod, Lila. “Introduction: Feminist Longings and Postcolonial Conditions.” In 

Remaking Women: Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East, edited by Lila Abu-

Lughod. Princeton Studies in Culture/Power/History. Princeton, N.J: Princeton 

University Press, 1998. 

 

———, ed. Remaking Women: Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East. Princeton 

Studies in Culture/Power/History. Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1998. 

 

Al Jazeera. “Qatar-Gulf Crisis: Your Questions Answered.” Al Jazeera. Accessed 

February 15, 2018. http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2017/06/qatar-gulf-

crisis-questions-answered-170606103033599.html. 

 

Aldosari, Hala. “The Personal Is Political: Gender Identity in the Personal Status Laws of 

the Gulf Arab States.” The Arab Gulf States Institute Washington, August 29, 2016. 

http://www.agsiw.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Aldosari_ONLINE_updated.pdf. 

 

Al-Rasheed, Madawi. A Most Masculine State: Gender, Politics, and Religion in Saudi 

Arabia. Cambridge Middle East Studies ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2013. 

 

Al-Subaiey, Maryam. “Qatarization - Implementation Challenges.” Brookings Doha 

Center, n.d. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-

content/uploads/2016/07/06_bdc_essay_winner.pdf. 

 

  Asrar, Shakeeb. “Education City Student Demographics 2014-15.” The Daily Q (blog).  

  Accessed April 5, 2018. https://thedailyq.org/4436/features/education-city- 

  student-demographics-2014-15/. 

 

Bahry, Louay, and Phebe Marr. “Qatari Women: A New Generation of Leaders?” Middle 

East Policy 12, no. 2 (June 1, 2005): 104–19. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1061-

1924.2005.00205.x. 

 

Brewer, Dominic J., Catherine H. Augustine, Gail L. Zellman, Gery W. Ryan, Charles A. 

Goldman, Cathy Stasz, and Louay Constant. “Education for a New Era,” 2007. 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG548.html. 

 

Cooke, Miriam. Tribal Modern: Branding New Nations in the Arab Gulf. Berkeley, 

California: University of California Press, 2014. 

http://www.msheireb.com/msheireb-enrichment-centre/about-the-centre/
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2017/06/qatar-gulf-crisis-questions-answered-170606103033599.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2017/06/qatar-gulf-crisis-questions-answered-170606103033599.html
http://www.agsiw.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Aldosari_ONLINE_updated.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/06_bdc_essay_winner.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/06_bdc_essay_winner.pdf
https://thedailyq.org/4436/features/education-city-student-demographics-2014-15/
https://thedailyq.org/4436/features/education-city-student-demographics-2014-15/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1061-1924.2005.00205.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1061-1924.2005.00205.x
https://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG548.html


84 
 

 

Evans, Peter B. Embedded Autonomy. Princeton Paperbacks. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 

University Press, 1995. 

 

GDN Online Desk. “Qatar: Divorce Rates on the Rise in Qatar.” Gulf Daily News Online. 

Accessed February 15, 2018. http://www.gdnonline.com/Details/156108. 

 

Gengler, Justin. “The Political Costs of Qatar’s Western Orientation.” Middle East Policy 

19, no. 4 (2012): 68–76. 

 

Golkowska, Krystyna. “Qatari Women Navigating Gendered Space.” Social Sciences 6, 

no. 4 (October 16, 2017): 123. https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci6040123. 

 

Government Communications Office of the State of Qatar. “Lift the Blockade.” Lift the 

Blockade. Accessed February 15, 2018. https://lifttheblockade.com/. 

 

Gray, Matthew. Qatar: Politics and the Challenges of Development. London: Lynne 

Rienner Publishers, 2013. 

 

Hafez, Sherine. An Islam of Her Own: Reconsidering Religion and Secularism in 

Women’s Islamic Movements. New York: New York University Press, 2011. 

