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Abstract

This study delves into the crucial question of why and how, despite a
constitutionally guaranteed representative system of government in Kuwait, the
past four decades of experimenting with democracy produced a model of
democracy that is characterised by only a very small number of citizens being
eligible to participate in the political system and a National Assembly whose
effectiveness is undermined by its frequent suspensions and its inability to
check and balance the power of the executive. In order to answer this question
the study focuses on analysing the functioning of the National Assembly
covering the period between 1963-1996 and its relations to al Sabah and the
executive. The objective of this will be to present the manner and the
mechanisms which al Sabah have used in order to maintain their dominance

over society in Kuwait and, subsequently, over the National Assembly.

Another point assessed will be whether al Sabah have created an elite
institution that is accessible to only the very few, through citizenship law, and
also where the representative system is fragmented along traditional lines of
affiliations which are promoted through the election law. It will be seen whether
it is through these two legal frames that al Sabah have been able to control and
undermine the democratic experience in Kuwait. Kuwaiti citizenship is
considered to be among the most restrictive system in the world, making
Kuwaiti nationality a very “special status” and limiting who are those eligible to

participate in the political system down to an extremely small percentage of the

entire population.

The study acknowledges the centrality of oil in facilitating the dominance of al
Sabah and the executive branch of state power over the legislative branch.
However, the study aims to go beyond the rentier approach emphasis on oil, by
highlighting the specifics of the given situation in Kuwait, by focusing on the
mechanisms of control; whether legal or political. The study concludes that
several major changes are required - in particular in the citizenship law and

election law - if the path true of democracy is to be followed as it is stipulated in

the Constitution of Kuwait in 1962.
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Chapter One

Introduction

1.1 Research Problem

The development of Kuwait, from a small-unsettied nomadic pastoral area
located between Saudi Arabia and Iraq, to one of the richest states in the Gulf
region is considered, by all measures, a success story. This small Shaikhdom
has been able to meet the challenges of building a state, developing, and
establishing legitimacy. It has strengthened and survived against the odds and
has beaten back all the predictions about its potential demise due to its fragile
nature. It has also survived the external aggression and invasion by the Iraqi
regime in 1990 and regained its international legitimacy and status within a very
short period of time, with the assistance of the American led coalition of

countries and their armed forces.

However, despite Kuwait's massive socio-economic transformations, they were
not accompanied by a similar level of development for its democratic institutions
and its democratic life. Although Kuwait has adopted a democratic Constitution
and is among the most open and liberal governments in the Guif state, the
workings and the parameters of public political space is, to a great extent,
determined by the ruling family. On two occasions, in 1976 and 1986, al Sabah
dismissed the National Assembly and suspended constitutionally guaranteed
rights. The press is censored, subsidised and controlled by the state; public

gatherings are restricted by government approval; and voluntary associations

A



are not fully autonomous; clubs, guilds and professional associations are

regulated by the state and depend on it for a substantial part of their budget.’

Thus, four decades of parliamentary experience produced a model of
democracy that is characterised by an extremely small number of citizens who
are eligible to participate in the political system; prolonged periods of
suspension of the National Assembly; immense restrictions on individual and
public freedoms and where ultimate power resides in the executive, namely,
with al Sabah family. The major task of this study is to analyse why and how
this situation developed, despite a constitutionally guaranteed representative
system of government, and the constitutionally guaranteed freedom of
expression and association. Subsequently, is there a possibility for Kuwait to
widen the political rights available and to develop a better functioning

representative system of government?

The context in which this problem has developed is very important for the
investigation of this study and this is related to the historical process of state
formation and the development of an oil based economy. The establishment of
central rule on territorially defined boundaries was directly linked to the rise of
power for al Sabah as the ruling family and the most influential political force in
the area. Thus, the political system that developed has been underpinned by
very personal rule and, as an attachment to this, the population’s loyalty and
allegiance to the ruling family rather than to the state per se. In fact, the
development of the state and its organs followed the establishment of the rule of
al Sabah. This signified the patriarchal nature of the state. Patriarchal authority
and domination, as indicated by Weber, is based on personal loyalty and on the
sanctity of tradition and allegiance towards the ruler.®> Although it is a voluntary
submission to the ruler, the relationship is still heavily laden with tension. The
ruler and the ruled are engaged in an implicit struggle for power, in order for

each to maintain or augment its influences while adhering to the imperatives of

! Mary Ann Tetreault. "Civil Society in Kuwait: Protected Spaces and Women's Rights,” The Middle
East Journal. 47(2) Spring 1993: p. 276.

* Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich. (ed). Max Weber, Economy and Society: an Outline of Interpretive
Sociology. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978). p.1007-1015.
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tradition.” This type of dynamics is clearly seen in Kuwaiti politics. Various
political groups exert pressure and place demands on the government and can
be extremely vocal and critical, yet all of this goes on within a context of loyalty,

allegiance and acceptance of al Sabah'’s authority.

The government’s adoption of the concept of al usra al wahida (the united
family) as a symbol of Kuwaiti nationalism, augmented the patriarchal nature of
the state.* The media, in popularising the concept has: depicted the nation as a
collective family characterised by reciprocal relations of rights and obligations,
al usra al wahida, with the Amir at its head.> The Amir is the father figure and
the patron of the Kuwaiti family. Loyalty to the patriarchal family and loyalty to
the ruling family became associated. The Constitution also emphasises the
family as the basic unit of society rather than the individual. Thus, a hierarchical
structure of heavily personalised relations and channels permeate the society
making kinship and traditional affiliations the more acceptable forms of identity
and are deemed as essential for any one to be able to access to the political
system. The expression of divisions and forms of identity and loyalty based on
the sect, tribe, and family etc...facilitate al Sabah’s control and dominance over
the political process, since it can play these diverse groups against each other,

in order to maintain its relevance.

What strengthened and maintained this personal autocratic rule was the
development of the oil economy in Kuwait. The incredible wealth generated by
the oil gave al Sabah the power to allocate and distribute the huge revenues
that were accruing for the state, to receivers chosen for their own advantage,
whether by increasing the wealth and influence of members of the ruling family
or by rewarding loyal groups, individuals, families and by expanding benefits to
the ordinary Kuwaiti citizen. That behaviour has tied all the different social
groups within the society very close to al Sabah and their rule, and has

emphasised the importance of traditional lines of affiliations and identify.

3 Frank Parkin. Max Weber. (Chichesters: Ellis Horwood Limited, 1982).p.81.

* Mary Ann Tetreault and Haya al-Mughni. "Modernization and its Discontents: Gender and Politics in
Kuwait" The Middle East Journal. (Vol.49. No.3 Summer 1995) p. 407.

5 Ibid.. p.407



1.2  Main Argument of the Study

The main contention of the study is that the constitutionally guaranteed
representative system of government, and subsequently the realisation of a
genuine process of democratisation, has been thwarted by the determination of
the ruling family to preserve its power. The concentration of economic power in
al Sabah hands, due to their control of the oil revenues, plus their ability to
distribute and allocate that wealth through state structures and the private
sector facilitated the ruling family’s pursuit of this aim. Other structural factors in
the political economy of Kuwait also helped such as the presence of a large
migrant community and the persistence of a number of traditional features of

the society.

On one level this argument fits within the rentier approach that has been used
as a method of study of the Gulf states.” However, the focus of this study is to
go beyond the descriptive parameters of the approach by analysing the manner
and the mechanisms that allowed al Sabah to maintain its dominance and
undermine the democratic experience of Kuwait. The centrality of oil to Kuwait
is indisputable but there is a need to look into the specifics of the situation and
bring out the dynamics of the relationship between the state and society. In this
context the ruling family has adopted specific strategies in limiting any
challenges to its authority which the study shall focus on analysing. These

include;

1. The control of the legal frame of political participation through citizenship
and election laws. The citizenship law separates some segments of the
population of Kuwait and grants them full political rights while the election
law fragments the population along traditional lines of differing affiliations
and identities. The combined effect of these two laws is the particular
model of parliamentary democracy that developed in Kuwait; highly

fractured and ineffective in curtailing executive power.

