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Abstract

Kuwait’s leaders from 1961-77 maintained a foreign policy that reflected the country’s territorial
vulnerabilities. They sought to discretely cultivate an Anglo-American defence relationship
without fatally compromising an ideological fealty to at least the slogans ot Arabism. The thesis
emphasises Kuwait’s essential need to offset its international “hard” security component with, as
far as practicable, a regional non-alignment posture and adherence to Arab policy norms. In the

process neo-realist and constructivist theory are used to bring out the duality at the heart of the

amirate’s foreign policy.

Differences between key Al-Sabah over foreign policy were differences of emphasis, while
domestic security concerns did not so much determine policy as emphasise Kuwait’s regional
challenges, against which the amirate chose to deploy ideology. Arabism inevitably had
contradictions as a tool of Kuwait foreign policy, and was often more about the cash subventions
that accompanied policy stances, than the value of the stances themselves. However deploying
ideology was indicative of the ruling Al-Sabah’s desire to strike the right tone for external and
domestic consumption; a desire to accommodate or befriend key regional players without, 1t

hoped, alienating others.

The inherent contradictions of Kuwait’s foreign policy were born of the country’s relative
weakness, save its one precious asset, oil. In the 1980s Kuwait’s strategically vital location and
key resource would see the amirate forced to abandon its sometimes illusory regional non-
alignment; after 1990 it maintained an overt US alliance. Events post-1977 therefore emphasised
what had been the fragility of Kuwait’s foreign policy since independence. The country’s limited

ability to act to prevent these crises only underscored what had been the limits of the amirate’s

policy options.
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Introduction

This thesis 1s an exploration of the determinants, objectives and outcomes of Kuwait’s foreign
policy, from independence in June 1961 until December 1977. From the beginning of sovereign
decision-making in the amirate, key trends and events in the shaping of foreign policy are
explored in the period up until Shaikh Jabr Al-Ahmed Al-Sabah’s accession, and as Egypt,

traditionally a key policy influence upon Kuwait, began its pursuit of bilateral relations with

[srael

Primary source material in the form of interviews conducted by the author with Kuwaiti and
western officials from the period, and secondary source material largely consisting of embassy
communications at the time, have enabled consideration of what the priorities of Kuwaiti
decision-makers were during the 1961-77 period. The thesis is therefore able to examine the
internal, regional and international context for the making of foreign policy, and to conclude that
the essential consideration was the preservation of the amirate’s external security. The primary
responses that Kuwait adopted in the pursuit of this were, to a significant extent, contradictory: an
attachment to an international defence alliance, first with the UK and then to seek to secure one
with the US; and in regional terms to project an Arabist ideological fealty but on a non-aligned
basis, a position important to maximising key Arab friendships and maintaining, as far as
possible, positive relations with Iran. In exploring these two key themes, I utilised the essentially
neo-realist approach to understanding Middle Eastern inter-state relations of Stephen Walt' and
the constructivist analysis of Michael Barnett’. Kuwait’s foreign policy is explored in terms of the
internal, regional and international inputs into decision-making, and the stances that were adopted
as a response. This thesis takes Walt’s emphasis on identifying the primary security threat, and
examines a policy response that combined international defence guarantees with an i1deological
“construct”. Essentially, this meant expressing loyalty to Arabist norms, including the goal of

political unity and the pivotal cause of Palestine.

The year 1961 is an instructive point at which to begin a consideration of the bases of Kuwaiti
foreign policy. Almost as soon as the amirate’s leadership became formally responsible for

external relations, Kuwait was thrown into an apparent security crisis involving its northern

| Stephen M. Walt, The Origin of Alliances (New York; Cornell University Press, 1990)
* See in particular Michael N. Barnett, Dialogues in Arab Politics: Negotiations in Regional Order (New
York; Columbia University Press, 1998), and Michael N Barnett and Jack S Levy, “Domestic Sources of

Alliances and Alignments — The Case of Egypt 1962-73”, International Organisation ILV (1991) p369-395.




neighbour Iraq. A territorial claim by General Qassim on the oil-rich amirate compounded an
external threat perception established by prior Iraqi claims on the amirate in 1938 and 1958, the
latter after Kuwait rejected Iraq’s invitation to join its Hashemite Union with Jordan. While
subsequent evidence shows that there was no direct military threat from Iraq in 1961, the event
and its immediate aftermath shaped the guiding preoccupation and tools of Kuwait’s foreign
policy: the maintenance of external security against, principally, a perceived Iraqi threat. This was
otfset by what became the two main, albeit contradictory, props of Kuwaiti foreign policy:
international, or extra-regional, defence relations, and policies designed to express Arab
solidarity. The arrival of a UK military detachment in 1961, was followed three months later by
an Arab League Security Force (ALSF). Despite Kuwait’s desire to base its “hard” security on the
UK, the amirate achieved some ideological legitimacy with the subsequent departure of the

British troops. This in turn was quickly followed by support from the leading Arab countries,

Egypt and Saudi Arabia, for the amirate’s independence.

Walt’s neo-realist interpretation of regional relations between 1955 and 1979 provides a useful
basis on which to consider how the key threat perception behind the amirate’s regional policies
motivated 1ts decision-making. Walt assessed that international alliances did not affect Middle
East states’ central focus on the regional “balance of threat”. This, he said, was typically about
proximate dangers, while the “threat” itself was not just defined, as realists would see it, in terms
of military power, but on the past practice of neighbouring states: whether they had threatened a
particular state before, and what claims or ambitions they articulated. If Walt’s “balance of
threats” analysis is applied, then Iraq can be seen as Kuwait’s greatest, but not exclusive, external
security concern, and the amirate’s foreign policy would therefore be deemed to be largely
orientated toward offsetting this threat. While the rationale behind threat assessments has
applicability to Kuwait, the amirate did not conform to the assumptions of regional alliance
policy that Walt’s argument suggests. In fact this thesis shows that, in the period from 1961 to
1977, Kuwait was for the most part only loosely associated with regional alliances, and that its
non-alignment was part and parcel of an ideational construct that formed a key part of its foreign
policy toward the Arab world. The inadmissibility for Kuwait of allying with Iran cannot be
explained by Walt’s “balance of threat” concept, given the apparent logic of allying with Iran to
balance against Iraq in the 1960s and, arguably, of “bandwagoning” with Iran in the immediate

aftermath of the departure of the British from the Gulf in 1971.