 

Hussain, Sana. “Talk by Hatoon Al Fassi Sparks Debate about Male Guardianship in the 

Gulf.” The Daily Q (blog). Accessed November 14, 2017. 

https://thedailyq.org/6401/top-news-stories/talk-by-hatoon-al-fassi-sparks-debate-

about-male-guardianship-in-the-gulf/. 

 

“In Qatar, Education Drives Workforce Shifts for Women.” Al-Fanar Media (blog), 

August 10, 2015. https://www.al-fanarmedia.org/2015/08/in-qatar-education-drives-

workforce-shifts-for-women/. 

 

International Labour Organization. “Global Wage Report 2016/2017: Wage Inequality in 

the Workplace,” 2016. http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---

dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_537846.pdf. 

 

James-Hawkins, Laurie, Yara Qutteina, and Kathryn M. Yount. “The Patriarchal Bargain 

in a Context of Rapid Changes to Normative Gender Roles: Young Arab Women’s 

Role Conflict in Qatar.” Sex Roles 77, no. 3–4 (August 1, 2017): 155–68. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-016-0708-9. 

 

Joseph, Suad, and Susan Slyomovics. “Introduction.” In Women and Power in the Middle 

East, edited by Suad Joseph and Susan Slyomovics. Philadelphia, PA: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2001. 

 

———, eds. Women and Power in the Middle East. Philadelphia, PA: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2001. 

http://www.gdnonline.com/Details/156108
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci6040123
https://lifttheblockade.com/
https://thedailyq.org/6401/top-news-stories/talk-by-hatoon-al-fassi-sparks-debate-about-male-guardianship-in-the-gulf/
https://thedailyq.org/6401/top-news-stories/talk-by-hatoon-al-fassi-sparks-debate-about-male-guardianship-in-the-gulf/
https://www.al-fanarmedia.org/2015/08/in-qatar-education-drives-workforce-shifts-for-women/
https://www.al-fanarmedia.org/2015/08/in-qatar-education-drives-workforce-shifts-for-women/
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_537846.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_537846.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-016-0708-9


85 
 

 

Kamrava, Mehran. Qatar: Small State, Big Politics. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

2013. 

 

Kandiyoti, Deniz. “The Politics of Gender and the Conundrums of Citizenship.” In 

Women and Power in the Middle East, edited by Suad Joseph and Susan 

Slyomovics. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001. 

 

———, ed. Women, Islam, and the State. Women in the Political Economy. Philadelphia: 

Temple University Press, 1991. 

 

Khatri, Shabina. “High Divorce Rate among Qataris Is a ‘Frightening’ Problem.” Doha 

News, January 20, 2017. https://dohanews.co/high-divorce-rate-among-qataris-

frightening-problem/. 

 

Latour. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. Clarendon 

Lectures in Management Studies. Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 

2007. 

 

“Law No. 22 of 2006 Promulgating ‘The Family Law’ 22/2006,” n.d. 

http://www.rwi.uzh.ch/oe/cimels/law/countries/qatar/Law_22_2006_2558.pdf. 

 

Lindsey, Ursula. “Debate Arises at Qatar U. Over Decision to Teach Mainly in Arabic.” 

Chronicle of Higher Education, February 7, 2012. 

http://www.chronicle.com/article/Debate-Arises-at-Qatar-U-Over/130695. 

 

Mahmood, Saba. Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject. 

Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2005. 

 

Maktabi, Rania. “Female Citizenship and Family Law in Kuwait and Qatar: Globalization 

and Pressures for Reform in Two Rentier States.” NIDABA: An Interdisciplinary 

Journal of Middle East Studies 1, no. 1 (2016): 20–34. 

 

Ministry of Development, Planning and Statistics, “Labor Force Survey, Second Quarter 

(Q2) 2016,” accessed November 12, 2017, 

https://www.mdps.gov.qa/en/statistics1/Pages/LatestStats/20161012.aspx. 