6 See Hazem Beblawi “The Rentier State in the Arab World” and Giacomo Luciani ** Allocation vs.
Production States: A Theoretical Framework™ in Hazem Beblawi and Giacomo Luciani (ed.). The
Rentier State (London: Croom Helm, 1987).



. The use and emphasis of traditional forms of affiliations and loyalties as

being the primary source of identity, drastically reduces the importance of
having a general atmosphere and a ‘universal’ feeling of citizenship, as well

as the different class status.

The ban on the formation of political parties which acts as an obstacle on
the elaboration of political agendas and programmes which would be based

on policies that transcend the segmental interests of the different groups.

The skilful use of the National Assembly to contain, curb and exploit
differences among the various groups in society, in order to enhance the
relevance of the ruling family as the only possible unifying force for the

society.

Combining the two roles of ruling and governing provides al Sabah with a
huge leverage over the society by the mere virtue of controlling the state
revenues and the key ministries of Information, Foreign Affairs, Defence
and Interior. In addition to this, al Sabah combines the two posts of Prime

Minister and Crown Prince.

The study will also show that within these constraints there are, nevertheless,

areas where civil society has been able to carve out some room for manoeuvre

which under certain circumstances has allowed it to force concessions from al

Sabah. This proves that the dynamics of the power relation between a rentier

state and the society is much more complicated than a simple client-patron one.

1.3

Obijectives of the Research

The objectives of this study can be summarised as follows:

1.

To show the complexity and difficult nature of developing a representative
system of government in a state that is underpinned by very personal rule,

with the personal/traditional attachments and loyalties linked together.



. To show that, although oil has been a major factor in facilitating the
dominance of the executive branch of state power over the legislative
branch of state power, it has not made the society passive or separated from
the state, as the rentier approach would emphasise.

. To show the conflict and tension between society and the state as
expressed in the debates of the assembly and the tenuous relation between

the executive and legislative and the Kuwaiti diwaniyyas.

. To contribute to the debate about democracy and citizenship in the Gulf

state region.

. To investigate the impact of the citizenship law and the election law on the
development of parliamentary life in Kuwait in terms of the
inclusion/exclusion of certain groups in society and also in terms of dividing

Kuwaitis along traditional forms of their affiliation.

. To show how traditional divisions and traditional forms of identity and loyalty
have been manipulated by al Sabah for the advantage of maintaining their
autocratic power and their dominance as the only relevant political force in

the country.

. To discuss the role of the diwaniyyah (a private meeting place for men only,
which is particular to Kuwait) in providing an alternative channel of
communication between citizens and the government especially in times of

protracted political public space.

1.4 The Conceptual Frame of the Research

The conceptual frame for investigating the particular model of a representative

system of government that has developed in Kuwait rests on the citizenship

concept and the liberal model of democracy. The citizenship concept is pivotal

for this research because it can be argued that Kuwait defines itself and its

parliamentary experiment by its exclusive citizenship law. Another reason is

6



that in order for Kuwait to have a better functioning parliamentary system, then
to introduce a less restrictive citizenship law to achieve this is essential; one
that will fall more in line with the Kuwaiti Constitution. Thus, in using this
concept, it can serve this research in two main ways: firstly, by understanding
the limitation of the parliamentary experience in Kuwait and secondly, to
improve on that experience. As to the model of democracy, the Kuwaiti
Constitution adopted the liberal model of democracy by stipulating for a
representative system of government with checks and balances between the
executive and the legislature, and upholding the principle of separation of state
powers. Thus, it is clear which path Kuwait needs to take in order to establish
democratic practices in the country. However, the difficulty lies in the lack of
commitment of al Sabah to support that path and also the inability of Kuwait's
political groupings to force a change in the balance between the executive and
legislative in order to achieve such a better functioning representative system of

government.

1.4.1 Citizenship

T. S Marshall in the 1950s re-examined the concept of citizenship in his work
Citizenship and Social Class, by tracing its development in Britain from the end
of the seventeenth century until the twentieth century.” He showed how the
principle of equality, embedded in the concept of citizenship, is set against the
principle of inequality of classes inherent in the capitalist system. Accordingly,
citizenship helps to guide progress into the path of reducing social inequalities.
In addition, it has an integrating effect; a bondage and membership of free men
endowed with rights and protected by a common law.” The development of
citizenship, especially in the twentieth century, did influence social inequality
and led to the birth of the welfare state, which guaranteed minimum standards
of living to the people, plus free education and free health services, and housing

for low income people, etc. These benefits ameliorated some of the inequalities

7 T. H. Marshall. Citizenship and Social Class, and Other Essays. ( Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1950)

*T. H. Marshall and Tom Bottomore. Citizenship and Social Class. (London: Pluto Press, 1992).p.24.




innate in the capitalist system. Although, nowadays, it is possible to see an
attack on the welfare state across the capitalist world, many of the rights that
are guaranteed by citizenship are still preserved. Marshall defines citizenship

in the following manner:

Citizenship is a status bestowed on those who are full members of a
community. All who possess the status are equal with respect to the
rights and duties with which the status is endowed. There is no
universal principle that determines what those rights and duties shall
be, but societies in which citizenship is a developing institution create
an image of an ideal citizenship against which achievement can be
measured and towards which aspirations can be directed. The urge
forward along the path thus plotted is an urge towards a fuller
measure of equality, an enrichment of the stuff of which the status is
made and an increase in the number of those on whom the status is

bestowed.’

Marshall divided citizenship rights into three elements: civil, political and social.
The civil element includes: the rights necessary for individual freedom-liberty of
the person, freedom of speech, thought and faith, the right to own property and
to conclude valid contracts and the right to justice.® The institutions most
associated with civil rights are the courts of justice. Marshall defines the
political element as: the right to participate in the exercise of political power, as
a member of a body invested with political authority or as an elector of the
members of such a body." The institutions corresponding to this issue are the
parliament and the local councils. As for the social element, Marshall includes a
whole range of rights provided by the social services and the educational
services that guarantee the citizen a civilised life according to the standards

prevailing in the society. These rights include the right to economic welfare and

° Ibid., p.18.
% Ihid., p.8.

" Ibid., p.8.



security, to share in the social cultural heritage and the ability to lead a decent
life.™

He maintained that: political reform in each of these domains can modify the
worst aspects of economic inequality and can, therefore, make the modern
capitalist system and the liberal polity more equal and just, without revolutionary
activity.”” The development of social rights through the expansion of the welfare
state in the post-war period were vital for reducing inequalities in the capitalist

system and an essential tool for mitigating class tensions.

The significance of Marshall's analysis is acknowledged by many scholars.
However, criticism and reservations have been levied against his concept.
Essentially, this criticism focuses on the evolutionary element of his analysis,
especially when related to the historical development of citizenship through the
three stages of civil, political and social rights. His analysis is also seen as
being an over-simplification of the role of states and politics.”” Moreover,
despite Marshall's acknowledgement that capitalism and citizenship are at odds
he maintained that social rights and reforms in civil and political rights can

mitigate and reduce these inequalities.”

The debate within the Marxist theory assesses this concept and criticises the
idea of bourgeois social rights while challenging the liberal theory of the free
and independent citizen enjoying universal privileges. Marxism developed an
alternative theory, that of the civil society. Therefore, in Marxist discourse civil
society is specifically: the state guaranteed realm of commodity production and
exchange - of private property, market forces and private rights.” The
development of capitalism meant that the civil society - the realm of private

interest, waged labour and private rights - is emancipated from political control

2 1bid., p.8.

13 David Held. Political Theory and the Modern State. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990).p.190.

" Ibid., p.193.

