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Gender equality and women empowerment (GEWE) has 
become a fixed agenda item in the international arena. 
Indeed, the recent setback in Afghanistan has made 
the global focus on GEWE even more pertinent today. 
What used to be seen as a women’s rights issue is now 
increasingly regarded as an integral part of the global 
human rights and development agenda. Powered by 
the Sustainable Development Goals and many other 
resolutions and initiatives at the international, regional 
and national levels, such as the Generation Equality 
Forum and the G20 Alliance for the Empowerment and 
Progression of Women's Economic Representation, the 
international community’s commitment to GEWE is 
here to stay.

Across the globe, experience, research and data 
irrefutably point towards the benefits of gender equality. 
Empowering women is good for economic growth and 
for ensuring the stability of a nation. Improving gender 
diversity in businesses has a significant and positive 
impact on financial performance, talent retention and 
the ability to innovate. Research shows that men are 
also hurt by the oppression of women, as it makes entire 
societies more unstable and poorer. Lastly, the inclusion 
of women in peace processes increases the durability and 
sustainability of peace agreements.

Equal Partners in Life
The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a frontrunner in many 
ways. As an Emirati woman, I am immensely proud 
that our country is a regional leader on the topic of 
women’s rights. While the Arab region is often regarded 

as lagging behind on gender equality, the UAE has made 
tremendous progress. The UAE jumped 48 ranks in 2021 
on the World Economic Forum (WEF)’s Global Gender 
Gap Report, and currently leads the Arab world in closing 
most of its gender gaps. At 52 percent (2019 estimate), 
the UAE’s female labour participation is among the 
highest in the MENA region and female representation 
in the Federal National Council stands at 50 percent, a 
feat most legislative bodies around the world have yet 
to achieve. The UAE is also the first country in the GCC 
to adopt a National Action Plan to implement United 
Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, 
Peace and Security.

This UAE’s drive for gender equality is strongly rooted 
in the thinking and teaching of the late Sheikh Zayed Al 
Nahyan, who always upheld the principle of women and 
men as equal partners in building our nation. As part of 
this conviction, the UAE embarked not only on a path 
of legislative adaptation, but also on a path of cultural 
transformation. Women enjoy the same legal status, 
claim to titles, access to education, the right to practice 
professions, and the right to inherit property as men, all 
rights enshrined and protected by the UAE Constitution. 
Assisted by the excellent work of the General Women’s 
Union and the Gender Balance Council and other home 
grown initiatives, the principle of gender equality and 
women’s empowerment has become an integral part of 
the fabric of the UAE, visible in all aspects of life.

A Lasting Space and Legacy
With the Women’s Pavilion curated by Expo 2020 Dubai 
in collaboration with Cartier, we further institutionalise 
this principle of women as equal partners. From October 
2021 to March 2022, we will stage an exciting line 
up of prominent speakers from across the globe and 
thought-provoking events covering all aspects of 
gender equality and women’s empowerment, from 
access, to participation, to leadership and gender 
responsive design. The Women’s Pavilion will not simply 
be a temporary place of ‘pop up’ events over the next 
six months but a lasting fixture through which we will 
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continue the arduous quest for gender equality. Working 
together with our global and local partners, the Pavilion 
will seek to advance what is an important lifeline for 
any nation, and for humanity, to flourish. Creating 
such a continuing and lasting space is a necessity and 
is something we owe to the women of the world. As 
Emiratis, we also owe it to the Founder of our Nation, as 
we set to celebrate the UAE’s Golden Jubilee.

A Cultural Transformation: Learning 
from the UAE’s Experience
Examining the UAE’s experience, one quickly recognises 
that the shift we have seen in the last 50 years in 
women’s leadership does not come from policies alone, 
it comes from the population’s change in the belief 
system regarding the role of women.

A lasting legacy means shifting mindsets. Without 
changing how we think about the role of women in 
society, top-down strategies will not be enough to 
bring around empowerment and inclusion. Government 
policies can help reduce the gender gap by improving 
women’s access to education, work opportunities, 
healthcare and equal pay, but patriarchal social norms 
and cultural practices can be stubborn to overcome. As 
a result, despite the positive policy changes that have 
occurred in most countries around the world, equal 
female participation in leadership and decision-making 
in all areas of life continues to lag.

Thus, while political leadership is vital to changing 
policies, true gender equality and women 
empowerment requires a fundamental transformation 
of social and cultural norms. To maintain or advance 
the gains made in the past decades, it is in this space 
of social norms and mindsets that real barriers need 
to be broken and glass ceilings shattered. The wheels 
of legislative modernisation and cultural adaptation 
need to move at the same pace.

The UAE is an excellent example of a country that is 
continuously moving forward, changing mindsets 
and empowering women. Reforms such as equal 
pay for men and women, paid paternal leave, female 
representation in parliament, protection from domestic 
violence, adjustments to the penal code, and prohibiting 
discrimination on the basis of sex and gender, have 
shaped the right frameworks. At the same time, the UAE 
has long recognised the powerful force of culture and 
the need for cultural adaptation. 

The Empowerment of Women: A 
Cultural Awakening
Cultural adaptation takes effort and courage. The UAE 
has shown both of these traits, with its focus on cultural 
diplomacy, the establishment of a Ministry of Tolerance 

in 2016, and finally through the way the UAE is hosting 
the World Expo. At Expo we made a commitment to 
“one nation, one pavilion” because each and every 
country has a story to tell and something to contribute. 
No matter how big or small, all cultures deserve equal 
respect. But we didn’t stop there. We built a permanent 
Women’s Pavilion because we believe that when women 
thrive, humanity thrives.

The COVID-19 pandemic has opened our eyes once 
again to the fragility of our gains. It has also somewhat 
set the clock back. As lockdowns and school closures 
occurred around the world, women and men quickly 
picked up their ‘traditional’ roles again. Juggling 
between their careers, homeschooling their children 
and other household tasks, more women than men left 
the workforce.  Throughout the pandemic, they also 
became more exposed to increased levels of gender-
based violence. The situation prompted UN Women 
to coin the term “Shadow Pandemic” to refer to these 
adverse side effects of the pandemic shaping the future 
for women. The last two years showed an ugly truth: our 
social norms and associated mindsets keep breeding 
inequality. Indeed, being a feminist is no longer limited 
to seeking equality between women and men. It is a 
cultural issue, one concerned with changing beliefs and 
norms.

Moving Mindsets
Sadly, the pandemic reversed some of the gains in 
women’s rights that the world had made in the last 
decades. The WEF now estimates that it will take an 
additional generation to close the gender gap: that 
is 135.6 years from now instead of 99.5 years pre-
pandemic. Needless to say, this is an unacceptable 
timeline. If we are to achieve the gender equality goals 
set at the international and national levels, acceleration 
is needed. And that acceleration has to also come 
from a shift in mindsets, a cultural transformation that 
encourages and inspires the younger generation (and 
ideally the older ones, too).

At the Women’s Pavilion curated by Expo 2020 Dubai in 
collaboration with Cartier, we intend to challenge social 
stereotypes and practices that oppress women and help 
accelerate the shift towards full gender equality. We 
want the Pavilion to become a key platform aimed at 
continuing the quest towards true gender equality and 
women empowerment. In line with the vision of our 
leadership, the UAE should serve as a global champion 
of women’s rights by helping other countries on their 
path of lifting both their legislative and cultural barriers 
and biases. We owe this to women, and we owe this to 
humanity.
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