 

———. “Marriage & Divorce: State of Qatar 2015,” September 2016. 

https://www.mdps.gov.qa/en/statistics/Statistical%20Releases/Population/Marriages

Divorces/2015/Analytical_Summary_Marriage_and_Divorce_2015_En.pdf. 

 

———. “National Development Planning and Implementation: Human Development, 

Sustainable Development and National Well-Being,” July 2014. 

http://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/newfunct/pdf14/qatar_nr.pdf. 

 

https://dohanews.co/high-divorce-rate-among-qataris-frightening-problem/
https://dohanews.co/high-divorce-rate-among-qataris-frightening-problem/
http://www.rwi.uzh.ch/oe/cimels/law/countries/qatar/Law_22_2006_2558.pdf
http://www.chronicle.com/article/Debate-Arises-at-Qatar-U-Over/130695
https://www.mdps.gov.qa/en/statistics1/Pages/LatestStats/20161012.aspx
https://www.mdps.gov.qa/en/statistics/Statistical%20Releases/Population/MarriagesDivorces/2015/Analytical_Summary_Marriage_and_Divorce_2015_En.pdf
https://www.mdps.gov.qa/en/statistics/Statistical%20Releases/Population/MarriagesDivorces/2015/Analytical_Summary_Marriage_and_Divorce_2015_En.pdf
http://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/newfunct/pdf14/qatar_nr.pdf


86 
 

Mitchell, J.S., C. Paschyn, S. Mir, K. Pike, and T. Kane. “In Majaalis Al-Hareem: The 

Complex Professional and Personal Choices of Qatari Women.” DIFI Family 

Research and Proceedings, no. 4 (August 5, 2014): 1–12. 

 

Nasir, Jamal J. The Status of Women under Islamic Law and Modern Islamic Legislation: 

Third Edition of the Revised and Updated Work. Leiden, NETHERLANDS: BRILL, 

2009. http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wfu/detail.action?docID=468289. 

 

“Qatar: Constitution of Qatar.” Accessed November 13, 2017. 

http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/text.jsp?file_id=225298. 

 

Qatar Foundation. “Qatar Foundation - Destination: Education City.” Accessed 

November 14, 2017. https://www.qf.org.qa/content/the-foundation/issue-

87/destination-education-city. 

 

———. “Qatar Foundation: His Highness the Father Amir and Her Highness Attend QF 

Convocation 2015,” May 6, 2015. https://www.qf.org.qa/news/his-highness-the-

father-amir-and-her-highness-attend-qf-convocation-2015. 

 

———. “Qatarization.” Accessed November 12, 2017. 

https://www.qf.org.qa/content/about/jobs/qatarization. 

 

Qatar General Secretariat for Development Planning. “National Development Strategy,” 

March 2011. 

https://www.mdps.gov.qa/en/knowledge/HomePagePublications/Qatar_NDS_reprint

_complete_lowres_16May.pdf. 

 

———. “Qatar National Vision 2030,” July 2008. 

 

“Qatar Home to Highest Proportion of Employed Women in the Gulf.” Doha News 

(blog), March 15, 2016. https://dohanews.co/qatar-home-to-highest-proportion-of-

employed-women-in-the-gulf/. 

 

“Qatar University President’s Comments Spark Angry Response.” Doha News (blog), 

November 26, 2013. https://dohanews.co/qatar-university-presidents-comments-

spark-angry-response/. 

 

Roberts, David. “Qatar and the Muslim Brotherhood: Pragmatism or Preference? | Middle 

East Policy Council.” Middle East Policy Council XXI, no. 3 (Fall 2014): 84–94. 

 

“Saudi Scholar Comes under Fire in Qatar for Feminist Views.” Doha News (blog), 

October 31, 2016. https://dohanews.co/saudi-scholar-comes-under-fire-in-qatar-for-

feminist-views/. 

