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Saudi women are often described as either victims of patriarchal religion
and society or successful survivors of discrimination imposed on them
by others. Madawi Al-Rasheed goes beyond these images to explore the
historical, political, and religious forces that made them enjoy far fewer
rights than their counterparts in other parts of the Muslim world. Under
the patronage of the state and its religious nationalism, women became
hostage to political projects in which they must represent contradict-
ory expectations. As symbols of both piety and modernity, women’s
emancipation is delayed and thwarted. Drawing on state documents,
media sources, and women’s voices, Al-Rasheed explores persistent
gender inequality in what many Saudis and outsiders consider a unique
situation. She examines the intersection between gender, religion, and
politics that perpetuates women’s exclusion. The author unveils pro-
jects initiated by the state, social controversies, religious rulings, and
vibrant debates that dominate discussions of the ‘woman question’.
While women’s struggle for greater recognition and equality has already
started, the author sees light at the end of the tunnel.

Madawi Al-Rasheed is Professor of Anthropology of Religion at King’s
College, University of London. She specialises in Saudi history, polit-
ics, and society. Her publications include Contesting the Saudi State
(2007), Kingdom Without Borders (2009), and A History of Saudi
Arabia (2010).
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Cambridge Middle East Studies has been established to publish books
on the nineteenth- to twenty-first-century Middle East and North
Africa. The series offers new and original interpretations of aspects of
Middle Eastern societies and their histories. To achieve disciplinary
diversity, books are solicited from authors writing in a wide range
of fields including history, sociology, anthropology, political science,
and political economy. The emphasis is on producing books affording
an original approach along theoretical and empirical lines. The series
is intended for students and academics, but the more accessible and
wide-ranging studies will also appeal to the interested general reader.

A list of books in the series can be found after the index.
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The essential ambiguity of the state derives in part from the fact
that in its very structure, with the opposition between financial
ministries and spending ministries, between its paternalist, famili-
alist, protective right hand, and its socially oriented left hand, it
reproduces the archetypal division between male and female, with
women being linked to the left hand as its administrators and as the
main recipients of benefits and services.

Pierre Bourdieu, Masculine Domination
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