15 Mary Ann Tetreault. Stories of Democracy: Politics and Society in Contemporary Kuwait. (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2000).p.23.

16 }ohn Keane. Democracy and Civil Society. ( London: Verso, 1988). p.32.




and becomes the basis and presupposition of the state. Thus, the state is a
coercive institution that reflects and reinforces the particular, historically specific
interests of civil society. This separation of state and society is considered to
be transitory and human emancipation occurs only with the withering of the

state and establishment of a communist society."”

However, while citizenship for Marshall is a buffer zone between the state and
civil society, Marxists see the state as being subservient to the conflicting forces
of the civil society. The extension of citizenship does not lead to justice and
equality, because economic life is not sufficiently under the control of citizens to
affect the unequal status and the treatment of people.” It is the absence of
discussion over economic rights and workers control over the capitalist
enterprise - which would have made inroads into the autonomy of capitalist
property - that the Marxists found as a fundamental problem with the liberal
notion of citizenship precisely because market economy cannot guarantee

' True freedom of the individual, therefore, can be

equality among individuals.
attained only in ending this negation between state and civil society through the

unification of civil and political society.* Marx stated:

Only when man has recognised and organised his ‘forces propres’ as
social forces, and consequently no longer separates social power
from himself in the shape of political power, only then will human

emancipation have been accomplished.”

However, the experience of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union have proved
the immense difficulty it is to achieve the unity that Marx perceived as being the

ultimate solution for resolving the inherent contradictions of the capitalist

system,

' Ibid., p. 57-64

'8 Iris Marion Young. ‘Polity and Group Difference: A Critique of the Ideal of Universal Citizenship.”
Ethics Journal of Moral, Political and Legal Philosophy. (Vol.99. No. 2 January 1989). p.176.

' Adam B. Seligman. “The Fragile Ethical Vision of Civil Society” in Bryan S. Turner (ed.). Citizenship
and Social Theory. (London: Sage, 1993). p.156.

2 1bid.,154-155.

*! Ibid., p.156.
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Regardless of its shortcomings, the citizenship concept, as indicated by Turner,
is valid mainly because citizenship has become an indispensable component of
modern social theory as a perspective on social rights, welfare issues, political
membership and social identity.” In addition to that, it provides an ideal type
that can be utilised to analyse a variety of actual cases.”® The usefulness of the
concept to analyse a wide range of cases is evident by the recent focus on
citizenship in a number of studies on Middle Eastern states. Such as the
collective volume edited by Butenschon, Davis and Hassassian “Citizenship and
the State in the Middle East,* the work of Mary Ann Tétreault “Stories of
Democracy: Politics and Society in Contemporary Kuwait®® and the work of Anh
Nga Longva, especially her book “Walls built on Sand: Migration, Exclusion and

Society in Kuwait”.*

As pointed by Longva citizenship can be viewed not merely as a legal status
entailing a set of formal rights and responsibilities, but as a vehicle for
nationalism and a focus for defining national identity.”” Citizenship law in Kuwait
is not used or practised in order to guarantee equality of the members of the
community and guarantee their political, civil and social rights. Its primary
function is determining who is included and/or excluded from being active in
political life. In this sense, it emphasises, in contrast to the conventional
meaning of the concept, not universality but particularistic criteria of social

membership.

22 Bryan S. Turner. “ Contemporary Problems in the Theory of Citizenship” in Bryan. S. Turner (ed.).
Citizenship and Social Theory. (London: Sage, 1993). p.6-16.

** Tetreault, 2000, op.cit. p.23.

24 Nils A. Butenschon. (ed.) Citizenship and the State in the Middle East; approaches and Applications.
(New York: Syracuse University Press, 2000).

* Mary Ann Tetreault. Stories of Democracy: Politics and Society in Contemporary Kuwait. op.cit.

%6 Anh Nga Longva. Walls Built on Sand: Migration, Exclusion, and Society in Kuwait. _(Boulder,
Colorado: Westview Press, 1997).

-7 Longva. Anh Nga “Citizenship in the Gulf States: Conceptualization and Practice.” In Nils A.
Butenschon. (ed.) Citizenship and the State in the Middle East; approaches and Applications. (New York:
Syracuse University Press, 2000).p.179.
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Citizenship concept in Kuwait takes on a very important function as a unifying
force among those considered by law Kuwaitis and those who are excludéd.
Also citizenship law from the start emphasised social rights of Kuwaitis over
their political rights. The political rights that the Kuwaitis enjoy are severely
restricted by the state, while their entittement to social benefits is extensive.
However, these are provided by the state as part of the unwritten contract,
whereby the state provides huge benefits in return for loyalty to al Sabah. This
is also underpinned by the fact that Kuwaitis do not pay taxes. They enjoy huge
benefits without any formal obligations except allegiance to the ruling family.
These benefits include free education, free health care, free housing, generous
subsidies to essential services such as water, and electricity as well as to basic
foodstuff. In addition, there is also employment of its citizens in the public
sector. To some scholars, this unwritten contract provides the basis for the
adoption of the concept of a “rentier’ state to describe the Gulf States and to
connect the lack of democracy to oil wealth.* These Gulf States were seen as
being separated from society and their autonomy was greatly enhanced by their
access and control of huge oil surpluses.” Despite the popularity of the concept
it fails to account for pressures from below and demands for political
liberalisation, as well as it fails to explain the high levels of regulation,
repression and control by the state in these societies. Thus, this contract is not
a simple, straightforward, exchange of loyalty for benefits. However, as this
study will show, it did help to maintain the dominance of al Sabah over the

legislative and limited the scope of action of the opposition to a great extent.

In this context Butenschon’'s emphasis on the significance of citizenship with
regard to the distribution of power and the nature of political institutions in a
country, and how the founding principles of states are expressed more widely in
certain patterns of citizenship policies is very useful to understanding Kuwaiti
political process than the rentier approach.” Butenschon explains that

citizenship approach

2 Rex Brynen and Bahgat Korany and Paul Noble. (ed). Political Liberalization and Democratization in
the Arab World. ( Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1995).

% Ibid.

30 Nils A. Butenschon. “State, Power, and Citizenship in the Middle East, a Theoretical Introduction.” In
Nils A. Butenschon. (ed.) Citizenship and the State in the Middle East; approaches and Applications.
(New York: Syracuse University Press, 2000).p.5.
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allows us to unveil important aspects of the architecture of power-
relations between rulers and ruled and to analyse the logic of these
relations... Citizenship is a major institutional control mechanism
that regulates the distribution of rights and obligations in a society,
including access to decision making arenas and state-controlled
economic resources. *'

The strategy adopted by Kuwait towards building state identity depended on
limiting the acquisition of citizenship by migrants and differentiating between
“original” and naturalised citizens. The naturalisation process is rigorously
controlled, in addition to restricting the rights of naturalised citizens.
Naturalisation grants the individual rights, including civil service employment,
property ownership and access to welfare benefits, but simultaneously they are
not allowed the right to vote for any representative body until twenty years after
the acquisition of their citizenship. They are also ineligible for any nomination or
appointment to a representative body or a ministerial position.” Democracy in
Kuwait is dubbed as the “democracy of the few”, where nationals represent only
30 percent of the population and only a mere ten percent have the right to full

political participation.*

The result of this particular legal frame of political participation, after four
decades of experimenting with parliamentary democracy, emphasises not on
citizens’ allegiance to the state and a sense of common citizenship among all
Kuwaitis, but on sub-statal affiliations, loyalties, and attachments with serious
consequences on the development of democracy and establishing the genuine
unity of society. These divisions exist along-side the major sharp division
between the migrant community, who represent the majority of the labour force
in Kuwait, and the whole Kuwaiti community. The Kuwaitis for fear of losing

their prominence and dominance have resisted the integration and

3 Ibid.

** Heather Deegan. The Middle East and Problems of Democracy. (Buckingham: Open University Press,
1993).p.11.

3% Khaldun Al-Nagib. (al-Nageeb. Khaldhun). Sira‘ al-qabila wa al-dimugratiya: halat al-kuwayt. (The
Conflict between Tribalism and Democracy: the case of Kuwait). London: Dar al-saqi, 1996).167.
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naturalisation of the migrants who are treated socially, economically and

politically as a totally separate community.