 

Stasz, Cathleen, Eric R. Eide, and Francisco Martorell. “Post-Secondary Education in 

Qatar: Employer Demand, Student Choice, and Options for Policy.” Rand 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wfu/detail.action?docID=468289
http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/text.jsp?file_id=225298
https://www.qf.org.qa/content/the-foundation/issue-87/destination-education-city
https://www.qf.org.qa/content/the-foundation/issue-87/destination-education-city
https://www.qf.org.qa/news/his-highness-the-father-amir-and-her-highness-attend-qf-convocation-2015
https://www.qf.org.qa/news/his-highness-the-father-amir-and-her-highness-attend-qf-convocation-2015
https://www.qf.org.qa/content/about/jobs/qatarization
https://www.mdps.gov.qa/en/knowledge/HomePagePublications/Qatar_NDS_reprint_complete_lowres_16May.pdf
https://www.mdps.gov.qa/en/knowledge/HomePagePublications/Qatar_NDS_reprint_complete_lowres_16May.pdf
https://dohanews.co/qatar-home-to-highest-proportion-of-employed-women-in-the-gulf/
https://dohanews.co/qatar-home-to-highest-proportion-of-employed-women-in-the-gulf/
https://dohanews.co/qatar-university-presidents-comments-spark-angry-response/
https://dohanews.co/qatar-university-presidents-comments-spark-angry-response/
https://dohanews.co/saudi-scholar-comes-under-fire-in-qatar-for-feminist-views/
https://dohanews.co/saudi-scholar-comes-under-fire-in-qatar-for-feminist-views/


87 
 

Corporation, 2007. 

https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2007/RAND_MG644.pdf. 

 

Thomas, Emily. “Qatar’s ‘Reflect Your Respect’ Campaign Urges Foreigners To Cover 

Up.” Huffington Post, May 27, 2014. 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/05/27/qatar-dress-code-

campaign_n_5399177.html. 

 

United Nations Children’s Fund. “QATAR: MENA Gender Equality Profile,” 2011. 

https://www.unicef.org/gender/files/Qatar-Gender-Eqaulity-Profile-2011.pdf. 

 

Winckler, Onn. “How Many Qatari Nationals Are There?” Middle East Quarterly, March 

1, 2015. http://www.meforum.org/5081/how-many-qataris. 

 

World Bank. “Labor Force, Female.” Accessed November 13, 2017. 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.TOTL.FE.ZS. 

 

World Economic Forum, “The Global Gender Gap Report 2017,” World Economic  

Forum, accessed November 12, 2017, https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-

global-gender-gap-report-2017/. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2007/RAND_MG644.pdf
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/05/27/qatar-dress-code-campaign_n_5399177.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/05/27/qatar-dress-code-campaign_n_5399177.html
https://www.unicef.org/gender/files/Qatar-Gender-Eqaulity-Profile-2011.pdf
http://www.meforum.org/5081/how-many-qataris
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.TOTL.FE.ZS
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-gender-gap-report-2017/
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-gender-gap-report-2017/


88 
 

CURRICULUM VITAE 

ALAINNA LILOIA 

(252) 721 3909 | liloa16@wfu.edu 
 

EDUCATION 

 

2016-2018 Master of Arts, Religious Studies, Summa Cum Laude 

  Concentration: Islamic Studies 

  Wake Forest University 

Thesis: “Enduring Tensions: The Pressures of Modernity and the Hold of 

Tradition in the Lives of Qatari Women” 

 

Thesis Description: My thesis explores the relationship between gender 

and modern nation-building in Qatar and analyzes how Qatari women are 

negotiating the challenges of modern development and social change. I 

address the questions of how the state of Qatar’s modern nation-building 

projects utilize representations of women and gendered developmental 

initiatives to fulfill state aims and agendas, and how Qatari women are 

balancing the pressures of modernization with “traditional” social norms 

and expectations. My research engages with scholarly discussion of the 

relationship between gender and modern nation-building in the Middle 

East and builds on the works of scholars such as Madawi Al-Rasheed, Lila 

Abu-Lughod, and Deniz Kandiyoti. I also present an ethnographic 

research study on Qatari women derived from personal field research that 

engages with existing scholarship on Qatar. 

