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Kuwait

Courtney Freer

KUWAIT PRESENTS A UNIQUE microcosm featuring a variety of strands of
political Islam. While undoubtedly a rentier state, reliant primarily on
oil wealth and providing handsome disbursements to nationals, Kuwait
also houses a vocal parliament where political blocs openly compete in
elections. Among them are an active Muslim Brotherhood affiliate, four
primary Salafi blocs, and two major Shiite political organizations. It is
therefore something of an anomaly—far from the more authoritarian
government systems that typify rentier states of the Gulf.

Despite featuring such a diverse range of Islamist blocs and experi-
encing some of the largest protests in the Gulf during the Arab Spring,
Kuwait’s political system has not changed dramatically. The chaos that
erupted throughout the region brought back memories of the disar-
ray of Iraqi occupation. Above all else, as Kuwaiti political scientist
Sami al-Farraj put it, “Kuwait doesn’t have the luxury to be unstable.”!
This overarching concern for stability has led Kuwait’s ideologically
driven Islamist parties to seek compromise and gradual reform over
a strictly Islamist social agenda or radical political transformation—
at least domestically. This desire for stability has become even more
pronounced since the 2003 Iraq War and Arab Spring. In the face
of regional instability following the uprisings of 2011 and the region-
wide denigration of the Brotherhood after the failure of the Morsi
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vernment, the Kuwaiti Muslim Brotherhood and certain Salafi strands
focused on advancing political reforms more broadly rather than
E- 0pushing a platform that was previously dominated by contro-
i Islamize society.

Ver;alllfjv(;i(g)saldsi:;ists’ short—livetc}; political successes in Egypt and
Tun?Si% many feared that Kuwait’s Muslil:rl Brotherhood sogght }tlo
«un the country”? In the face of the regional backlash aga.mst. t 3
Egyptian Brotherhood, the Kuwaiti government has maintaine
a delicate balance. Though it has been pres?ured o s:u}_apor:i nnsmvceisi
against the Brotherhood taken by the Egypuan, Em1rat.1, acrll ti:

overnments (at least rhetorically), Kuwait l'las ncTt restricte aclhx. t};
of its own Brotherhood affiliate, which continues its calls for po 1Eca
reform. Still, rumors abound about purges of Brotherhood memde.r;
from government;’ an Egyptian Brotherhood meml?er wcalls arreste 1a —
Kuwait in March 2014 after the Sissi government issue an intern
tional warrant for his arrest? and former Brotherhoo.d par‘hamt':ntznaﬁ
Mubarak al-Duwailah was sentenced to two years in prison in Apri
20165 Aside from these moves, however, the Brotherhood cli.o’es lnot
appear to be singled out by the Kuwaiti government a;ssalpg 1t1;:iicc;r1
security threat. The same could be said of the variety o alafi po
blocs in Kuwait, which have largely been allowed to continue promot-
ing their platform.

’ OLITICS
THE MUSLIM BROTHERHOOD’S PLACE IN KUWAITI P

Notwithstanding its commitment to conservative s?cial mores, thci
Kuwaiti Muslim Brotherhood’s political bloc, the Islamic Constlt.u?lona

Movement (ICM), today is, as one secular advisor to the Kuwaiti glov—
ernment put it, “politically more liberal than those who call themsle ;ies
liberal "6 In fact, the group’s “leaders are frustrated because t'h.ey feel that
in a sense they have become more democratic than th.e 'poh‘tlcal-syste(;n
in which they operate—and perhaps more than Kuwaiti society is ready
for.”” The ICM’s agenda is shaped by local realities more tl.la.n ang desire
to reach power. As one ICM member of parliament explained, \?Ve aret
100 percent loyal to [the ruling family]. We want reform, re};laurl,1 nocl
change.” In fact, the emir meets with members of the Brotherhoo
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and attends their diwaniait, demonstrating that the Kuwaiti govern-
ment, unlike others in the Gulf, “isn’t in panic mode.” Though the
government has never legally recognized the ICM,! its approach jp
dealing with the bloc, and with the Brotherhood in general, is far more
accommodating than the repressive security-led approach seen elge.
where in the Gulf, primarily due to the organization’s well-established
place in the country’s history.