The presence of this very large migrant community has made the question of
identity and citizenship become very central to the politics of Kuwait and has
been used to provide 'the Kuwaitis with a special sense of being “Kuwaitis”.
However, that special Kuwaiti identity is mostly manifested in relation to the
migrant community, while the Kuwaitis firstly identify with their traditional
affiliations, so this actually fractures the cohesion of their community along
several lines. The badu/hadhar, the Sunni/Shi’ite, Arab/Persian and lastly, but
not least, is the division between the rulers and the ruled; al Sabah versus the
rest of the Kuwaitis. Divisions in the Kuwaiti community also run along gender
lines. Women are still excluded from formal political participation through the
denial of their right to vote. Economic divisions along class lines are naturally
present and a huge gap exists among the various social groups and between
these and the al Sabah family. Nonetheless, some of these economic
inequalities have been mitigated by the welfare state with its very generous

benefits for Kuwaiti citizens.

The Iraqi invasion in 1990 accentuated the major division between the two
sharply contrasted communities; the migrant community and the natural Kuwaiti
community, which lead to the expulsion of a large community of Arab workers.
They were accused, especially the Palestinians were targeted for siding with
Saddam Hussein. In addition, the differentiation among the Kuwaiti community
of the hadhar and the badu has become deeper. The Kuwaiti hadhar has
accused tribal Kuwaitis of abandoning the country and seeking exile elsewhere,
thus reinforcing the hadhar’s claim that the badu have no loyalty to Kuwait itself,
but only want to use the welfare state to their advantage. In light of the flight of
the ruling family itself from Kuwait, during the occupation such a claim appeared

to be totally unjustified.

Historically, the hadhar/badu division stems from the very different life-styles
and economic activities of city dwellers and nomads. The political relevance of
this difference has been on the decline in light of the active involvement of the

Kuwaiti state in the settliement and integration of the badu as a significant

14



economic, social and political actor, by granting them citizenship and citizens
rights. However, the political relevance of tribal affiliations and loyalties is still
considerable, especially with their impact on the state structures and functions.
Today’s division of badu/ hadhar does not refer to the two different life styles but
to the two specifically separate types of electorate. The term badu directly
points to the elected representatives of constituencies with an exclusive tribal

population, while the term hadhar refers to the old urbanite constituencies.*

The integration and incorporation of Kuwaiti badu into state structures and
functions, with the objective of boosting the legitimacy of al Sabah, led to the
politicisation of this division which was manifested by the persistence of Kuwaiti
hadhar in denying the Kuwaiti identity of the badu. The mass naturalisation of
the badu has been perceived as having been motivated primarily by the
purpose of undermining and keeping in check the urban commercial

35

opposition.™ This very perception from the onset, created conflictual relations

between the newly naturalised badu and the old urban power structure.

The reluctance of Kuwaiti hadhar to accept the application of Kuwaiti identity
and nationality for the badu, also relates to the fact that the actual term Kuwaitis
was used to refer exclusively to the inhabitants of the town of Kuwait, while the
Bedouin tribes were known by the names of their individual tribes or their tribal
subdivisions.”® The hadhar consider themselves above the badu and the
leading social force in the development of Kuwait. This sense of importance
and superiority is accompanied by a very specific attachment to the city of
Kuwait, which stems from events that occurred in 1920. In that year, |bn-Saud
attacked Kuwait and for a period of two months, the Kuwaitis worked to build a
wall around their city. For those Kuwaitis and their descendants who were
involved in the protection of the city, an explicit “Kuwaiti awareness” emerged
and they are the ones that today are considered as being fully fledged first-

category citizens. Their loyalty to Kuwait has never been disputed, while the

* Longva, op.cit.p.187.

35 Shafeeq Ghabra. “Kuwait and the Dynamics of Socio-economic Change.” Middle East Journal.
(Vol.15. No.3. 1997). p.366.

3% Longva. op.cit. p.187.



loyalty of the Kuwaiti badu is constantly questioned and they are not seen as

being equal.”

This factor, combined with the perception that al Sabah has used
and manipulated the badu in order to control urban Kuwaitis, explains the partial
and distorted view that is prevalent in the literature on Kuwaiti about the tribes’
participation in Kuwaiti political life, which is indicated by much generalised

statements which include:

e “The badu are not real Kuwaitis.”®

139

e “Giving citizenship to the badu in 1967 was a mistake.

140

e “Because of the badu, the progress of Kuwaiti democracy was held up.

e “The badu are very loyal to the royal family, because of their cultural
background which - as they claim - entails loyalty to the Shaikh of the

tribe.”™

942

o “Al Sabah used the badu to attack the Kuwaiti national opposition.

e “The Islamists used the badu to attack the liberal opposition.™

¥ Ibid., p.187.

38 Ahmad Daher and Faisal al-Salem. “Kuwait’s Parliamentary Elections.” Journal of Arab Affairs.
(Vol.3.1984) p. 87.

¥See ‘Abdullah Al-Nifisi. Al-kuwayt: al-ra’y al-’akhar. (Kuwait: the Other View). (London: Taha
Advertising, 1978). p.28; and Shafiq Al-Ghabra. (Ghabra, Shafeeq). Al-kuwayt: dirasat fi a’liyat al-dawla
al-qutriya wa al-sulta wa al-mujtama‘. (Kuwait: a Study of Mechanism of the State, Government and
Society). (Cairo: Markaz ibn khaldun, 1995). p.58.

4T asim Muhammad Karam. “Intikhabat al-majlis al-watani li‘am 1990: dirasa fi al-jughrafiyha al-
siyasiya.” (The Kuwait National Assembly 1990: a Study in Political Geography). Annals of the Faculty
of Arts. V. 7 N. 150. (Kuwait: Kuwait University, 1996). p. 32. and see Al-Nifisi, op.cit. p. 74

! See Karam, op.cit. p.66. and Daher, op.cit. p.93.

2 See Al-Ghabra op.cit.p.84. and Abdullah Kalifah Al-Shayeji. “Democratization in Kuwait: The
National Assembly as a Strategy for Political survival.” Ph. D, thesis, University of Texas at Austin,

1988. p.208.

3 Abdulmalik Al-Timimi. 'Abhath fi tarikh al-kuwayt. (Researches in Kuwait History). (Dar al-qurtas,
1998). p.124.
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Such statements and claims are a simplification of a very complex political
environment where modern and traditional sets of values and systems of social
relations interact and political divisions cut across the vertical (traditional
attachments and ties) and horizontal stratification (ideology and class) of
society, producing a political system governed by what al Nageeb terms
“political tribalism.” This system ensures the domination of al Sabah by implicit
control of society’s major groups, especially by linking traditional groups to the
state which deepens on the one hand the patron-client relation and on the other

weakens loyalty to the state as a whole, and the nation/people at large.*

The significance of such differentiations in Kuwaiti society can be witnessed in
its effects on the development of political participation and democratic
institutions in the country. In other words, it is the political implication and how
the state overplays or underplays differentiations and/or manipulates them
when is it important to do so, rather than just absorbing the mere presence of
them. Societies of today are very complex and rarely homogenous thus, the
question of how the various groups in a society, whether they are divided along
tribal, racial, religious, ethnic or linguistic lines, participate in the politics and the

running of the state becomes exceedingly important when dealing with Kuwait.