 

Thesis Committee: Pieternella van Doorn-Harder, Tanisha Ramachandran, 

Michaelle Browers 

 

2010-2014 Bachelor of Arts, Biblical and Theological Studies, Summa Cum Laude 

   Minor: Psychology 

   Palm Beach Atlantic University 
 

PROFESSIONAL AND RESEARCH EXPERIENCE 

 

Research Assistant (August 2016-September 2019) 

 Department of Religions, Wake Forest University 

Visiting Scholar and Researcher (Summer 2017) 

Gulf Studies Center, Qatar University, Doha, Qatar 

Reference Desk Student Assistant (June 2017-May 2018) 

 Z. Smith Reynolds Library, Wake Forest University 

Cultural Consultant (July 2014-December 2015) 

 Global Enterprise Services, Manama, Bahrain 

 
 

 

 



89 
 

TEACHING EXPERIENCE 

 

Academic Tutor (August 2016-May 2018) 

 Wake Forest University Writing Center 

Religious Studies Tutor (January 2017-August 2017) 

 Miller Center at Wake Forest University 

ESL Instructor (October 2014-October 2015) 

 Integrity Learning Center, Manama, Bahrain 

Religious Studies Tutor and Academic Coach (September 2010-May 2014) 

 Academic Success Center at Palm Beach Atlantic University 

 

RESEARCH INTERESTS 

Gender and modern nation-building in the Middle East, Gender roles and discourses in 

the Arab gulf states, Modern gulf history and politics, Globalization and Islamist 

movements in the Middle East, Islamic feminism and women’s reform movements in the 

Middle East and South Asia, Postcolonial feminist theory, Hamas and the Arab/Israeli 

conflict 

ACADEMIC PRESENTATIONS 

 

“Islamism and Feminism in Kuwait” at Gender Studies “Speak Out” Series Event, Islam 

and Feminist Voices on a College Campus (February 2017) 

 Department of Women, Gender and Sexuality Studies, Wake Forest University 

"Islamism and Feminism: Shifting Feminist Strategies in an Islamist Context" at 

Sixth Annual Student Research Symposium on Gender and Sexuality, Feminist 

Solidarities: Challenging Systems of Oppression and Privilege (January 2017) 

Wake Forest University 

 
GRANTS AND SCHOLARSHIPS 

 

Richter Graduate Scholarship for International Research (2017) 

 R. Gene and Nancy D. Richter Foundation 

Full Tuition Graduate Scholarship (2016-2018) 

 Wake Forest University 

 
HONORS AND AWARDS 

 

Arabic Language Outstanding Achievement in the First Year Award (2016) 

 Department of Middle East and South Asia Studies, Wake Forest University 

Most Outstanding Graduate (2014) 

 School of Ministry, Palm Beach Atlantic University 

Most Outstanding Student (2014) 

 Department of Biblical and Theological Studies, Palm Beach Atlantic University 

Outstanding Achievement Award (2014) 

Theta Alpha Kappa, Palm Beach Atlantic University     

Greek Language Outstanding Achievement Award (2014) 



90 
 

 Department of Biblical and Theological Studies, Palm Beach Atlantic University 

Commencement Student Speaker (May 2014) 

 Palm Beach Atlantic University  

President, Theta Alpha Kappa Honors Society (2013-2014) 

 Palm Beach Atlantic University 

Secretary, Socratic Club (2012-2014) 

Palm Beach Atlantic University  

 
LANGUAGE QUALIFICATIONS 

Modern Standard Arabic Language Study (August 2016-May 2018) 

 Elementary Arabic I- Intermediate Arabic II 

 Wake Forest University 

Intensive Arabic Language Study, Gulf Dialect (October 2014-May 2015) 

 Levels 1-3 

Integrity Learning Center, Manama, Bahrain 

Biblical Greek Language Study (August 2012-May 2014) 

 Elementary Greek I-Intermediate Greek II 

 Palm Beach Atlantic University 

 