Kuwait did not always avoid alliances, however, as we shall see in Chapter 3 with the forming of
the ALSF which aligned Kuwait against Iraq. Interestingly, this provides the only reference Walt
makes to Kuwait, albeit in passing, when, following the sending of British military forces in 1961
to deter an apparent Iraqi threat, Saudi Arabia and Jordan are described as “band-wagoning” with
the more powertul state Egypt, against Iraq, by sending troops to the amirate as part of the ALSF.
Conversely, two years later it can be argued that Kuwait’s direct pursuit of Iraqi recognition,
without particular regard for the opinion of the UK, or for that of Egypt, its key Arab “ally” in the
events of 1961, 1s bandwagoning, in so much as wider Arab mediation was disregarded and the
determining issue was ultimately how much the amirate was prepared to pay Baghdad. However
this, and the former pro-Kuwaiti Arab alliance, were exceptions that proved the rule of Kuwaiti
foreign policy. The alliance had proven unwieldy and the key player, Egypt, knew that it was
mistrusted by Kuwait. With its more pressing security concerns regarding Syria, Egypt proved to
be a half-hearted participant in the ALSF. Regional non-alignment, in a Middle East characterised
by shifting alliances, made sense for a comparatively weak power such as Kuwait. Iraq was to an
extent bandwagoned by Kuwait in order to secure Soviet diplomatic recognition. In the event, the
backdrop of Moscow’s eventual recognition of Kuwait, which opened the door to UN

membership, made an unstable regime in Baghdad far more amenable to the amirate’s financial

iInducements.

Kuwait, in conformity to what Walt noted i1s the likely tendency of weaker states, preferred an
extra-regional alliance with the UK that would have only limited impact on its domestic and
foreign policy, especially in the form that the amirate insisted on after 196]1. Kuwait also
understood and valued the prop to security in the wider Gulf that the UK’s military presence in
the southern Gulf provided, hence its private discomfort with the UK’s announcement in 1968
that it was pulling out in three years time. Kuwait’s regional non-alignment enabled it to exercise
some autonomy from the constraints of a power structure that in the 1960s could be characterised

> However, Kuwait’s regional vulnerability meant that it could not escape

as the “Arab cold war
the need to assert its Arabism — expressed through rhetorical and practical expressions of
solidarity with key causes. This created the impression among conservative Arab states that
Kuwait was effectively aligned with Egypt. Throughout much of the 1961-67 period, the

amirate’s Arabism took on a decidedly Arab nationalist hue as the anti-colonialist language, and

> Malcolm H. Kerr, The Arab Cold War — Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasir and His Rivals, 1958-70 (London; Oxford
University Press, 1971). The international alignments of leading Arab states Egypt and Saudi Arabia did
not so much shape regional structure, but, as Kerr, Walt and others have shown, reflect it.




opposition to British interests expressed elsewhere in the Arabian Peninsula, was adopted by
Kuwait. Adopting such stances also overlapped with strategic realities as the amirate had every
reason to maintain good relations with an Egypt that it hoped would continue to counter Iragq.
Post-1967, Egypt could no longer project itself as the citadel of Arab nationalism, despite its brief
revival as the leader of such sentiment in the aftermath of the 1973 war. However, encouraged by
the fact that radical Arab nationalists had assumed power in Iraq and Libya, Kuwait’s ideational
construct would still retain radical tinges, even as a more conservative, Islamic, assertion of

Arabism, spearheaded by Saudi Arabia, also began to be articulated by Kuwait.

Michael Barnett has assessed how the vagaries of Arabism drove the foreign policy and alliances
of Arab states from the late 1950s onwards, through to 1991 (which, he suggests, is the point at
which Arab state sovereignty was established as an inter-state norm®). Kuwait largely avoided
alliances but was mindful of the need to ascribe to Arab policy norms, seeing its external security
as bound up 1n the need for both regional acceptance and, paradoxically, extra-regional defence
partner(s). Constructivism helps illuminate how 1deational factors were part of Kuwait's search
for regional legitimacy and therefore security in the Arab world. Both Walt and Barnett share a
conception that ideology can serve as a tool of larger states’ foreign policy, creating obligations
for weaker states in particular. However their assumptions about the key factors determining
foreign policy differ, in part because of the differing weight they attach to ideology, and
specifically to Arabism. For Barnett ideational factors can shape the identity and interests of
foreign policy-makers and not just the responses; for Walt ideology i1s more a device to legitimise
the foreign policy ambitions of more powerful Arab states. Barnett sees 1deology as about more
than external power plays and argues that the policy norms of Arabism can constitute a threat to
internal and external security. This thesis will argue that the ability of more powerful states to
deploy the “Arab card” was primarily a regional threat to Kuwait, and that the most important
function of the amirate's emphasis on its Arab identity was as a tool of external security policy.
The symbols of Arabism functioned as a counter to the ideological cloak in which Iraq pursued its

territorial claims on Kuwait, and to offset the image created by the amirate's attachment to an

extra-regional security partnership.

* Michael Barnett has argued that the outcome of the 1967 war began a decline in the potency of Arab
nationalism, but that this was not fully realised until its previous co-existence with state sovereignty from
the mid-1960s was undermined by the Iraqi occupation of Kuwait in 1990. Michael N. Barnett, “Identity
and Alliances in the Middle East”, Peter J Katzenstein (Ed.) The Culture of National Security — Norms and

[dentity in World Politics (Columbia; Columbia University Press, 1996). A residue of it survives however,
as do some territorial disputes or tensions for example between Iraq and Kuwait, that, prior to 1990, were

more likely to be dressed up in pan-Arabist rhetoric.




