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INTRODUCTION

Civil society, as a network of informal institutions and social groups engaged in
non-profit and participatory activities, plays a vital role in the political and social
development of countries worldwide. In Saudi Arabia, however, civil society faces
severe structural and cultural constraints that significantly affect the formation and
operation of civic groups and institutions. These constraints include direct
government control over associations, strict laws governing public activities, and
sociocultural pressures on activists. Despite these limitations, certain economic,
social, and educational changes in recent decades have created limited opportunities
for civic engagement. Nevertheless, power structures, legal frameworks, and
informal norms continue to shape the behavior of actors and restrict collective
activities. Anthony Giddens' structuration theory offers an important analytical tool
for examining Saudi civil society, as it explains how social actors simultaneously
interact with structures while reproducing or transforming them. The central
question of this study is not merely whether civil society exists in Saudi Arabia, but
rather how, at what level, with what resources, and within what structure-agency
relationship it operates.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study draws on Giddens' structuration theory as its core analytical framework.
Giddens defines structure as the rules and resources involved in the production and
reproduction of social systems across time and space. A key concept in his
framework is the “duality of structure,” which holds that structures are
simultaneously constraining and enabling: they limit the range of possible actions
while also providing the conditions for agency and innovation. Actors are not
merely passive subjects of structural forces; they actively reproduce, modify, or
transform structures through their practices. Giddens also introduces the concept of
"reflexivity,” referring to the active monitoring by agents of their own activities and
the social and physical context in which they act. Applied to civil society in Saudi
Avrabia, this framework allows for a simultaneous analysis of the legal, cultural, and
institutional constraints that restrict civic action alongside the capacities that actors
develop through social networks, social capital, and voluntary participation. Civil
society in Saudi Arabia thus operates in a two-way interaction between structure
and agency, where constraints and empowerment are not opposites but
complementary dimensions of the same process.
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METHODOLOGY

This study employs a meta-synthesis design, integrating quantitative data with qualitative
analyses. Quantitative data included measurable indicators such as the number of civil society
organizations (NGOs), rates of voluntary participation, access to resources and public spaces,
and the density of civil networks. These indicators were analyzed through available official
documents, governmental reports, and NGO publications to identify macro-level patterns and
trends. Qualitative data were drawn from official documents, NGO reports, and documented
accounts of civil activists' experiences, allowing for a deeper understanding of how actors
navigate structural constraints and utilize available opportunities. This combined approach
strengthens the validity and comprehensiveness of the findings and enables an integrated
analysis of the complex relationship between structures and actors in Saudi civil society.

RESULTS & DISCUSSION

The findings reveal that Saudi civil society operates within a framework of legal, cultural, and
institutional constraints, yet retains meaningful capacities for social impact. The analysis of key
indicators is summarized in the following table:

Indicator Mean Std. Correlation with Social
Dev. Impact

Number of NGOs 120 15 0.42
Voluntary Participation (%) 18 4 0.51
Access to Resources & Space 4.5 1.2 0.37
(0-10)

Civil Networks & Social Capital | 6.2 15 0.62
(0-10)

Impact on Social Policy (0-10) 1.8 0.7 1.00

Civil networks and social capital showed the strongest positive correlation (0.62) with social
impact, indicating that inter-organizational cooperation and effective communication matter
more than the mere number of institutions. Voluntary participation ranked second (0.51),
demonstrating that active citizen engagement in educational, cultural, and charitable activities
meaningfully increases civil society's overall effectiveness. Access to resources and public
spaces exhibited the weakest correlation (0.37), reflecting how legal restrictions, cultural
pressures, and funding limitations constrain the operational scope of NGOs—though strong
social networks can partially compensate for these deficits. The number of NGOs showed a
moderate correlation (0.42), suggesting that institutional growth alone, without accompanying
networks, resources, and participatory opportunities, does not suffice to expand civil society's
public role. Direct impact on social policy remains low (mean: 1.8/10); however, cases such as
the Women to Drive campaign demonstrate that through the intelligent use of networks and
inter-institutional cooperation, structural constraints can be transformed into practical
opportunities for incremental social change.

CONCLUSIONS & SUGGESTIONS

This study concludes that Saudi civil society operates in a space between control and possibility,
neither fully suppressed nor fully autonomous. Consistent with Giddens' structuration theory,
legal and cultural structures simultaneously constrain and enable civic actors: they restrict the
scope of formal political engagement while permitting limited activity in charitable,
educational, and cultural domains. The most important finding is that social capital and civil
networks are the decisive factors in amplifying social impact, far more than the number of
organizations or volume of formal activities. The future of Saudi civil society depends less on
institutional expansion and more on strengthening social capital, expanding voluntary
participation, developing civil networks, and creating greater opportunities for social
interaction. Policy recommendations include:

]



(1) strengthening legal and institutional frameworks to facilitate civil activities; (2) expanding
access to financial resources and public spaces for NGOs; (3) investing in educational and
cultural programs that build civic capacity; and (4) supporting network-based cooperation
among civil institutions. These findings can serve as a basis for future research and for designing
practical policies to strengthen civil society in restricted and controlled environments.

Key Words: Civil Society, Giddens' Structuration Theory, Non-Governmental Organizations,
Saudi Arabia, Social Capital.
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