One of the oldest Brotherhood branches in the Gulf, Kuwaits

Muslim Brotherhood was formally founded a decade before the coun-
try’s independence, in 1951. Beginning in the 1960s, members of the
Kuwaiti Brotherhood’s Jama'at Islah participated in _parliamentary
elections yet failed to make substantial gains until the 1970s with the
decline of Arab nationalism. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the
Kuwaiti Brotherhood benefited from government support through the
nomination of its members to government positions, specifically in the
education ministry, which housed a large number of supporters in cur-
riculum development.! _

Although Brotherhood members had contested seats in parliament
since the 1960s, they did so as individuals, not as members of the
organization.”” In fact, some members of the Kuwaiti Brotherhood’s
older generation argued that the group’s formal entry into electoral
politics in the 1980s represented a deviation from the mission of dz’wa
and incremental progress toward the ideal Islamic state as explained
by Hassan al-Banna.’® Reservations also remained about the appro-
priateness of Islamists contesting elections in a non-Islamic political
order and the movement’s ability to act effectively in the political
realm.! '

The 1980s thus marked the first time Kuwait’s Muslim Brotherhood
appeared as a major political force, guided primarily by the goal of
Islamizing Kuwaiti society by taking measures such as pushing gen-
der segregation in education, restricting the availability of alcohol,
and limiting nationality solely to Muslims.’> Kuwait’s activist Salafis
also became politically organized during this period, and the influence
of both Islamist currents was felt in new legislation.! With the dis-
solution of parliament in July 1986, the opposition coalesced around
Brotherhood and Salafi Islamists, merchants, the growing intelligentsia,
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d former parliamentarians, all of whom called for the restoration of
. 17
dle'ltflzsrt:::l of revolutionary Islamist ideas in the 1980:i also led :
internal split in the Kuwaiti Brotherhood. Two str.an s emerged:
;x;rdliners, who rejected participation in an un.-Islamlc goverm.nent,f
and a more mainstream grouping, whicl} cor;mdered the p.ractlce o
olitical work a means of facilitating da'wa.'® Former parliamentar-

: ian Abdallah al-Nafisi represented the rejectionist position. In 1987,
i

Nafisi resigned from Jama’at Islah on grounds .that thehdis;ipline oif
the political bloc was too tightly knit and not suited :io thea —enbceorrr;f
passing nature of Islam.”? Although Nafisi had served as a melrn !
arliament, he came to believe that reform was simply tad st arll1
favored radical reforms instead.?® His “comm.ents contnbute(cil to the
emergence of a new generation of the Muslim Brotl.le'rhoci mc;vel—
ment that began to clash with the methods of the tradm.ona symbols
of the movement in which they had been brought up in f:he §evlj1—
ties.”! Nafisi considered a clash with the government to be inevitable,

imi : to the Islamic move-
even proclaiming that “the greatest actual enemy

. . ”22
ment is the regime.

Prominent Brotherhood member Ismdil al-Shatti, on the .other
hand, advocated a more participatory stance. He referred to hlmselj
as a “gradualist reformer,” who hoped to e.ﬂject gradualzachange towar
the Islamization of society through the political system. F}lrtk.lermo.re};
he “explained that parliamentary work endowed the revivalists w1:1
societal credibility.”2* This internal division between these two strands
led the Brotherhood to adopt inconsistent policies towa.rd. the-reglm?,
sometimes hoping to effect change through gaining ministerial posi-
tions and at other times joining the opposition to do so. -

New circumstances under Iraqi occupation led the Muslim
Brotherhood to focus increasingly on Kuwait’s liberation rather than the
social issues that the bloc had previously promoted.” The Brotherho.od
established a Committee of Social Solidarity inside the country, which
aimed to increase living standards for Kuwaitis by disbursing treasury
rations to markets of cooperative groups.”® During the Iraqgi occupa-
tion, the Brotherhood was instrumental in “supervising the provision
of basic services to the citizens.””
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In March 1991, following the liberation of Kuwait, the Brotherhgg
founded the ICM.?8 By creating a strictly political bloc while i
taining Islah as its social arm, the Brotherhood hoped to gain mor
influence in the rebuilding of postoccupation Kuwait. At this time,

strand within the Brotherhood favoring gradual change over a dram
clash with the government

L]

ati
gained primacy and became institutiongl.

ized through the ICM. Importantly, members of the Brotherhood did
not consider the new emphasis on politics to be “a switch” from thejp
past social work;? rather, it was seen as a maturation,
about after Kuwaitis had effectively “run the country by themselyes®
under occupation.3? Furthermore, since the movement had formally
broken off relations with the international Brotherhood organization
due to its refusal to support the liberation of Kuwait because of the
involvement of Western troops, the Kuwaiti Brotherhood became more
locally focused.
In the 1990s, ICM members focused on the gradual application of
sharia rather than liberalizing Kuwait’s politics. Its primary strategy
Was to gain ministerial positions. But over time, the ICM sought to
check government power rather than be an instrument of it. By pur-
suing fewer government positions, the ICM became more flexible.!