While I have given equal attention to the internal context, as well as that of the regional and
international, for Kuwaiti decision-making during this period, this thesis will emphasise that
foreign policy was not primarily driven by internal tactors. At certain points, such as the political
clampdown begun in 1966 (see Chapter 2), Kuwait develops greater room for manoeuvre in
managing its international relations. There are also occasions when senior Al-Sabah consciously
project contrasting foreign policy “images” toward the UK as part of their domestic competition
with each other. However, their differing “values and images” > did not determine the bases of
foreign policy so much as affect its presentation. Kuwait displayed Arabist fealty primarily as a
means to counter external pressure, in particular the efforts at de-legitimising Kuwait made by
[raqg. In fact, enforcing internal constraint, not least at the expense of those Arab nationalists,
domestic and foreign, supported, and to some extent funded, by Egypt, was made all the more
possible by Kuwait’s maintenance of Arab nationalist norms in its foreign policy. Tellingly, a few
years earlier, the leader of Kuwait’s Arab Nationalist Movement, Jassim Qitami, was appointed
as foreign ministry under-secretary and given lead responsibility for negotiating what became a
mutual recognition agreement with Iraq in 1963. This did not make these crucial negotiations
beholden to the amirate’s pro-Egyptian Arab Nationalists, rather it emphasised the strength of
Kuwait’s internal position that such a figure was trusted to manage the country’s primary foreign

policy 1ssue.

In assessing the internal political dimension for foreign policy decision-making, I was drawn to
the field of Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA), and specifically those who have applied it to the
Middle East, emphasising how the domestic context shapes policy. Some illumination was
provided for how a number of the factors typically seen as pre-eminent in the making ot foreign
policy in more institutionally-based polities had a relatively minor role in Kuwait. Adeed
Dawisha’s work on foreign policy making in Middle East states and specifically in Egypt’
provides a useful typology of three levels of political authority key to decision-making. These are,
in order of importance: the “principal decision-maker”, a “chief executive” who typically has
charismatic authority; the ruling elite, those often few key individuals who influence the principal

decision-maker; and the political elite, usually operative within relatively powerless parliaments

> Part of the framework adopted by AI Dawisha is assessing the factors shaping Egypt’s toreign policy.
Egypt in the Arab World - The Elements of Foreign Policy (London; Macmillan, 1976)

5 A.I. Dawisha, " The Middle East", Christopher Clapham (Ed.), Foreign Policy Making in Developing
States: A Comparative Approach (Teakfield; Saxon House, 1975); and Ibid.
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or political parties. For most of the period under consideration in this thesis, Kuwait lacked a
single, pre-eminent, much less charismatic, decision-maker, as could, in contrast, be said of
Shaikh Abdullah Salim Al-Sabah. However, in keeping with the patterns identified elsewhere in
the region by Dawisha, key authority over foreign policy in Kuwait did not lay with the council of
ministers (cabinet) or with the national assembly. Rather, in Kuwait, foreign policy was a matter
of consensus among a handful of senior Al-Sabah members, the principle decision-makers, with

whom a few other ruling family and technocratic non Al-Sabah officials were influential.

Informal decision-making

Egypt’s President Nasser, notes Dawisha, created rival bodies to the cabinet in order to maximise
his authority, even though the government was essentially like-minded; the Kuwaiti ruling family
held the key posts in cabinet and determined the rest, but more important discussion on foreign
policy, on the few occasions that it was held to be necessary, would take place in the Al-Sabah
family council. In considering the making of foreign policy in Middle East states, Fred Halliday
emphasises how key foreign policy decisions by, for example, Egypt’s President Sadat, and by
[raqi leaders, were taken in a highly secretive manner by essentially one man’. This, says
Dawisha, is the virtue of foreign policy decision-making in most Middle East states. Decisions
affecting war, key alliances, and peace-making would have been far more complex, and far less
decisive, he writes, in polities subject to more institutional constraints. The kind of bureaucratic
bargaining identified in the government decision-making model of Graham Allison®, for example,
is unrecognisable in Kuwait or the wider Arab world. However Kuwait for the most part also
tended to avoid dramatic decision-making of the kind more typical of stronger regional actors.
Although its ability to doggedly pursue the mutual recognition agreement with Iraq in 1963 (see
Chapter 3) showed the utility of a decision-making system that revolved around only a few key
players. In general though, Kuwaiti foreign policy operated on broad and largely uncontested
consensual lines that were understood, regardless of the occasional discussion of a pressing
external issue within the semi-formal context of the, only occasionally convened, Al-Sabah

family council, or more routine exchanges in weekly cabinet meetings. Foreign minister Sabah

’ Fred Halliday, “The Middle East in International Relations” (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press,
2005),

8 Graham Allison and Phillip Zelikow, Essence of Decision — Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis (New
York; Longman, 1999) '
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Al-Ahmed would give expression to the central assumptions of a policy initially directed by Amir
Abdullah Salim, but which, for the greater part of the period in question, were managed by the
lead political actor, Crown Prince Jabr Al-Ahmed, in close consultation with the interior and
defence minister Saad Abdullah, and Amir Sabah Salim. Kuwaiti foreign policy would display
presentational differences between Jabr Al-Ahmed and Amir Sabah Salim, but in essentials there
was clear consensus. In this sense Kuwaiti foreign policy fitted with characteristics identified by
some writers of the FPA school who essentially had western polities in mind. The “non-
decisional mainsprings of foreign policy action” referred to by Michael Clarke’, for example, in
identifying the lack of analysis and ongoing routine “outputs”, can be applied to Kuwait, along
with many other very different and diffuse political systems. While mindful of the broad
parameters of acceptable foreign policy in the eyes of domestic religious and political opinion'’,
Kuwalit’s policy-makers, often unreflectedly, maintained a set of stances that were rarely re-
examined. This was aided by a relative detachment from domestic factors that owed no small part
to Kuwait’s ability to draw on a key domestic resource, oil, which, as well as facilitating regional
acceptance, enabled the co-option of merchants who had previously been a key foreign policy
input (see Chapter 2). Archie Lamb, who was British ambassador in the mid-1970s, identifies a
policy-making “process” in Kuwait that could often be characterised as the unquestioning

maintenance ot key assumptions among a tiny coterie of leaders (see Chapter 5).

