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Abstract

This study employs Erving Goffman’s theory of stigma to analyze Rajaa Alsanea’s
novel Girls of Riyadh (2005). Focusing on the intertwined lives of four Saudi
women—Gamrah, Sadeem, Michelle, and Lamees—the novel critiques the
restrictive cultural customs and gender inequalities within contemporary Saudi
society, depicting its female characters as captives to tradition. Using a descriptive-
analytical method, this research examines how stigma functions as a mechanism of
social control in the narrative. The analysis identifies prominent forms of stigma
within the text, including labels of nonconformity, social disgust, and resistance to
dominant norms, which are often anchored in traditional and cultural expectations.
These stigmatizing processes are shown to precipitate severe consequences for the
protagonists, including enforced secrecy, psychological distress, and pervasive
social anxiety. Furthermore, the findings indicate that ethnic and tribal stigma
emerges as the most acutely oppressive form within the novel’s social landscape,
profoundly shaping the characters’ identities and experiences. Through this
Goffmanian lens, the study elucidates how Alsanea’s work dramatizes the
performative negotiation of a spoiled identity within a rigidly coded social world.
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