The organization also learned to work more effectively with other
movements toward common goals>2

and seemed willing to accept a
middle ground, or an interim period in which sharia was not fully

applied, to push other gains. For example, as Kuwaiti political scien-
tist Sami Awadh notes, members of the Brotherhood are adaptable
enough to accept an economic system with usury until a time when
an Islamic system can replace it.33 Such a willingness to effectively
suspend ideological goals demonstrated the failure of Nafisi’s faction
of the Brotherhood that advocated for more immediate political and
social change.

As the 2000s progressed, the ICM pushed for constitutional changes
such as an elected prime minister, the institution of a single electoral
district to reduce government gerrymandering, the legalization of polit-
ical parties, and, eventually, the creation of a constitutional monarchy.
It also continues to advocate wide-ranging social and economic aims,
in keeping with traditional Brotherhood goals, such as “shap[ing] the

' Despite t
po .
ing C1V.
rather faithfully,
'~ cultural direction.

* such as the law on
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with the Islamic principl of containment and integra-
dan ith the Islamic principles Rent g
r34 Igye anlzi large, however, the ICM’s agenda highlights political
» N

ﬁ € i i i i i n ith secu-
rm

ition parties. — ;
. hel}act that they share common goals, secular left-leaning

waiti Ci

.+ -al blocs and the ICM have often clashed over the iss.u'e of defend-
B lbert The ICM “supports liberalizing political reforms
; hbemesi) t iet draws the line when liberalization leads in a
”1315 For all its rhetoric about political freedon&, the

oted measures that place limits on persorilal freedoms,
. ender segregation in schools, rejection of female
g }%ours when women can work, anc'l legislatiorT puE—
offensive speech. As one Kuwaiti liberal pgxlt ;:’1 tWeS

ion is that “the Brotherhood used democracy to establish law

S 1”36 As a result, secular blocs often express their
that are unconstitutional. ,

ce to ally with the Brotherhood. When asked about this, a for-

“Of course we want Islam
7

suffrage, restrictin
ishing religiously

hesitan .
mer ICM parliamentarian remarked to me:

i ernment to respect Islam.”
- (t)llllr z;izltril;fembi::uzleleofot:le Brotherhood’s emphasis on political
refitm, fnore conservative Islamists have criticized t}'lIeh.IC}I:a/Is forro Sizoerzc;tn
ing a strictly political rather than religious platforrrf.. ;su 1 2 oy
ing for Kuwait’s more conservative, and tradmc?n. y less p i
Opé':mngalaﬁ ovement. The Brotherhood, not surprisingly, is considere

?)Ctgle;h morrenﬂexible and the less confrontational of the two Islamist curl;
r:nts. Izdeed, the popular perception is that “yo.u can sgc:ak re(:)az;); I::::er
Brotherhood. They're part of the system of elites, so . eyvs; 1 never
j;:,am of overturning [the system] a6 Altho;ghdthz)lr{ ulun;sz: };o rf;term
implement sharia, membe.rs o.f the Brgt}lll:r ?;ant Ca; :i; St;ges.”” o
approaChdt oa?fs%iiec;:\:jiz 1tr<l)gd:;a25 tissugaround government refor.m
Beiscs e ent than ever. At times, such a position has threatened ties
:filt)}?zralr:gﬁszsg When the two strands have been allied in parliament, ICM

deputies have become “often saddled with responsibility for controversial
epu
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stances [particularly regarding social policies], while the Brotherhood’sl

inclination might be to take a more pliant or gradual approach.”®
Despite the Brotherhood's relative popularity,®! the most seats it

has won in parliament was 6 out of 50 in 2006. The Brotherhood has

never contested a plurality of seats, preferring to form coalitions with
other blocs that grant it a degree of political cover.42 By tempering theiy
demands for Islamizing society, the ICM has come to hold 2 more pow-

erful political position as a leading opposition bloc. Still, its more prag-

matic approach has left greater space for the development of a more
strict and maximalist Salafi current in Kuwait.

THE SALAFI MOVEMENT

The Salafi movement in Kuwait can be divided broadly between quiet-
ist and activist strands. The quietists are more powerful domestically,
while the activists have more followers abroad. %3 Quietist Salafis tend to
be less politicized, preferring to focus on “peaceful proselytization and
daily religious practices.”*# Activists, on the other hand, favor “broader
political involvement.”® In Kuwait, however, this distinction is some-
what blurred, as members of both the quietist and activist strands con-
test seats in parliament.