While Kuwaiti leaders may not have systematically reassessed their policy assumptions, they did
try to project an identity in regional affairs that was more than a kind of Arabist political
correctness. The Kuwaitis sought to give expression to Arab solidarity, not just by stances and
finance, but also by seeking to mediate in Arab and wider regional disputes. While tully opening
the “black box” of decision-making in a small and often informal process proved difficult in the
writing of this thesis, the empirical material I obtained suggested that Kuwaiti policy makers’
identification of themselves and of the country was an important part of the ideational construct
within which policy was presented. Kuwaiti efforts at mediation were often unsuccesstul, or
failed to even get off the ground as in the case of Iraq and Iran in the early 1970s. Thus Kuwait

had limited “agency” and could not alter the structure ot regional relations in which 1t felt

? Michael Clarke, “The Foreign Policy System”, Michael Clarke and Brian White (Ed.), An Introduction to

Foreign Policy Analysis: The Foreign Policy System (Ormskirk; GW&A Hesketh, 1981).
'9'See for example Michael Smith, “Comparing Foreign Policies: Circumstances, Processes and

Performances”, in Clarke and White (Ed.) Ibid., p.59-60; Dawisha, “Egypt in the Arab World”, op. cit. p89-
91; and Halliday, op.cit., p.56-59.
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vulnerable to security threats. However role theory'' helps explain how mediation was bound up
In a strong Kuwaiti foreign policy self-identification with a non-aligned Arabism and, to a lesser
but increasing extent in the 1970s, wider Islamic links. Personal political preferences were also of
relevance here. Amir Sabah Salim, who ruled from 1965-77, was the most enthused of the senior
Al-Sabah leaders about Kuwaiti mediation. However, from the mid-1970s, the amirate’s efforts in
this regard were led with particular attention to south Yemen and Oman by foreign minister
Sabah Al-Ahmed. Amir Sabah Salim, like his nephew Saad Abdullah, defence and interior
minister (1962-78), was more sympathetic to the British connection, and, as prime minister
(1963-65), Sabah Salim bemoaned Egyptian influence over foreign policy. This encouraged
Sabah Salim’s desire to try to mediate in inter-Arab disputes in order to give greater credibility to

Kuwait’s professed non-aligned credentials, despite the Nasserite connotation of the phrase (see

Chapter 3).

The failures of Kuwaiti mediation during the period covered by this thesis, with the partial
exception noted in Chapter 6 of its efforts to enable Iran to effectively abandon its claims to
Bahrain, should not detract from the essential success of the amirate’s foreign policy. In
combining an international alliance with a projection of Arab fealty, Kuwait was able to improve
Its security, at least over the first part of this thesis, up until 1968. After Britain’s withdrawal
announcement that year, however, Kuwait was obliged to rely more firmly on ideological
constructs, even as the influence of Arab nationalism weakened in the aftermath of Egypt’s defeat
in the 1967 war, a factor that was to gradually lessen the importance to Kuwaiti security of
Cairo’s political support. In this new environment, a professed non-alignment in the Gulf became
unsustainable, and the beginning of armed conflict between Iraq and Iran in 1969 obliged Kuwait
to support Iraq. Irag had just begun incursions into Kuwait, helping to encourage the amirate’s
political support for Baghdad. At the same time Kuwait’s reliance on Arabism as a tool of foreign
policy would have made band-wagoning with Iran, which was stronger than Iraq militarily,
unthinkable. Balance of threat analysis also suggests that balancing Iran by aiding the weaker
power, Irag, would have been strategically rational, although this was not what drove Kuwait
policy. In practice the amirate’s policy-makers in this period felt that the country was being
coerced by Irag and compelled, by dint of Arab expectations, to express solidarity. However the

limits to any emergent alliance would soon be revealed in the events at Al-Samita (1973). The

'l KJ Holsti, “National Role Conceptions in the Study of Foreign Policy” in Stephen Walker (Ed.), Role
Theory and Foreign Policy Analysis (Durham (NC); Duke University Press, 1987).
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amirate’s need to continue to engage Iran, as the pre-eminent Gulf military power, as well as

Saudi Arabia, would prove beneficial in offsetting Iraqi pressure.

Kuwait did not abandon the desire for extra-regional defence support; it turned to the US and
gradually achieved closer cooperation. However this relationship was not to develop the strategic
importance or provide the balance in Kuwaiti foreign policy that the UK relationship earlier had.
Kuwait’s leading role in the embargo against oil sales to the US, UK and Holland in 1973-74
suggests that 1deological assertions had become the primary focus of foreign policy, or at least
confirmed the absence of other options. Kuwait’s participation in economic action far more
punitive than in 1967 would have been difficult to sustain if the amirate’s defence relationship
with the UK had still been in place, or if Kuwait’s desire that Britain’s role be superseded by the
US had been fulfilled. However, unlike the ostensible objective of mediation, Kuwait was
confirming 1t was “on-message”; it was not seeking agency, rather, as one official argues (see

Chapter 6), it was intent on “sharing the pain”.

By 1977 there was ongoing concern in Kuwait at Iraqi territorial incursions, while tensions arose
with Saudi Arabia, which had become the amirate’s key Arab state relationship as Egyptian
influence collapsed in the wake of President Sadat’s initiation of relations with Israel. The Arab
solidarity on display during the 1973-4 oil embargo had proven practically non-existent toward
Kuwait in the tace of further Iraqi incursions. Despite this, Kuwait’s security did not appear to be
fundamentally at stake, a situation that its ability to project an Arabist foreign policy helped to

CNnsSurc.