Differentiations and divisions, in highly complex plural societies, can become so
intense and so deepened that this can lead to violence and long term damage
to that society. Examples of this include Lebanon, former Yugoslavia, and
some African countries, where ethnic and tribal affiliations have led to civil wars
and the killing of thousands of people. The situation in Kuwait is incomparable
to these countries, but the tensions that might lead to violence are still present,
just as they are in other Gulf States. Sometimes external factors play a major
role in forcing dormant tensions into the open in a violent manner. The Iranian
revolution in 1979 had such an impact that Kuwait suffered from a spout of

political protests and violent attacks. The Shiite of Kuwait were galvanised by

“ Al-Nageeb. op.cit. p.18-20.

** Nazih N Ayubi. QOver-Stating the Arab World: Politics and Society in the Middle East. (London: I.B.
Tauris Publishers, 1995).p.240-241.
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the lIranian revolution into action against the prejudices and political

marginalisation which they had suffered over many years.

The same effect took place in Bahrain where it had suffered from the eruption of
many riots and much violence due to the long-standing frustration and isolation
of the Shi’ite population. To resolve that, Bahrain embarked on an ambitious
movement of reforms, led by the Amir of Bahrain. He released all of Bahrain’s
political prisoners in preparation for a national referendum on a series of
significant political reforms. In addition, scores of opposition figures that lived in
exile returned to Bahrain, foremost among them was Majeed al Alawi, who
founded the Bahrain Freedom Movement in 1985.° He is now part of a 12-
member committee dedicated to implementing the reforms. These reforms
where approved by 99 percent of the population. They included the introduction
of a two-chamber parliament by 2004 and an independent judiciary. In addition
to this, women in Bahrain have been given the right to vote. Nevertheless,
political parties remain banned and cabinet appointment is still authorised by
the Amir.” Al Khalifa’s Sunni rule over a population of which 70 percent is
Shi'ite is slowly taking a more participatory path, aiming at reducing inequalities
among the various social groups of the society. These reforms are very
significant to occur in Bahrain, after many years of civil strife, which has definite

implications to other Gulf States in the area.

The useful manipulation of traditional affiliation and society’s diversity to
enhance the relevance of the ruling families to state power has not been
exclusive to al Sabah in the Arab region. Other Gulf monarchies, such as the
Saudi monarchy, manipulate a number of internal cleavages. There are
regional divisions between the Najdis and the Hijazis, the fraternal divisions
within the extended Saudi royal family and the presence of a large migrant
community.” As in Kuwait, immigration is the greatest political challenge facing

Saudi Arabia. This is not only because of severe economic dependency on

46 Robin Gedya. The Sunday Telegraph. July, 22, 2001.

7 Ibid.

48 Alan Richards and John Waterbury. A Political Economy of the Middle East: State, Class, and
Economic Development. (Boulder: Westview Press. 1990). p.320-322.
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foreign workers, but because of the legitimacy problem of denying citizenship
rights and benefits for these migrants, especially the Arabs and Muslims among
them.

Outside the Gulf, the late King Hussein of Jordan was extremely successful in
using the cleavage between the majority of the Palestinian population and a
largely Bedouin minority in order to perpetuate his rule.” This cleavage has
dominated the politics of the state of Jordan and played a huge role in
undermining the development of democracy in the country. The monarchy in
Morocco has, over the years, succeeded in representing itself as the final
protector of the variety of interests in the country; political parties against
military intervention, the military against civilian ineptness, the Berbers against

the Arabs and the Jews against the Muslims.*

In Arab states, although the rhetoric over the years has focused on creating
unity and solidarity, the result has been the persistence and promotion of
socially familiar and divisive forms of association such as the family, the clan,
tribe and sect. What these authoritarian states have been successful in is
breeding social particularities and segmenting the cleavages to the detriment of
the potential development of democratic institutions and by avoiding any
meaningful political participation.””  This makes the restructuring of the
modalities of governance very difficult, since the chances of arriving at a
consensus and/or cooperation and accommodation in such a fragmented
political environment is very limited in the short term. A case in point is the
inability of Kuwait to do this, after the liberation of Kuwait and the rallying of

Kuwaitis behind the ruling family that was unable to protect its citizens and the

country.

* Ibid.. p.320.

50 Ibid., p.320.

$! Augustus Richard Norton. (ed.) Civil Society in the Middle East. (New York: E. J. Brill. 1995).p.6.
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1.4.2 Model of Democracy

There are varied conceptions and models of democracy with their underlying
ideologies and implications on the state, society, and citizen. These different
models can be summarised as being direct democracy, radical democracy,
guided democracy, liberal democracy, socialist democracy, and Constitutional

democracy.*

Constitutional democracy has been adopted in countries where intense and
deep divisions exist and where an overarching loyalty to maintain the cohesion
of the society is absent. Lebanon is an example from the Arab region where
Constitutional democracy was practised with relative success since its
independence in 1943 until the outbreak of civil war in 1975. The Lebanese
society is divided between Christians and Muslims who, in turn, are divided into
Maronite and Greek Orthodox Christians and Sunni and Shiite Muslims, in
addition to smaller sects most of which are either Christian or Islamic. The
principles of Constitutional democracy were in operation during that period
(1943-1975) through a grand coalition of all segments of society, proportional
representation, segmental autonomy and mutual veto. The major weakness
was the inflexibility of the system, by its preset segmental allocation of high
offices and electoral proportionality which did not allow for an adjustment in the
workings of the system to take into account the loss of the majority status of the

Christians in favour of the Muslims.*

The social, confessional and economic divisions of the Lebanese society were
further aggravated by the presence of Palestinian refugees and the Palestine
Liberation Organisation. Thus a highly complex domestic, regional and
international environment intensified forces of divisiveness and led to a total
break down of the regime in 1975. The system today, in recovery of nearly two
decades of civil war, still operates on a confessional basis, representing all

major segments: The 128 parliamentary seats are allocated to all of the

32 Robert Pinkney. Democracy in the Third World. ( Buckingham: Open University Press, 1993).p.5.

53 Arend Lijphart. Democracy in Plural Societies: a Comparative Exploration. (New Heaven: Yale
University Press, 1977).p.147-150.
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confessional groups. The only difference is that, based on the al Ta'if

agreement of 1989, there is parity in the confessional formula between Muslims
and Christians. *

It is, thus, crucial to deal with ethnic divisions through developing appropriate
democratic practices and democratic institutions in order to accommodate and
to mitigate them, before they erupt into violence and war. The factors that affect
the eruption of cleavages into violence and war, include cleavage structure, a
large number of cleavages, the degree of fragmentation that they cause, the
types and intensities of cleavages, the counter effects of overarching loyalties
and more so, the manner in which segmental cleavages and the political system

relate.” In many cases it is this last factor that can be divisive.

Although the situation in Kuwait may not be comparable to Lebanon, Rwanda,
former Yugoslavia etc.. the divisions and differentiation among the Kuwaitis has
been manipulated and overplayed by the rulers in order to maintain their
dominance. The political system reproduces differences and inequalities and
emphasises them, hence the persistence of the tension between the Kuwaiti
badu and the Kuwaiti hadhar, the Sunni and the Shi‘ite, the merchants and
labourers, and last but not least, between the ruling family and the ruled. The
politics of citizenship has been the mechanism through which traditional
loyalties and inequalities among the members of the community have been

maintained.

The definition that this study adopts for democracy stems from the liberal
democracy model that Kuwait has adopted since its independence in 1962. In
attempting to define this type of democracy one can say it provides: a
functioning participatory political system in which people vote regularly and
meaningfully, where the freedom to speak is protected and where the rights of

the individual enjoy significant respect.®

34 Saad Eddin Ibrahim. “Crises. Elites. and Democratization in the Arab World.” Middle East journal.
Voll7. Spring 1993. p. 298.

55 Lijphart, op.cit. p.71.

% Norton, op.cit. p.+.



