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Á Researchquestions:

a) To what extent & what kind of political rolesand functionsdo first ladiesassume
underauthoritarianismin the MENAregion?

b) How is their socio-economicengagementpart of the performance& neoliberal
policy-makingof authoritarianregimes?

Á Main assumptions:

Arab first ladies constitute politically relevant actors under authoritarianism and
cannot be reduced to representative spouses and philanthropists or ΨŘŜǎǇƻǘ
ƘƻǳǎŜǿƛǾŜǎΩ. In addition to fosteringtheǊŜƎƛƳŜǎΩpolitical & socio-economicagendas
in variouspolicyareas,they alsoset new items on the agenda. Dueto their positions
as political spouseof the rulers, they are able to touch socialtaboos and red lines.
Moreover, through their activepolitical roles they contribute to the (de-)legitimation
of the authoritarianregimes.



Framework

First Lady Scholarship: Roles & Functions of first ladies

Source: van Wyk(2017), p. 164



State Feminism under authoritarianism

Mama(1995, p. 41):

ΩCŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅςan anti-democraticfemalepower structurewhich claimsto exist for the
advancementof ordinarywomen,but is unableto do sobecauseit is dominatedby a
smallcliqueof womenwhoseauthority derivesfrom their beingmarried to powerful
men, rather than from any actions or ideas of their own. Femocraciesexploit the
commitments of the international movement for greater gender equality while
actually only advancingthe interests of a small female elite, and in the long-term
underminingǿƻƳŜƴΩǎinterests by upholding the patriarchal status quo. In short,
femocracyis a feminineautocracyrunningin parallelto the patriarchaloligarchyupon
whichit reliesfor its authority,andwhichit supportscompletely.Ψ



Socio-Economic Context & Authoritarianism in the Middle East 
& North Africa

Å Deteriorating socio-economic situation, in particular unemployment, low 
job creation rate, quality of education/education system, social inequality 
& poverty

Å Neoliberal restructuring since the late 1970s, structural adjustment since 
the 1980s; large scale restructuring affecting politics, economy & society

Å Increasing presence & influence of business actors & technocrats as new 
actors in politics (pol. relevant elites; preservation of the status quo of 
power relations)

Ą Authoritarian Renewal: regime elites exploiting social, political, economic 
trends to preserve authoritarian rule & to generate political resources; 
tried & tested strategies + innovations 

Ą Authoritarian Neoliberalism: Symbiosisof neolib. econ. management&
authorit. statism(classstruggle/eliteinterests; subjectformation)



Freedom House- Freedom in the World 2019



Freedom in the World 2019 ςMENA region
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Suzanne Mubarak (Egypt; 1981-2011)

Å Born in 1941 in the Kingdom of Egypt (Al Minya) to an Egyptian father and 
a British mother 

Å degree in political science & sociology

Å 1958: married Hosni Mubarak

Å 2 children: Alaa(b. 1960), Gamal (b. 1963)

Å Socio-economic engagement: The Cairo Child Museum; 
{ǳȊŀƴƴŜ aǳōŀǊŀƪ wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ IŜŀƭǘƘ ϧ 
Development; National Council for Women; 
Goodwill Ambassador UN FAO 



Leila Trabelsi(Tunisia; 1992-2011)

Å Born in 1956 in Tunis into a working class Tunisian family

Å training as a hairdresser; work experience as a travel agent

Å 1992: married Zine El AbidineEl Ali

Å 3 children: Nesrine(b. 1987), Halima (b. 1992), Mohammed (b. XX)

Å Socio- economic engagement: Arab Women Organization, Basma 
Association (employment disabled), SAIDA (cancer treatment)



SheikhaMozabint Nasser Al Missned
(Qatar; 1995-2013)

Å Born in 1959 in Qatar into an elite merchant family

Å Degree in sociology

Å 1977: married Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani (2nd wife but the consort of the 
Emir of Qatar/first lady)

Å 7 children (5 sons and 2 daughters): her second born son, Tamim bin 
Hamad Al Thani (b. 1980), is the current emir of Qatar  

Å Socio-economic engagement: Education Above All; Qatar Foundation for 
Education, Science & Community Development; UNESCO Special Envoy; 
UN SDG Advocate

Å Unconventional role in a conservative emirate; 
modern traditionalist & religious nationalist



Princess Haya bint Al Hassan (Dubai; 2004-2019)

Å Born in 1974 in Amman, Jordan as a daughter of 
King Hussein (and sister of the current king, Abdullah II)

Å Degree in philosophy, politics and economics (PPE) from 
Oxford University

Å 2004: married Sheikh Mohammad bin Rashid Al Maktoum,
ruler of Dubai (his junior/6th wife); 2019 separation  

Å 2 children: Jalila(b. 2007), Zayed (b. 2012) 

Å Socio-economic engagement: International Olympic Committee; 
International Federation of Equestrian Sports; 
Goodwill Ambassador UN World Food 
Programme; 
Dubai International Humanitarian City



LallaSalma of Morocco (2002-2018)

Å Born in 1978 into a Moroccan middle-class 
family from Fes (Bennani family)

Å Degree in computer engineering 

Å 2002: married King Mohammad VI; December 2017: disappeared from 
public; divorce 

Å 2 children: Moulay Hassan (b. 2003), LallaKhadija (b. 2007)

Å Socio-economic engagement: LallaSalma 
Foundation (f. 2005; cancer treatment 
& prevention); Goodwill Ambassador WHO;
HIV prevention in Africa

Å First Moroccan wife of a King who received a royal 
ǘƛǘƭŜ όΨǇǊƛƴŎŜǎǎΩύΣ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǊƻƭŜǎ 
and functions



Asma Al Assad (Syria; since 2000)

Å Born 1975 in London into a Syrian upper class family 
(Akhras)

Å Degree in computer science & French literature 
όYƛƴƎΩǎ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜύ

Å 2000: married Bashar Al Assad

Å 3 children: Hafez (b. 2001), Zein(b. 2003 ), Karim (b. 2004)

Å Socio-economic engagement: Syria Trust for Development 