The Kuwaiti case from 1961 until 1977 1s an interesting exploration of how a relatively weak, but
oil-rich, country seeks to adopt foreign policies that can offset its security vulnerability. There
are, however, clearly limits to the autonomy and influence of Kuwait’s policies. Its manipulation
of ideology and the presentation of itself as a funder and facilitator of Arab solidarity — in line
with the amorphous shibboleth of Arab unity - emphasises that regional structure alone cannot
explain Kuwaiti foreign policy. Yet at the same time the 1deological construct of Kuwait’s toreign
policy took account of the weight of Egyptian influence in the region and the need to detlect
ideological assertions by Iraq and other states that questioned the legitimacy of the amirate’s
existence. In examining the factors shaping Kuwaiti foreign policy, there 1s a need to utilise
theories that combine structural understanding in terms of regional power dimensions, with how a

relatively weak state may seek to project a politically acceptable identity and role as an
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alternative to the expected pattern of alliances. Walt’s argument that decision-makers make
Judgements based on the behaviour and past practice of neighbours, as opposed to the simple
military power determinism of realist thinking, has suggested to Gregory Gause'’ a way of
combining it with constructivist thinking in order to create an “aggregate of threats” (see Chapters
3 and 6). Walt accepts that ideology forms part of alliance considerations in the Middle East,
suggesting that, at the height of pan-Arabism at least, ideology formed part of a threats-based
analysis, preventing, or causing, the break up of alliances. For constructivists like Barnett, the
making of foreign policy reflects identities among decision makers whose importance can be a
response to external or internal efforts to delegitimise a regime. In weighing up the relative
threats from Iraq and Iran, the “aggregate threat” plainly was greater from Iraq. Irag’s utilisation
of pan-Arabist rhetoric was periodically used to bolster its denial of Kuwaiti legitimacy. Ideology
therefore informed part of Kuwait’s external threat perception, even before incursions in 1969
had strengthened the existent belief that Iraq was more of a specific threat to Kuwaiti sovereignty,

despite Iran’s greater military strength.

Kuwait was not a passive recipient of ideological pressure, but sought to make itself ideologically
acceptable. For Syria or Iraq, their apparent ideological commitment to Arab wahda (union)
served as a defence against the ability of Egypt to de-legitimise them internally . In the Kuwaiti
case 1deology was similarly a pro-active tool, but the amirate was self-evidently not competing in
the Arab hegemony stakes that characterise much of Walt’s analysis. Kuwait’s talk of unionist
projects conformed to the conventions of the period, but it principally deployed Arabism to create
regional acceptability, in turn providing greater autonomy from domestic structure. Constructivist
literature emphasises how developing countries can be vulnerable to accusations that their
internal polities or external policies are not conforming to acceptable standards'®. For Kuwait,
Arab nationalism was primarily a construct that it sought to detlect as an external i1deological
threat that could ultimately undermine the rationale for the amirate’s separate existence. Foreign
policy expectations of the kind i1dentified by Barnett as being upheld by a common Arab identity
were mediated by the more powerful Arab states, one of which was a direct military threat to
Kuwait. Thus ideology could easily be deployed against the amirate’s international defence

relations if they were not offset ideologically. Domestic opinion could not of course be

'> Gregory F Gause III, “Balancing What? Threat Perceptions and Alliance Choice in the Gulf”, Security
Studies, Winter 2003-04.

" Kerr, op.CIt.
'* For example Stephen R. David, “Explaining Third World Alignment”, World Politics Volume 43, Issue

2, p233-256.
'> Barnett, “Identity and Alliances”, op.cit
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disregarded in a polity whose periodic authoritarianism did not extinguish its essentially
pluralistic traditions. However the country’s narrow band of decision-makers did not feel under
pressure from internal factors in their consideration of foreign policy. The realities of Kuwait’s
military vulnerability necessitated the utilisation of its economic strengths for both foreign policy
and 1nternal legitimacy, advantages not enjoyed by many developing states. Furthermore,
Kuwait’s external threats and active domestic political life required a tailoring of foreign policy in
ideological terms that would not upset these relations. Kuwait was not a fractured and unstable

entity seeking external support to maintain a remote ruling elite in power.

This study shows that analysis of foreign policy determinants in a Middle East prone to security
challenges and ideological pressure, particularly in the period with which this thesis is concerned,
needs to consider structural constraints on weaker states at the internal, regional and international
level, and how countries can try to minimise them. International relations theory confined to
alliance analysis cannot explain the role of ideology or national identity in the case of weaker
states that recognise they have little prospect of leading opinion, but who seek to utilise constructs
to legitimise their place in the region, or at least deflect pressure from those who would question
it. On the other hand, theoretical analysis needs to be cognisant of the calculations made by
decision-makers of their country’s strategic position and whether a full embrace of “correct”
stances, Including the termination of international alliances that attract regional and domestic
criticism, would leave their country at the mercy of shifting political fortunes and regional
alignments. This thesis shows how the loss of a firm defence commitment from the UK left
Kuwait more vulnerable to regional developments that ideology could not provide sufficient
cover for, just as solidarity and financial generosity could not resolve its dispute with Iraq.
However, by the end of 1977 at least, there was little that Kuwaiti foreign policy-makers could
have done to have offset the threat to the country’s security caused by regional developments in
the years ahead. This clearly has implications when considering what policies Kuwait could have

adopted to avoid the temporary termination of its existence as an independent country in the

course of the Iraqi occupation in 1990.
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Chapter One

Literature on Kuwait

In writing this thesis I was struck by the paucity of books and journal articles relevant to the
Inputs, outputs, or consequences of Kuwaiti foreign policy in the period under examination
(1961-77). Much of the little that has been published exclusively on Kuwait, and that is of some
relevance to a study of this topic, i1s available in English, however, whether it was originally
written by Arab or non-Arab writers. The limitations on useful published material emphasises the
value for this thesis of the personal interviews conducted with former Kuwaiti, UK and US
officials, and of the extensive utilisation of British and US government archives. While partiality
and political calculation needed to be carefully borne in mind when considering either
retrospective reflections or edited embassy accounts of conversations with Kuwaitis, the fact that
there is no Kuwaiti government archive covering this period', nor any formal decision-making
process’, makes such sources invaluable. The importance of external assessments in analysing
Kuwaiti foreign policy is further borne out by the amirate’s reliance on UK assessments of events

in Iraq (see Chapter 7).