Despite the limited success of Kuwait's adoption of a liberal democracy it
remains the model that Kuwaitis can build on to limit the autocratic nature of the
rule of al Sabah, partly because some of the necessary elements for the
functioning of this model already exist, albeit in a limited and controlled form. A
parliamentary tradition guaranteed by a Constitution and an experience in
elections, as well as a variety of civil associations actively involved in promoting
a democratic life. If anything, liberal democracy offers a contrast to
authoritarian autocratic rule and provides a check on the excess of corruption,
and involves the absence of political repression.” Kuwaitis have shown that
they are committed to liberal democracy and have understood its benefits.
However, the fear of al Sabah of losing dominance and control has been a
major obstacle that needs to be overcome if the representative system of
Kuwait as it is envisioned in the Constitution is to become established in the

political life of the country.

The desire of Kuwaitis for representation and accountability has been a major
feature of political life in Kuwait and this desire is one that is shared with Arabs
across the region. The nineties had brought certain changes in the region and
as indicated by Nonneman there is a concesus emerging among a number of

academics writing on the Middle east that

1. the discourse of democracy and pluralism has become widespread,
although a clear distinction have been made between dimugratiyya
(democracy) and ta’addudiya (pluralism) with the latter becoming more

prevalent. **

2. that there is no such thing as an overarching Arab-Islamic political

9

culture that prevents the emergence of democracy.” He stresses that

there is no inherent reason why Islam and social system should be

57 Pinkney, op.cit. p.3.

% Gerd Nonneman ‘‘State of the Art. Rentiers and Autocrats, Monarchs and Democrats, State and
Society: the Middle East between Globalization, Human ‘Agency’, and Europe.” International Affairs.

(77.1,2001) p.144.

9 Gerd Nonneman (ed.) Political and Economic Liberalization, Dynamics and Linkages in Comparative
Perspective. (London: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1996).p.58.
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incompatible with a political system that incorporates the essence of a

democratic system: representation and accountability.*

3. Significant changes took place in the Middle east either driven by
pressure from below due to state failure, financial crisis and effects of
globalisation-induced economic reform or external pressures and in
some cases due to voluntary reform from above to maintain or establish

legitimacy. ©

These observations illustrate a gradual move away from the authoritarian
regimes that have dominated the Arab region, although the path is still long and
unpredictable. Nonetheless, as noted by Nonneman there is certain optimism
associated with the contrast between increasing economic burdens and political
aspirations on the one hand and regimes’ relative declining resources and
international pressures on the other to permit more space for liberalisation in the

region.*
1.5 Methodology of the Study

The study shall focus on analysing the functioning of the National Assembly and
its relations with al Sabah during the period between 1963-1996 in order to
illustrate the mechanisms used by al Sabah to maintain their power vis a vis the
Kuwaiti society and the tensions and dynamics between the various political
groups in society and al Sabah. The analysis shall be divided into the historical
periods of the life of the National Assembly starting with the first stage of
parliamentary life covering the period of 1963-1976. That period was
interrupted in 1976 by the first suspension of the National Assembly which
lasted until 1981. The second stage is concerned with the period between
1981-86, which started with the restoration of the National Assembly and ended
with its second supension. The third period focuses on the post-liberation

period and the restoration of the National Assembly in 1992. In addition, further

% Nonneman, State of Art, op.cit, p.1-44.
8 Ibid.p.144-145.

62 Nonneman, Political and Economic Liberalization, op.cit. p.59.
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analysis will cover the periods when parliamentary life was suspended and how
politics was pushed into the protected spaces, such as the diywaniyya, which
has a particular valve in the political life of Kuwaiti as a substitute to public
political space.

This research is a historical/political investigation that was aided by consulting
three types of primary sources of information and data, the proceedings of the
National Assembly, Kuwaiti Newspapers such as al Watan, al Qabas, and al
Seyassah and conducting interviews with several key people. The interview is
a practical method of collecting information that allows access to many different
groups and different types of information. Its major benefits are summarised as
follows:

Using as data what the respondent says about himself or herself

potentially offers the social researcher access to a vast storehouse of

information. The social researcher is not limited to what he or she

can immediately perceive or experience, but is able to cover as many

dimensions and as many people as resources permit.*’

There are some disadvantages in using the interview method, such as
information may be neither valid nor reliabie and respondents may give
inaccurate information or may lack the information that is required. The
researcher himself may influence the situation and the direction of the interview.
However, despite such limitations, the method still remains to be a very
important source of data that provides access to what people know and how

they account for their problems, experiences, etc.

There are two types of interviews: the structured interview, and the unstructured
interview. The structured interview is more like a questionnaire. The
interviewer reads a list of questions, which the interviewee answers. The
unstructured interview is more like a conversation, with no pre-set questions. In
social research most interviews fall in between these two extremes and are
classified as semi-structured interviews.* The semi-structured interview style

was used in this research, since it allows flexibility and has the ability to gather

3 Michael Haralambos and Marin Holborn. Sociology: Themes and Perspectives. (London: Collins
Educational, 1991).p.737.
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information that is more detailed while, at the same time, it provides an overall
frame for the questions that need to be asked.

The list of interviewees included Dr. Abdul-Muhsan al Mad’aj, a member of the
National Assembly and previous Minister of Qil, Dr. Rashid al Sana’ and Dr.
Ghanim al Najjar, lecturers at Kuwait University, ‘Aaydh al Barazi, editor in al
Dosstor newspaper, Abdulhadi al Ajmi, a Kuwaiti historian, and Mohammad al
Hajeri, Abdulaziz al Mansor, Mutib Falah, Sultan al Nasser and Faheed Nasser

and others.

Other sources of information, were also consulted, which included secondary
sources, such as Arabic and English books that relate to the topic as well as

unpublished material including doctoral theses.

1.6  Structure of the Study

This study consists of eight chapters. Chapter One introduces the research
problem, the main contention of the research and the research objectives.
Research methodology and the conceptual frame that underpins the work are
also discussed, in addition to the structure of the research. Chapter Two
provides a historical background to the development of the Kuwaiti state with
the objective of highlighting the issues that are of relevance to the investigation
of the research. These issues include the three main factors that contributed to
the emergence of Kuwait becoming as a significant state in the Gulf area: the

rise of al Sabah, the early merchants of Kuwait and the extension of the British

protectorate over Kuwait.

Chapter Three analyses firstly the main features of the representative system in
Kuwait, as it is stipulated in the Constitution. The work then moves on to
discuss, in detail, the citizenship law and its implications in terms of
inclusion/exclusion and also how the very restrictive nature of the law serves to
bolster the legitimacy of al Sabah by giving Kuwaiti nationality a very special
status granted only to the very few. Within this context, the mass naturalisation

of the badu aimed at widening the base of al Sabah’s legitimacy, became a

% Ibid.. p.734-735.
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controversial subject and led to the politicisation of the Kuwait division of the
hadhar/badu sections of society. This process and its implications on the
political process in Kuwait shall be analysed. It will be followed by a discussion
that contrasts the inclusion of the badu in the political process with the exclusion
of a large segment of the population of Kuwait, which is categorised as Bidoon
(without nationality), from acquiring full citizenship - although they are employed
in state structures: mainly in the army, security forces and the police. The
Chapter will also deal with the election law and how it distributed election
districts in accordance to religious, ethnic and tribal lines, which produced a
fragmented assembly with deputies who are tied to very restricted interests.
This situation gives the ruling family an ability to play one group against off the

other, in order to prevent the emergence of any viable and effective opposition.

Chapter Four deals with the first stage of the parliamentary experience of
Kuwait, covering the period of 1963-1976, during which time four National
Assemblies were elected. The functioning of these assemblies will be assessed
with their relationship with al Sabah. The various political groups that emerged
during that period and their impact on political life in Kuwait will also be

assessed.

The year 1976 saw the first suspension of the National Assembly, which lasted
for five years. This event shall be discussed in Chapter Five with the objective
of investigating the failure of the Constitutional mechanisms of checks and
balances between the executive and the legislature which should be at the
heart of the proper functioning for any parliamentary system. The discussion
shall include analysing the regional and domestic political context of the
suspension and its aftermath. The Chapter will also analyse the role of
Diwanniyya during the absence of the assembly, and its significance to general

political life in Kuwait.

