
Qatar i  Women: Engagement And Empowerment 
Through Maj l i s  Al-Hareem

Female engagement and par t ic ipat ion in the Midd le  East  and in the Arab Gulf  in  par t icular—especia l l y 
among ordinar y  women interact ing within their  societ ies—have been largely  over looked in socia l 
sc ience l i terature  unt i l  quite  recent ly  (e.g. , Sonbol  2012; Krause 2008) . Too of ten, the Western and 
global  mindset  emphasizes  socia l  and cultura l  exc lus ion and segregat ion of  women, par t icular l y  in  the 
Arab Gulf, to  argue that  women are  lef t  out , oppressed, and s i lenced. Yet  our  recent  qual i tat ive  and 
quanti tat ive  research in the state  of  Qatar  depicts  Qatar i  women as  equal  to  or  even surpass ing men on a 
var iety  of  impor tant  indicators  of  pol i t ica l , economic, educat ional , and socia l  engagement (QNRF UREP 
12-016-5-007) . One of  the most  s ignificant  f indings  point  toward a  par t icular  aspect  of  Qatar i  women's 
engagement with their  societ ies : the use  of  maj l i s  a l-hareem (female  gather ings)  as  a  way of  car ing for 
the family, interact ing with the community, and engaging with the government, on levels  comparable  to 
their  male  counterpar ts . Using the case  s tudy of  Qatar, our  research a ims to understand the dr ivers  and 
obstac les  of  women's  agency in the Arab Gulf  by focusing on the use  of  maj l i s  a l-hareem as  a  locus  of 
engagement with greater  society  (QNRF UREP 15-035-5-013) . 
 
We hypothesize  that  the maj l i s  a l-hareem is  a  natura l  set t ing of  socia l  l i fe  for  women in the Arab 
Gulf, in  which the act  of  par t ic ipat ion has  direct  impl icat ions  for  wi l l ingness  and abi l i t y  to  engage in 
greater  society. Beyond the confines  of  the famil ia l  home, few spaces  in the Arab Gulf  af ford women 
the pr ivacy and freedom to assemble and engage in conversat ion. The maj l i s  i s  a  des ignated, purpose-
bui l t  gendered meet ing space or  sa lon, unique to the Arab wor ld. Yet  there  i s  no exist ing socia l  sc ience 
l i terature  on female  par t ic ipat ion in these  t ypes  of  gather ings , as  Western l i terature  t radit ional l y  depicts 
the maj l i s  as  a  male-only  place  of  power.  O ur research employs  both qual i tat ive  and quanti tat ive 
methodolog y to gather  crucia l  empir ica l  ev idence, combining ethnographic  f ie ldwork and inter view-
based research in approximately  20 di f ferent  maj l i s  a l-hareem throughout  Qatar  (spanning family, socia l , 
neighborhood, re l ig ious , and inte l lectual  gather ings)  and a  profess ional  sur vey of  Qatar i  women (of 
1 ,049 respondents)  conducted through Qatar  Univers i t y ' s  Socia l  and Economic Sur vey Research Inst i tute 
us ing random sampling and tra ined inter viewers . O ur data  gives  new ins ights  into female  engagement 
and empowerment in the Arab Gulf, f i l l ing a  socia l  sc ience research gap and continuing the burgeoning 
academic conversat ion on the power and place of  women in Midd le  Eastern society. 
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