Of those books and journal articles that have been written either exclusively or largely about
Kuwait, most are either historical narratives or present a largely compartmentalised vision of the
northern Gulf state in terms of its founding history, oil wealth, the ruling Al-Sabah family, and
foreign policy’. The treatment of foreign policy usually lacks any theoretical examination in
terms of either internal or external structural constraints. Nor is there usually any suggestion that

the distinct aspects of Kuwaiti society and politics could have a relationship to its foreign policy.

' Nor could there be, given the events of 1990-91, when the government’s private records were largely

destroyed.
2 Gee the assessment of Kuwaiti decision-making by former British ambassador Sir Archie Lamb contained

in Chapter 5. ‘
> For example, Peter Mansfield, Kuwait: Vanguard of the Gulf (London; Hutchinson Press, 1990).
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Political economy

There 1s a considerable body of literature that applies an analysis based on political economy to
state formation and legitimacy in the Arab world; and several writers have looked at Kuwait in
particular. Among the latter there 1s a coalescence of views that the arrival of oil enabled the
Kuwaiti state to largely escape the political constraints of dependence on internal political
compacts, but replaced it with dependence on the vagaries of the international oil market. Thus,
as rulers of an oil-based “rentier state”, the Al-Sabah enjoyed autonomy of internal decision-
making, but at the price of a new kind of external dependency. Mary Ann Tétreault® has described
this process 1n terms of how Kuwait moved from dependence on the British with the granting of
formal independence in 1961, to subjection to “the new patron”, oil. In this way a small state like
Kuwait is economically dependent, despite owning a prectous national resource that has provided
considerable advantage over the kind of states more typically addressed by dependency theorists.
Jacqueline Ismael’ has carefully dissected the political economy of Kuwait as a rentier state,
assessing the way in which, with the advance of the oil sector after 1945, the ruler, Abdullah
Salim Al-Sabah, became the disburser of a national largesse. This enabled the ruling family to
combine the powers of capital ownership with almost exclusive control over the levers of state
power to patronise and co-opt key constituencies and virtually the whole population ot Kuwaiti
nationals, especially following nationalisation in 1975, by which time nearly 80% ot nationals

were employed by the state®.

The impact of local and international economic structure on an essentially dependent state like
Kuwait leaves little room, or indeed interest, on the part of Ismael or Tétreault, for an assessment
what shapes a rentier state’s foreign policy. In essence foreign policy, according to this analysis,
can only be a reflection of oil dependence. However, what this means in terms of 1deological or
strategic orientation for example, is far from adequately explored in analysis that adopts

dependency theory, or the rentier state model, to look at Kuwait and countries like it.

* Mary Ann Tétreault, Autonomy, necessity, and the small state: ruling Kuwait in the twentieth century,
International Organisation 45, 4, Autumn 1991

> ] acqueline Ismael, Kuwait: Social Change in Historical Perspective (Syracuse; Syracuse University Press,

1982)
6 Abdel-Karim Al-Dekhayel, Kuwait — Oil State and Political Legitimation (Reading; Ithaca Press, 2000)
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Kuwait did not in fact escape dependence on external allies, even if it had become formally
independent. Indeed the oil wealth that enabled the ruling Al-Sabah to develop what Jill Crystal’
has described as a political compact with the merchant class - the latter’s abstention from active
politics in exchange for maintenance of their economic livelihood with property and contracts -
served to increase the attractiveness of Kuwait’s resources to external countries, principally Iraq.
Reglonal security concerns are mentioned by Crystal as one of the “additional reasons™ why this

domestic compact survived, whilst Tétreault and Ismael give it little or no attention.

However these writers’ class-based analyses provide good insights, especially in the case of
Crystal®, into the internal consequences of ownership of an internationally marketable resource.
This intluenced the development of the state’s institutions, in particular the ruling Al-Sabah
family, and in the process internal stability was seemingly assured. However, Crystal believes
that state formation in Kuwait i1s not inherently stable. She argues that if the state does not
guarantee merchants continued high levels of economic reward, then local merchants do not
always play by the rules of the informal political understanding’. Crystal sees evidence for this in
the political agitation for restoration of the national assembly in the late 1980s and early 1990s,
although she could equally have mentioned the subtler events surrounding the elite political
fallout of 1969-71, which are detailed in Chapter 5 of this thesis. However Crystal’s analysis
usefully sets the context for an internal political sphere in Kuwait in which, for the period covered
here at least, the ruling family made judgements about foreign policy very largely without regard

for what the merchant elites thought.

National Assembly and merchants

This is not to suggest, as Crystal implies, that the merchants are necessarily a politically
homogenous group, or indeed a non-political group for as long as their economic interests were
being satisfied. In her assessment, Kuwait’s national assembly was a largely cynical creation by a
ruling family seeking to manage local political debate and offset regional opposition, rather than
enabling genuinely democratic and civil structures to be established. However, for the greater part

of the period covered herein, the national assembly, while manipulated, and at one point illegally

" Jill Crystal, Oil and Politics in the Gulf — Rulers and Merchants in Kuwait and Qatar (Cambridge;

Cambridge University Press, 1990)
5 Jill Crystal, Kuwait — The Transformation of an Oil State (Boulder; Westview Press, 1992)

? Crystal, op.cit.
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suspended, saw lively debate that influenced the government’s oil and finance considerations and
therefore aspects, at least, of its foreign policy. Through the assembly, merchants and other
sections of society have contributed to the political process, even if leading merchant families
tended to remain detached from assembly politicking, and generally preferred to attend to their
business interests rather than suffer the constitutionally-obligated financial compromises that are
required to join the government. In something of a crisis in 1964/5, the Kuwaiti cabinet, which
iIncluded wealthier merchants who had not forsworn their business interests, was rejected by an

assembly majority of less wealthy merchants and Arab nationalists, egged on by a leading Al-

Sabah (see Chapter 2).