Kuwait’s Salafi movement became organized in the mid-1960s
among quietists, “when a small group of youth adhering to the Salaf
Da'wa came together and drew up a basic instructional program, aim-
ing at awakening Kuwaiti society.”# Like the Brotherhood, Kuwait’s
Salafis focused initially on apolitical issues, namely education and char-
ity.” From the beginning, the Salafi movement considered itself dis-
tinct from existing Islamist organizations. As Salaf religious authority
Shaykh Abdullah al-Sabt explained, “We know that these groups had
closed themselves through narrow partisanship. . .. That was one of the
reasons which led us to reject these groups and establish for ourselves a
real Salafi Da'wa,”#®

By the end of the 1970s, the Salafis had found a following in Kuwaiti
society, in particular among merchant families.®* By the 1980s, the Salafi
trend also gained a foothold in labor organizations and student unions,
achieving an “unprecedented level of organizational development.”*

Ku

 tion.
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izational structure

.0 Salafis developed a more coherent organizationa .
;zltdsle banner of the Society for the Revival of the Islamic Heritage
?I;IIHS) in 1981, guided by the ideology of Egyptian cleric Shaykh Abd

 ,-Rahman Abd al-Khaliq.® While the RIHS’s founding documents

.o charitable purposes, it became an umbrella organiza}t%on for S'a%aﬁs
'Clte ait and their primary institutional outlet for political participa-
E KI;ZV The RIHS also benefited from state support as well as ﬁ%nding
from the Saudi religious establishment. Notably, Abd al—I'(liahqbwai
“one of the first Salafis who extensively wrote books and artlclfes. a oud
politics and intended to reform Salafi jurisprudence.: al’l,)scs)ut pfo 1t1c§ and.
participation in social protest and using new fnedla. In z?ct, l'afl i
derics went so far as to issue a fatwa condoning the Salafis’ po 11t11c:515
activity,* which Abd al-Khaliq announced on the eve o.f the 1981 f;g ;
Kuwait’s 1981 election marked the first time anyvsfhere in the worl t' at
Salafis participated in parliamentary elections, with the RIHS winning

5,56
tw%(jie:}: the dissolution of parliament in July 1986, members of the
RIHS, like the ICM, became more independent of the government,
though they had never held as many posts as t}.lej ICM. RIHS followers
began “serious participation with the other polmca% powers to put pre}:—

sure on the political decision-makers to return parl{amemary life tot j
country.””’ Salafi members of parliament, along w1th. the IQM, joine l
the Constitutional Movement, which included a variety ;)Sf ideologica
currents and urged reform and restoration of parh:ament. .

During Iraq’s invasion and subsequent occupation of Kuwait, many
Kuwaiti Salafis fled the state for Saudi Arabia, wher.e they ‘becarr?e
involved with Saudi Salafi networks.5® Activist Salafis in Saudi Arab.lla
were appalled by the Saudi government’s decision to al'low the U.S. mil-
itary into the kingdom and responded with a burgeoning protest move-
ment, Islamic Awakening, or Sahwa, which demanded w1de—.rang1n.g
political reforms®' and appealed to Kuwaitis residing iI.I .Saudl Ar.ablz
during the Iraqi occupation.®” Meanwhile, other'Kuwaltl Salaﬁs. side
with the quietist strand, represented by the Saudl»ulam'a', w}.lo did }1110; »
oppose Kuwaiti liberation at the hands of Western r.mhtanes, als aG3
been decided upon by their legitimate, and unquesuor?able, rulers.
The RIHS became divided along quietist and activist lines following
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the Iraqi occupation, with the quietists overtaking the RIHS under

Shaykh Abdullah al-Sabt’s direction.5 Despite claims to the contrary,

the RIHS has since maintained close ties with the Saudi religious estab.

lishment and is sometimes criticized for being “a puppet of Riyadh? of
“even cooperating with Saudi intelligence.”®

The Islamic Salafi Association (ISA), established in 1991 and linked
to the quietist RIHS, is focused on social morality yet uses politica]
means to enforce it, making it something of a hybrid between actiy.

ist and quietist. Indeed, the ISA’s parliamentary agenda is concerned -

primarily with Islamizing laws, instituting sharia as the sole source of
legislation, and banning “vices” such as music concerts and alcoho].66
The ISA competes for followers from the same pool of urbanized
elites (or hadpar) as the ICM, yet it touts itself as less politicized than
the Brotherhood. Members even criticize other political figures who
they consider to have insulted the emir, who, as an Islamically legiti-
mate ruler, they believe to be above criticism.” More extreme quiet-
ists of the Madkhali school, however, consider the RIHS to violate the
principles of Salafism by having an organizational structure and par-
ticipating in elections.®® “For them, participating in politics and creat-
ing formal organizations lead to the corruption of one’s belief, making
people loyal to the organizations and their leaders instead of to God.”®