Chapter Six deals with the second phase of the parliamentary experience,
between 1981-1986. The Chapter analyses the decision of al Sabah to restore
the assembly and call for election against the background of its failed attempt to
amend the Constitution in a manner that would have further undermined the

legislative body. However, al Sabah managed to revise the election law and the
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new amendments seemed to bolster the support of al Sabah in the assembly
and weakened the representation of any opposition group. This, and the
election for the fifth assembly shall be analysed. In addition to the relationship
between the assembly and the executive the research will focus on the issues
that dominated the debates of the assembly. Despite the rising tension
between the assembly and executive, the election for the sixth assembly was
held as scheduled. However within a short period of time, this relationship
deteriorated to the extent that al Sabah opted for a second indefinite

suspension of the entire assembly.

Chapter Seven deals with the period following the second suspension of the
assembly until the Iragi invasion of Kuwait in 1990. After the end of the Iran-
Iraq war in 1988 a struggle ensued between al Sabah and what developed into
a pro -democracy movement, in order to restore the National Assembly.
Despite the strength of this movement as the discussion shall reveal, al Sabah
opted to create a consultative council to replace the constitutionally guaranteed
assembly, and they were successful in holding the elections for that council.
The Iraqi invasion on August 2, 1990 put a halt to this attempt by al Sabah to by

- pass the National Assembly.

Chapter Eight focuses on the period of post-liberation and includes a discussion
of the assembly that was elected in 1992. This period is of particular interest to
the study since it confirms that al Sabah, despite their inability to protect the
country and the Kuwaiti citizens, were still considered a legitimate political force
that Kuwaitis could rally behind. Although al Sabah returned to Kuwait to face
a new reality and answer many questions, and were forced by the demands of
Kuwaiti citizens to restore the Constitution and the assembly, their desire to
retain power remained unchanged. The discussion will show how the power of
the National Assembly vis a vis al Sababh, is still limited and no coherent and
responsible opposition has materialised. Opposition politics is still fragmented
on both vertical (segmented loyalties and attachments) and horizontal (ideology
and class) lines. It can be argued that this only serves the autocratic durability
of the al Sabah family’s rule. The prospects of the development of true
democratic practices and institutions in Kuwait will be assessed in the

conclusion of the study.



Chapter Two

Historical Background of the Development of the Modern State of

Kuwait

2.1 Introduction

The development of Kuwait from the second half of the eighteenth century until its
independence from Britain in June 1961, has been determined by three main
factors. These are the settiement of the area by al ‘Utub, a group of families that
are known to be derived from the ‘Aniza tribe; the emergence of the merchant
community as the most significant economic social group, and the extension of
British protectorate over ihe area. The aim of this chapter is to analyse these
determining historical factors and assess the roots of the present day debate
concerning problems of identity, citizenship and the relation between the state and

the different social groups of the Kuwaiti society.

The prevalence of traditional forms of identity: tribe, family, religion and kinship are
deeply rooted in the political system due to the underdevelopment of state
democratic institutions since Kuwait’'s early formative years. This differentiation
and segmentation of the society along traditional lines serves mostly the al Sabah
family, since that increases their relevance to the system and makes them the
unifying force of the society and the source of stability. Moreover, the protection of

the interests of al Sabah and Britain meant setting limits on the political demands
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of the other social groups in the society while maintaining a political system whose
essential features stem from traditional-tribal forms of political organisation. That
entailed using namely the open majils (council) as the point of contact between
ruler and ruled, and the recognition of the Ruler as the father figure who mediates
between the various groups but remains above them all. When the merchant
community attempted to challenge and change this organisation, it was dealt with
swiftly and autocratically by al Sabah. The situation remained unchanged until the
independence of Kuwait and the promulgation of a Constitution that guaranteed a

representaive system of government.

The first section of this chapter concentrates on discussing the rise of al Sabah as
the dynastic family that have ruled Kuwait since al ‘Utub settled in Kuwait around
the beginning of the eighteenth century. In essence the development of the polity
of Kuwait is synonymous with the growth in power and wealth of al Sabah family
supported by the ‘Utub merchant families, and Britain. The second section
discusses the power of the merchants and their two attempts in 1921 and 1938 to
curtail the power of al Sabah and establish a formal political process where power
is shared between them. The traditional method of consultation became
unsatisfactory to these merchants and they aspired towards a more direct
participation in running state affairs. The discussion will show the resistance of al

Sabah to such a change and a willingness to fight to prevent such an eventuality.

Section three deals with the badu, their settlement and relation to al Sabah. The
tribes of the area were a major source of support for al Sabah since the
recruitment of the personal guards of the ruling family and the core of the security
force and men in arms came from among these tribes. Thus from the onset, the
badu were heavily dependent on al Sabah and their loyalty was a useful protection
against any possible activism on the part of the influential merchant community.
However, they were excluded from the political system and had no rights to run or

elect for government councils. That situation only changed in the 1960's.



The role Britain played in the consolidation of al Sabah rule and the maintenance
of a territorially independent Kuwait especially from Iraq and Saudi Arabia is very
relevant to this historical background. Thus section four focuses on this issue in
particular, while section five deals with the initial impact of oil on the rule of al
Sabah and the development of Kuwait. Oil revenues not only changed the
dynamics of the relation between al Sabah and the merchant community, but
changed the whole dynamics of Kuwaiti society by creating a minority status of
Kuwaitis within their own county with the huge influx of Arab and foreign migrants,
thus making the issue of identity and citizenship central and detrimental in the

maintenance of al Sabah rule.

2.2 The Rise of Al Sabah

The exact date of the founding of Kuwait is not an established historical fact due to
the lack of any reliable historical sources on the matter. The only available source
is some local narratives, which indicate its being founded in the late 17th century
and early 18th century. Furthermore, the dates mentioned are some times
contradictory and controversial. The Kuwaiti historian, al Rashid, believes that
Kuwait was founded toward the end of the seventeenth century without specifying
a date." On the other hand Sheikh Yusuf al Qana‘i states that Kuwait was settled
in 1688.2 Others, such as the Bahraini historian al Nabhani and the Iragi historian
Ibn Sanad, specify other dates. The Bahraini claims it was settled in 1611 while
the Iraqi reports that it was in 1800.° Therefore, no final date has yet been agreed

upon by all historians.*

“Abdul‘aziz Al-Rashid. Tarikh al-kuwayt. (The History of Kuwait). (Kuwait: Maktabat al-salasil, 1995).
p-10.

*Yusuf Al-Qana‘i. Safahat min tarikh al-kuwayt. (Pages from the Kuwait History). ( Kuwait: Maktabat al-
salasil, 1987).p.11.

3 Ahmad Mustafa Abu-Hakima. Tarikh al-kuwayt. (The History of Kuwait). (Kuwait: Maktabat hukumat al-
kuwayt, 1967). p.100.

*Ibid., p.100.
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Although the exact date of Kuwait's foundation is not known, historians agree that
it was founded by the Bani Khaled tribe, who had dominated eastern Arabia from
the sixteenth century to the eighteenth century. Kuwait was built as a summer
resort for the Bani Khaled Sheikhs. Thus, when al Sabah arrived in Kuwait the
Sheikh of Bani Khaled was able to provide them with protection and gave them the

fort and surrounding areas.

Al Sabah belonged to the al ‘Utub clan who emigrated from Najd in central Saudi
Arabia during the first half of the eighteenth century and settled in Kuwait. The
emigration of al ‘Utub was part of the great emigration of al ‘Aniza tribe due to the
continuous drought and lack of food that brought them first to Qatar. Then they
scattered in different parts of the Gulf before they eventually settled in Kuwait. Al
Qana'i indicates that their migration to Kuwait was gradual because after leaving
Qatar, they were dispersed in different lands....they then began arriving in Kuwait
and were followed by a lot of other people, Arabs and Persians. ° It is during this
period of migration that al ‘Utub families shifted their economic activities from

nomadic to sedentary ones and learned fishing, pearling and other trades.