The Kuwaiti parliament has thus tended to provide a more assertive political platform than rentier
state and dependency theory would expect of an oil-rich hereditary amirate. For her part at least,
[smael concedes that the elected National Assembly was not a “rubber stamp for policies set forth

»'%, Following Kuwait’s first elections in April 1963, twelve of the fifty elected

by the ruling class
MPs who supported the Kuwaiti branch of the Arab Nationalist Movement (KMAN) called for
Kuwait to join the putative Arab Union of Egypt, Syria and Iraq. The mutual recognition
agreement Kuwait signed with Irag a few months later reflected the strength of regional and
internal 1deological pressure when it committed the two countries to seeking union in the future
(see Chapter 3). Radical posturing in the assembly also meant that leading merchants have at
times lacked enthusiasm to defend it, as seen between 1975-76 when the active part played by

KMAN MPs in the parliament compromised perceived national interests and the assembly was

suspended with relative ease (see Chapter J).

An unpublished thesis authored by a Kuwaiti, Abdul-Latif Al-Rumaihi'’, lays out a template for
examining the factors that determined the amirate’s foreign policy, from its inception to 1933.
After establishing the different spheres feeding into the deliberations of the Kuwaiti “decision-
making unit”, and exploring some of the theoretical literature relevant to the domestic, regional
and international environment, Al-Rumaihi gives varying degrees of credence to a wide-ranging
set of foreign policy inputs. Ultimately, however, he avoids making decisive judgements about
where the balance of influence on policy lay, although the objective of external security 1s

implicitly a key factor. Inevitably there i1s a difficulty for any writer in making definitive

10 71
Ibid., p.86.
'l A bdul-Latif Hassan Al-Rumaihi, “The Dynamics of Kuwaiti Foreign Policy”(Exeter; Exeter University,

1983).
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judgements on what and who was determining policy in the absence of the equivalent of, for
example, the records of cabinet conversations. Curiously he also explicitly avoids exploring
whether Kuwait could have accepted military support from Iran, or the wider suitability of
founding an alliance with Tehran. In fact the role of alliances in Kuwaiti foreign policy is not
assessed, aside from general assumptions that the professed non-alignment held true in practice.
Al-Rumaihi does, however, gives considerable weight to the formal players - the amir, cabinet,
national assembly and ministry of foreign affairs - that together make-up his notion of the
“decision-making unit”. Thus, for example, the national assembly is held to be influential because
some stances it adopted became government policy; the ministry of foreign affairs is simply “the
engineer” of foreign policy, a notion at odds with evidence explored by this author that the
minister himself was not a pivotal decision-maker and that his ministry was more the executor of
some policy details within the understood policy framework. In general, a relatively open
domestic political environment is believed to encourage the convictions of those sitting within the
different components of the decision-making unit who remain firmly attached to a pro-Palestinian
policy line whilst somehow seeking to find a “balance” between the dominant regional and
superpower actors. Precisely how and where a foreign policy was determined that reflected

traditional attachments, domestic dynamics, and the desire to offset external pressures is less

clear, however.

Other writers on Kuwait, such as Peter Mansfield'*, and those writing more broadly on the Arab
world, have emphasised the amirate’s civil sphere represented by professional associations,
including the leading bodies of the middle class and merchants such as chambers of commerce,
clubs (nadwas) and diwaniyyas (loosely translateable as “associations”), where political matters
are often debated. The professional associations proliferated throughout the 1960s and 1970s and,
like the nadwas and diwaniyyas, could be involved in political activity by holding debates,
sometimes with foreign Arab contributors, and could be identified with defined viewpoints.
Nadwas and more importantly diwaniyyas are important ways to let off steam, not least in the
absence of legal, formal, political parties The diwaniyyas remain aligned on family and factional
grounds, and enable opposition MPs and leading shaikhs to rally, or to hear, opinion. Thus, 1n the
Kuwaiti context, it can be argued that internal stability was not merely a matter of having
sufficient oil largesse to buy off the merchants and other powertful interest groups. The country
had a degree of civil life that underpinned the political order. The closing of the Assembly in

1976 and 1986 by an amir using exfra-constitutional powers, saw the diwaniyyas assert the

' Ibid.
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constitutional right of Kuwaitis to be represented by an elected assembly. This was a civil sphere

that could not easily be disregarded, while the elected national assembly itself, despite periodic

closure, has clearly proven its institutional resilience.

Kuwait does not suffer from many of the fundamental weaknesses of the state in the Arab
world'®, and, in the opinion of one writer, of the small Gulf Arab states in particular'®. The cross-
cutting allegiances that have weakened state formation in the post-colonial environment are less
of a factor in Kuwait than, for example, in neighbouring Iraq or Lebanon. In some Arab countries,
minorities or even majorities have been denied adequate political power and have thus helped to
weaken state allegiance or even threatened its very existence. In fact it has been argued by some
historians of Kuwait" that for more than 250 years the country has enjoyed legitimacy as a
distinct entity. This began with the voluntary commitment of the bani Al-Utub tribal alliance
from Najd in central Arabia, who migrated to the northern Gulf port then known as Kut, where
they consented to the rule of the Al-Sabah. This has become translated into political myth, not to
mention propaganda in terms of the country’s supposed claim to have established a rudimentary
desert democracy. However, the attachment of, in effect, the state founders to forming a settled
community within the then small port town, laid the groundwork for what would evolve into a
separate country. Aside from the Al-Sabah, the leading families of Kuwait today are the merchant
traders directly descended from the families of the bani Al-Utub who made the original political
compact that brought Al-Sabah rule, and the beginnings of a separate and distinct entity that in
1961 became the state of Kuwait.