In 1996, the Salafi Movement broke off from the ISA, uniting people
primarily on the basis of their dislike of quietist Salafis, whom they
regard as tools of an American—Saudi conspiracy to silence political
demands in the Gulf.”° -

'The Umma Party (Hizb al-Umma), meanwhile, is the only political
bloc that calls itself a party (political parties are formally banned). It
emerged in 2005 largely from members of the tribal bads population
inspired by sharia scholar Hakim al-Mutairi.”! Although al-Mutairi
had hoped to convert the Salafi Movement into a political party, he
clashed with his deputy Shaykh Hamad al-Ali, who insisted on main-
taining the group’s loose structure.”? Mutairi thus left the movement to
found the Umma Party.”3 Significantly, the party was the first political
bloc to unambiguously call for popular sovereignty, with parliament
determining the makeup of government, including the prime minister
and other cabinet appointments.”4 It is thus disliked by conservative
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>.Salaﬁ5 who believe Mutairi is guilty of “blurring the distinction

petween salafi and Muslim Brother thought and for compromising

he strict adherence to the text by allowing too large a role for reason
t

. »75
in its interpretation. ) .
in ;‘:nce the Arab Spring, as illustrated by the proliferation of new Salafi

organizations in Kuwait, the activist strand has become increasir:ig.ly
.o fluential. Still, the quietists have generally been better represented in
- ment, with the RIHS dominant and many of its members enjoy-
i?;e;gsition; in the Ministry of Religious Endowments. Nonetheles.s,
none of the activist Salafi movements has ma.lnaged to brea.k tbrc?rg%l in
terms of parliamentary representation, due in part%zo their similarities
with the already represented Muslim Brotherh?od. . o

Activists have tended to have only 1 member in the parliament, Wali
al-Tabtaba’i, while the more quiescent ISA has tende.d to h.ave 8 to 110
members. The relative electoral weakness of the actl.v1sts is Prol?ab a};
due to the fact that the Muslim Brotherhood’s Islgmm Constitution
Movement, which traditionally has had strong parliamentary repreiien-
tation, provides an appropriate platform for many who are atttacte tof
activist Salafism. Unlike the Brotherhood in other countries, most o
the cadres of the ICM are influenced by Salafism, and their discourse is
similar to that of Salafi activists.””

Still, Kuwait remains a meeting place for activist Salafis and was
seen, at least before the Arab Spring, as the only Middle Eastern ;c:imi—
try where Salafis could freely express their ideas. In fact, Shaykb.A al-
Khaliq claims that the idea that “Egyptian Salafis should part1c1psat1e aflin
politics emerged during the meetings and workshops that these Salafis
had attended in his house and mosque.””® .

The freedom granted to Salafi groups in Kuwait has extended to theiu
charitable activities outside the country, with serious consequ.eflces in
recent years. Several Salafi charities have funded some of.Synas mocslt
powerful militant organizations, and Kuwait hai becon}e,v in the words
of U.S. Treasury Undersecretary David Cohen,' tbe eploenter of fux.l -
raising for terrorist groups in Syria.””” Kuwait crlmmahzjed the ﬁnan;m.g
of terrorist organizations only in 2013, thereby allo\.mng Salafi chari-
ties, of both the activist and quietist strand,* a relatlve.ly free hand o
finance extremist groups. The government has been hesitant to restrict
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such SL}‘pport for extremist groups largely due to the populari .
cause. “According to one of the prime minister’s advisers thlty 3
ment w.ould risk pushing the country into instability if it,i ot
constrf;llx}ts on the bank transfers and other means of sencril'1 Pl ;
to Syria.”®! By supporting the Syrian opposition, then, Ku\::j%‘nslon
have managed to gain a degree of popular support at home, Wlllil:l '

0

threateni . e .
atening their position in domestic politics by stoking violen v
ce at

home.3?