The historian Abu Hakima attributes the rise of al ‘Utub and their successful
building of a new settlement in Kuwait to three main reasons. Firstly, Kuwait was
located on the trading caravan road between central Arabia, Irag, and the
Mediterranean. The commercial activities of the European trading companies in
the Persian Gulf encouraged Kuwait to engage in maritime trade. Secondly, all the
big powers were absent while Kuwait's neighbours, Persia and Ottoman Iraq were
too weak to disrupt its growth. Persia was pre-occupied with internal strife and
external intervention, while the Ottomans in Iraq had constant warfare with Persia

and other Arab tribes in the area. Thirdly, the power and protection of the Bani

5 Al-Qana'i, op.cit. p.15.
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Khaled provided al Sabah and their relatives with the opportunity to rise and grow

without interruption from other tribal powers in the area.®

Kuwait also benefited from the Persian occupation of Basra between 1775-1779
by the opening of close relations between Britain and Kuwait. The mail of the
British East India Company from the Gulf to Aleppo began to be sent from Kuwait.
In addition the company transferred its regional offices to Kuwait and its trading
activities passed through Kuwait. Another major benefit was the migration of a
number of Basra merchants whose trading activities were undermined by the

occupation.’

The weakening of the authority of Bani Khaled over Kuwait gave al ‘Utub the
opportunity to cement their power in Kuwait. Inter-tribal disputes about succession
as well as its continued disputes with al Saud slowly undermined the authority of
Bani Khaled. In addition their main office which was at al Hasa (east of Riyadh)
was subjected to a series of tribal and Ottoman incursions. In 1795 Bani Khaled’s

power ended after a decisive battle between them and al Saud at al Hasa.’

The manner in which the al ‘Utub organised themselves to establish their new
seftlement has helped immensely in the rise of al Sabah as the undisputed Ruler
of the area. The three main divisions of the al ‘Utub: the al Sabah, the al Jalahima
and al Khalifa agreed to divide between them the responsibilities of administering
the new settlement. Al Sabah were given the functions for government, al Khalifa
the responsibility for commercial affairs and al Jalahimia the control of maritime
affairs. This division reflected the strength of each one and facilitated the growth
of the area. Al Sabah are believed to have had good relations with the tribes of the

area and were known for their skills in negotiation and mediation, essential

¢ Ahmad Mustafa Abu-Hakima. History of Eastern Arabia: The Rise and Development of Bahrain and
Kuwait. (Beirut: Khayats, 1965). p. 26. & Ahmad Abdullah Saad Baz. “Political Elite and Political
Development in Kuwait.” Ph. D thesis, George Washington University, 1981. p. 39-40.

7 Abdulrasoul Al-Moosa. “Bedouin Shanty Settlement in Kuwait” Ph.D thesis, University of London, 1976.
p. 8.

" Baz. op.cit. p. 37.



ingredients for the building of their new settlement. Thus, it appeared expedient
that the ‘Utub families chose Sabah bin Jabir, leader of al Sabah family, as the
Sheikh of the new settlement. As aptly put by Ismael:

Irrespective of the personal qualities attributed to him, however, the
importance of relations with the tribes in the area must be considered as
primary in the light of the eclipsing role of the Bani Khalid. The very
survival of Kuwait depended upon relations with the tribes. First, the
community depended upon the tribesmen for the production of basic
necessities, second, Kuwait required protection against perennial tribal
raiding. No longer protected by Bani Khalid power, Kuwait required a
sheikh both respected and feared for the number of tribesmen he could
call into arms in an emergency. Third, the labour for pearling, fishing,
and commerce was supplied by the tribes. Apparently, unlike many of
the ‘Utubi families whose interests turned toward the sea (and whose
ties with the Bedouins consequently diminished), the al Sabah family
remained oriented toward the desert, apparently based on their interest
in the active caravan trade between Aleppo and the Gulf. They
continued an active relationship with the Bedouin tribes, camping out

with them regularly and marrying from among them.’

By the middle of the eighteenth century the authority of Sheikh Sabah was well
established. It was he who in the early 1760’s ordered the building of a mud wall
around the town of Kuwait to protect it against outside attacks.” This event
became a watershed in the definition and the debate over citizenship and the
hadhar/ badu subdivisions. Those outside the wall were primarily the badu of the
area, who have been seen by those who lived within the boundary of the wall that

they are outsiders not and entitled to gaining a Kuwaiti nationality. Adding to this

? Jacqueline S Ismael. Kuwait, Social Change in Historical Perspective. (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University
Press, 1982). p. 27.

19 Syuhail K Shuhaiber. *“Political Development in Kuwait, Continuity and Change in an Arab Independent Guit
State.” Ph. D thesis, University of Oxford. 1981. p.8.
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problem is the attribution of the name of the original town of Kuwait to the state of
Kuwait. This increased the feeling of the alienation of the badu from their being
unable to identify with the name; while aggravating the possessiveness of urban
Kuwaitis towards what they considered their own city with their active exclusion of
the badu." The fact that al Sabah saw the badu as a counter-force to the
merchant community fuelled further the antagonism of urban Kuwaitis towards the
badu being incorporated into the political system of Kuwait and treated as full
fledged Kuwaitis in the later years.™

After the death of Sabah, his youngest son Abdullah was elected by the other
‘Utubi families as their leader mainly for his sense of justice, intelligence and
readiness to consult the community on important matters. From then on al Sabah
became the established rulers of Kuwait and began a tradition of electing the most
suitable member of the family to rule, rather than choosing the eldest.” After a few
years into the rulership of Abduilah the division of labour among the ‘Utub
community ended. In 1766 the Al-Khalifa family decided to leave Kuwait and settle
in Zubara. Their departure has been attributed to two main reasons. The first was
their desire to pursue wealth and become rich on a settlement of their own. The
second was due to their dispute with Bani Ka’ab and their refusal to come to terms

with the tribe as al Sabah’s policy required.™

The departure of al Khalifa reduced the revenues of al Sabah who refused to
share it with al Jalahima and eventually expelled them from the port and town of
Kuwait. Al Sabah remained affiliated with other ‘Utub merchant families, namely al
Ghanim, al Saqgar, al Khaled, al Badir, al Rumi, and al Saif. The cooperation of the
Ruler and these merchants was vital to the growth and development of the area as

well as the continuation of the al Sabah rule. Evidence to support this view is

' Interview with Abdulhadi Al-Ajmi, Kuwait, November, 2002

I2 Interview with Saltan Al Nassar. Kuwait, November, 2002
'* Shuhaiber. op.cit. p. 8.

“Ibid.. p.9.
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ilustrated by the fact that al Sabah following the departure of the al Khalifa family,
al Sabah stopped sharing revenues with the merchants and instead collected a
small duty of about one per cent on all imports. This shows the high value they
placed on their authority and their willingness to forfeit economic for political
power.”” Keeping on good terms with the merchants was essential since the
acceptance of the ‘Utubi families of the Ruler was the basis of his legitimacy. In
addition, the ruling family and the wealthy influential merchants were Sunni of
‘Utubi lineage and were dependent on each other. The merchants provided the
funds and al Sabah and also the stability and security for the area. Therefore, the
acceptance of the merchants and the Ruler's ‘Ahd (promise) to rule justly and in
accordance with the Islamic principle of Shura (consultation) became the two
“essential elements” of rule in Kuwait. Al Rashid describes the way of governance

in Kuwait at that time:

From the day of Sabah the First until the time of Mubarak al Sabah, al-
hukm (the rule) continued to be one of shura. The ruler consults the
notables on the important issues at hand particularly on how to
safeguard the country ag<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>