“d.In:sic'ieh Kuwait,. Salafis’ participation in parliamentary life h
znéx;;s ed the 1c-ieological gap between the Muslim Brotherh :;

and Salafis that existed in an earlier period.”® In fact, their prin?
g s

difference more recently has been the ICM’s willingness to form p
ar-

lia " . .
mc};ntargr c;lyalmons with Shiite deputies, something Salafis refuse.84
e Bro iti .
[h therhood, as the more politically pragmatic organization, has
e 3

traditionally been willin i
g to ally with any bl ,
reform agenda, regardless of sect. y bloc that would adverciiy

DEVELOPMENT OF KUWAITI ISLAMISM TODAY

Throughout the 2000s, Kuwait’s Muslim Brotherhood and activist
S;%laﬁs came to resemble one another more closely, banding to 1‘}J:St
w1t.h. other opposition movements to advocate for bfofd—r il
political reform. The 2006 debate over reformulating electoral dz'mg'mg
brought both blocs into the opposition in arguably the mo lsmztls
public manner since the suspension of parliament in 1986 ﬁ:t e
:;z:dz‘:idll leftis; ltiiroups that supported dividing Kuwait .into Z:;(})lz;
electoral districts. Such redistricti i
change the nature of elections: “In the opixfit(l)rrllgc,)ftrlcllerlr)lzlrI: V:}iii, .
would.transform elections from occasions to buy votes an,d toS II::::}:
campaigns to a race on the basis of program and ideology.”$
Not 'all Salafis supported the move, however, with ma.m memb

ﬁ'OI.n tribal districts opposed, as they feared the new law coul}c’i d'en'l erl: -
their political power.® As the most organized political blo }imlu(ljls
played a leading role in the “We Want Five” movement,’ C,}: .
porters organized large demonstrations throughout Ma’ 2:;605; Suﬁ _
midst of political upheaval, the emir was forced to disso}l’ve pariialrlnzni

Nove
ated a request €O interpellate Prime Minister Shaykh Nasir on charges

of, among ot
and achieving the

religious reasoning,
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ns in June; the new, largely Islamist and oppo-

call for new electio
ded to pass new electoral legislation, a major

sion parliament procee
o for the newly united opposition.
The secular-lslamist opposition also joined efforts to root out

raft, which came to 2 head with their demands to formally question
Prime Minister Shaykh Nasir al-Sabah on charges of corruption. In
mber 2008, three independent Salafi members of parliament initi-

her things “failing to perform his constitutional duties
wishes of the people.”®® Then-Salafi Movement par-
al-Tabtaba’i justified the request not according to
but rather democratic constitutional governance.”’
Shaylkh Nasir was finally grilled, behind closed doors, in December
2009 over his handling of the financial crisis and possible misuse of
state funds, marking the first time a premier had been interpellated.
Sill, the government had only agreed to allow this questioning after
new elections had produced a sympathetic parliament.”® Predictably,
Shaykh Nasir was not removed from office, as the vote of no confidence
failed to muster the required votes.

Such public displays of government manipulation united opposition
movements further. Beginning in 2009, Wialid al-Tabtabai sided with
opposition, including members of the ICM, in calling for enhanced
patliamentary power and the right of the people to directly elect their
government.”! Tabtaba'i went so far as to proclaim in September 2012
that “we the people have decided that Jabir al-Mubarak will be the last
prime minister from the House of al-Sabah.”?? Similarly, ISA deputy
Khalid Sultan came out in support of “an ‘elected government,’ ie.,
forcing the emir to choose his prime minister based on the parliamen-

liamentarian Walid

tary majority.”*

By the late 2000s, as opposition to government policies grew, mem-
bers of the Brotherhood and activist Salafis kept up the pressure, using
Twitter to voice criticisms and participating in protests.94 The February
2012 election, spurred by the government's resignation and dissolution
of parliament amid mass protests, produced a landslide for the oppo-
sition, with Islamist, tribal, and liberal candidates winning 34 of 50
parliamentary seats.” The Brotherhood won all four seats it contested,
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while Salafis from across the spectrum won a total of 10 seats, mak-

ing them the most represented Islamist trend in parliament.% [ ,

desire to prioritize political reform, the opposition agreed to 7ot focyg

on amending the constitution to declare sharia the primary source of
legislation.

The new parliament was voided, however, four months later, when
the constitutional court (composed of the emir’s appointees) declared
the dissolution of the previous parliament unconstitutional.”” The
court therefore reinstated the pro-regime 2009 National Assembly. The
secular-Islamist opposition coalition protested the reimposition of the
2009 parliament, which ultimately never met because its reinstitution
was so controversial. Several political blocs (including liberal groups
along with the ICM and ISA), youth associations, and labor unions
formed the National Front for the Protection of the Constitution in
September 2012, which also consisted of the majority bloc of some 34
opposition parliamentarians elected in February 2012. In October 2012,
warning of “chaotic sedition that could jeopardize our country [and]
undermine our national unity, ” the emir had the cabinet change voting
rules ahead of the December 1 elections.?® In addition, the emir “issued
a decree to change the electoral process, abolishing the country’s com-
plicated system that allowed each voter multiple votes.”

The opposition, to which the ICM and most Salafi groups belong,
boycotted the December 2012 polls, leading to a low 39 percent turnout
rate (compared to 60 percent in February) and returning a pro-gov-
ernment National Assembly.”® Sunni Islamist representation was the
most drastically affected, decreasing from 23 MPs to 4.1%! Considering
the inability of parliament to advance the Brotherhood’s agenda, the
ICM did not view the boycott as diminishing its political capital more
broadly. -

In June 2013, weeks before the military coup that overthrew the Muslim
Brotherhood—dominated government in Egypt, the Constitutional
Court dissolved parliament for the second time in one year, but left
the same electoral law in place. Many opposition groups, including the
ICM, several tribal leaders, Salafi figures, and liberal groupings, again
boycotted the polls. When asked about the logic behind the ICM’s two
boycotts, one former ICM member of parliament explained that they

wer
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« meant to expose the government as the source of political grid-

*. )
k. He stated: “The more we stay away, the more we show it’s the
ock.
»103
vernment that cannot perform.

gO

ST-COUP ERA
KUWAIT’S SUNNI ISLAMIST MOVEMENTS IN THE PO

National malaise persisted in the immediate aftermath of the Arat
Spring, with left-leaning opposition leade.r Musallam al—Bar;a

urging a return to protests until new elections were ca{led under
new electoral laws.1** The ICM and ISA support Barra}k.s ultimate
goal of a constitutional monarchy, appearing to pr1v11ege such
restructuring over social reforms. In early 2013, the ICM signed 3
23-page document drafted by Musallam al-'B.arrak, B'rotherho.o.‘1
figure Jama'an al-Harbash, and Tariq al-Mutairi of the liberal Civi
Democratic Movement.!%> Political trends ranging fro'm secular left-
ists to Salafis, as well as the largely Brotherhood-dominated S.tudent
Union, have signed the document, which “proposes a full parliamen-

tary system, with a stronger legislature, independent judiciary and

revised criminal code.”%¢

Significantly, as part of the opposition coalition, the I'CM an.d activ-
ist Salafis dropped their once-central demand of amending A'mc%e 2 1(;5
the constitution to specify sharia as #be primary source of legls.latlon.
Both groups have seemed increasingly willing to.vT/ork alongside other
opposition movements to ensure progress on political reform.

Due to their continued cooperation in the face of government
restrictions, the authorities have detained Islamists and leftists alike fjor
criticizing other Gulf states. The leader of the Umma Partyj Hakl.m
al-Mutairi, was detained in March'2016 for insulting Saudi Arabia,
while Tariq al-Mutairi of the liberal Civil Democratic Movement was
also detained due to Saudi complaints about some of his statements on
Twitter.!8 " h

Neither the Brotherhood nor the Salafi trend, however, is beli%
considered “a security threat,” as both continue to operate openly. .
While the Brotherhood is maligned elsewhere in the region, in Kuvs:ali(t)

it is “regarded more as a political nuisance thar.l a security threat. )
The April 2016 sentencing of former ICM parliamentarian Mubara



146 COUNTRIES

al-Duwailah may point to a more targeted crackdown on Islamisgs

in the future, informed by the Emirati example. Duwailah was sen.
tenced to two years in prison" on charges of insulting and endangering -
ties with an ally and insulting leaders of an allied state after remarks

he made about Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed a]-
Nahyan being “against Sunni Islam.”2

Having experienced growing government restrictions and seen even

worse elsewhere in the region, Islamists and secular opposition move-

ments appear to be banding together and are considered more dangerous

to the government as a result. As noted by Shadi Hamid, “The shared
experience of repression .. . encourages opposition groups to focus on
what they have in common. After all, they have a shared enemy—the
regime. So they agree to prioritize the fight for basic freedoms and
democracy. Ideological divisions are put to the side.”® Mubarak al-
Duwailah explicitly called for the overcoming of traditional differences
in a January 2016 statement shortly after his arrest, signaling a very
public effort to overcome longstanding ideological divides.
Opposition unity was tested when early elections were called in
November 2016. Most of the opposition competed, aside from some
secular blocs and the ISA, the Salafi Movement, and the Umma Party.
The ICM won all 4 seats it contested, while Salafis, mostly indepen-
dents, gained another 4 seats. Islamist representation extends beyond
these 8 seats, however, since other independents sympathetic to the
ICM and Salafi groups were also elected. Overall, the new parliament
has a very different profile than its predecessor, with only 20 of the 50
incumbents re-elected and with the broad-based opposition winning
almost half of the seats (24 of 50). With their relatively strong position
in parliament, Islamists in Kuwait will likely continue to promote the
anti-corruption and pro-reform agendas on which they ran, in con-
junction with other blocs when helpful. In fact, the first joint opposi-
tion meeting was held less than a week after the polls, following the
announcement that Shaykh Jaber al-Mubarak al-Sabah would be reap-
pointed as prime minister. ;

Kuwait’s Muslim Brotherhood and Salafi movements thus remain
leading political actors inside Kuwait—in part due to the fact that there
is little organized liberal competition. As the liberal activist Ahmad al-
Baghdadi put it, “Kuwait has liberals, but there is no liberalism. There
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is a big difference between the two. You .will ﬁnd”llilEf;ral m}clh;rrlldelfij:
but Jiberalism as a concept in society rer.nal.ns wealf. . n stcllc el
ronment, Islamists are poised to remain 1'deol<?g1c§ };( an . z Comexzr
appealing to the Kuwaiti population. Certlamly, int E uv::xit “ ideOI:
“religious affiliation is stronger than .the liberal one elca:,lu6 feisiceny
ogy—based and uses religion, the heritage of the PCO}I; e. s
of such movements exists despite the fact t}%at they avefne}::re ">’
a plurality of seats in parliament and even in the facelo Et e 537
defeat of Islamist parties elsewhere in the ’reglon, s y gyklj ; .
In the postcoup environment, Kuwaits Islamists ar.edvvoti1 err:lg o
closely with other opposition groups, a 1:nove that prov1, .eIsl ist:) -
cal cover and helps them to avoid the mistakes o.f Egypt§ B ar}r; ;ﬂOd
were accused of failing to work with other parties. During this p iVi:
Salafis have also increasingly acted like Brotherhood rn'ox./ementsi,epr N
leging political reform over traditional goefls of Islall;mzm% socint};.elrni
Nathan Brown writes: “The more salafis mvolv.e t ems; ve}f i
authoritarian politics, the more they respond 'hke Brotherhoo —tyPS _
movements.”'8 Kuwait’s Salafi blocs have historically bee.n more fefm
rent than the Brotherhood in pushing socially conservative leglj ation,
with members of parliament proposing in 2012, fo'r efcz'imple‘,) ; ecc}:lr}ci
law “to ban flirtatious behavior and ‘,'tgdecent attire’ in public, whic
include swimsuits on beaches.” . . _
WOI‘:lljr;?sctls have had to adopt a degree of fexibility iI‘.l their social ?(1;1-
tions to maintain relevance in the most politically liberal state o (el
Gulf, however. For example, as early as 2005, vs'lhen women were g:ianItSeA
the right to vote and run for parliament, which the ISAho‘I‘)poseel,i SA
member of parliament Ali al-Omair stated that allth'ougl dm}'r r l::ted
does not permit women to serve in the assembly,, 1.f al ady is :lves 4
into parliament, we have to deal with her. We can' isolate ours
iament.”122 | |
par_/ilzrc?iescussed earlier, the Kuwaiti Muslim Brotherhood is cons1der<l:g
to be more influenced by activist Salafism than branches elsevsfhere.‘ 1
Kuwait’s Brotherhood has maintained its commitn?ent to Islamic so}clxa
values, at least in rhetoric, as have Salafis in pﬂll@ent. Vzihere t eZ
differ is primarily in their willingness to coopera.te Wltl{qut& ; grouR :
the Kuwaiti Brotherhood is willing to work with Shiite co.a 1t10r;s ;ln
parliament and has traditionally held a more measured view of the
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United States and the West more generally after Kuwait's liberag
from Iraqi occupation at the hands of an American-led coalition,

Although the domestic influence of Kuwait’s Islamists in the 4
was felt primarily through legislation concerning social and educatie,
reform,' today the country’s Islamists are more willing to adyay
broader political goals, even if this requires them to form coalitj,
with secular blocs and even if it provokes further government crag]
down. Though much of this is likely a tactical change to give syc
actors greater license to pursue their social policies in the future, ¢
experience of working with non-Islamists to liberalize Kuwait’s polj
may have lasting effects on the ways Islamists think about the state ang
the protection of individual liberties, as it has in Tunisia and Moroceg