Crystal 1s right to argue that the contemporary state of Kuwait still lacks many of the embedded
institutions that would make for greater internal security. However, whatever Kuwait’s internal
vulnerabilities, they do not fundamentally come from cross-border allegiances undermining the
central rationale of the state. Kuwait does not sutter from the ethnic or religious vulnerabilities of
other Arab states. Its one key minority was (and remains) the approximate one-quarter of the

national population who are Shia Muslims'®. In the period with which this thesis is concerned, the

'3 Giacomo Luciani (ed.) The Arab State (London; Routledge, 1980)

'* Nazih Arubi, “Arab Bureaucracies”, in Luciani (ed.) op.cit.
"> See for example, Ahmad Mustafa Abu-Hakima The Modern History of Kuwait (1759-1965) (London;

Luzac and Co., 1983)
'° In the early 1960s the UK embassy gave a figure of 22% (see Chapter 2). Sourcing work written in the

late 1970s, Joseph Kostiner gives a figure of 24%. Joseph Kostiner, “Shi’1 Unrest in the Gulf”’, Shi’ism
Resistance and Revolution, Martin Kramer (Ed.) (Boulder; Westview Press, 1987). For her part, Crystal
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Shia were seen warily by the Sunni Arab majority, especially after the departure of the British in
1971, given the proximity of Kuwait’s large neighbour, majority Shia Iran. A visit from the Shah
In November 1968, prompted many Kuwaiti Shia to line the streets, thereby causing some
concern among the majority Sunni population. However, it was not until the Iranian Revolution in
1978/9 that the Shia were seen, largely erroneously, by the Kuwaiti authorities as a potential
dissident minority. The Shia were represented within the national assembly, often enjoyed

significant state patronage, and, as Mansfield points out, were among the most loyal of the elected

representatives.

This thesis argues that the key foreign policy driver for Kuwait was its external threat perception,
rather than internal pressures. In the period concerned, as well as subsequently, Kuwait’s
consciousness of the “balance of threat”’’ from Iraq and the need to accommodate Egypt,
coincided with the presence of large numbers of Palestinians, Iraqis, Egyptians and Syrians in the
population. In the opinion of the Al-Sabah, according to Crystal and a number of British and
American officials at the time, these foreign Arab populations were seen as particularly prone to
Arab nationalist sentiment, and possibly agitation. While Kuwait did not suffer the weakness
caused by cross-border fractures in the very identity and legitimacy of the state, its development
of an independent machinery of government, and the huge financial surpluses that its economy
generated, required the absorption of foreign labour. Comparatively poor Arab nationals would

largely fill the gap.

The significant role of Palestinians in the public sector extended to a number of senior advisory
and diplomatic posts. The extent to which Palestinians could influence foreign policy, by being
positioned at such an elite level, is not explored in the literature but will be examined in this
thesis. Walid Kazziha'® has explored the historic development of the Palestinian-dominated
Nasserite, Arab Nationalist Movement (MAN) and its hybrids, touching on their relationship to
Kuwait among other states in the region in the 1950s and 1960s. This included leading Kuwaiti
oppositionist and MP, Dr Ahmed Khateeb. However, there 1s little evidence that the Palestinian
political presence in Kuwait, going back to the founding of the pro-Egyptian Fatah around 1958

suggests the number of Shia range from 10-25% Ibid. In common with neighbouring countries, such data is
not provided in Kuwait’s official “Statistical Abstract”

'7 Stephen M Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca; Cornell University Press, 1987).
'8 Walid W. Kazziha, Revolutionary Transformation in the Arab World — Habash and his Comrades from

Nationalism to Marxism (London; Charles Knight, 1975)
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under Yasser Arafat, then an exiled o1l engineer, had any active relationship to Kuwait’s political

opposition inside parliament.

Kuwaiti academic, Abdel-Reda Assiri, who has written the only book to exclusively address
Kuwait’s foreign policy", is also one of the few writers on Kuwait to give scope in their analysis
to the role of the leading Al-Sabah in Kuwaiti decision-making and to their relations with the
National Assembly. This 1s not, however, explored in much detail, nor very usefully in terms of
considering differing foreign policy perspectives among the key actors (some of whom remained
In leading positions until recently). Assir1 talks of the “personalisation of foreign policy” under
Sabah Al-Ahmed (foreign minister from 1965-2003 and amir since February 2006), while another
Kuwaiti academic, Hussein Ali Al-Ebraheem, extended the analysis of the importance of key

»20 Undoubtedly, key decisions on foreign and domestic

figures to talk of the “personalised state
policy were being made by only a few Al-Sabah, but how, and with what degree of consultation
on the part of the amir, crown prince, foreign minister and defence minister, is not clear from the
literary sources. However, through interviews and embassy material, this thesis 1s able to
establish differences of emphasis among the senior players, which for the period concerned
suggests rather less weight being exercised on the part of Sabah Al-Ahmed, for example, than is
suggested by Assiri. More importantly, this thesis argues that differences on foreign policy
among the senior Al-Sabah were, and are, largely about style rather than substance, given the
external and internal limitations on foreign policy options. However, the tendency for books that
do include commentary on the Al-Sabah is to avoid trying to penetrate the inner-family policy
process and to ignore potential policy differences, apparent in the domestic domain at least. This
is partly because material is relatively hard to come by. However it is also because those writing
on this subject — Kuwaitis or those close to the country - often have to be careful about

commenting on what in Kuwait, and throughout the region, 1s a sensitive subj ect’'.

This thesis argues that Kuwait was more mindful of external threats than internal constraints or
imperatives, however these factors cannot be entirely separated. As Crystal shows, throughout the

1970s Kuwaiti public opinion emphasised a distinct Kuwaiti and Gulf state identity, but also

' Abdul-Reda Assiri, Kuwait’s Foreign Policy — City State in World Politics (San Francisco; Westview
Press, 1990). The only, partial, exception would be the very limited number of memoirs published in

Arabic by former Kuwaiti officials.
20 Hassan Ali Al-Ebraheem, Kuwait and The Gulf (London; Croom Helm, 1984).
21 Two books are notable for mentioning individual Al-Sabah in relation to foreign policy but also for

foreswearing speculation on policy differences. Assiri op.cit. and Robert L Jarman, Sabah Al-Salim Al-
Sabah. Amir of Kuwait 1965-77 — A Political Biography (London; London Centre of Arab Studies, 2002).
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stressed the importance of the country as an Arab state, while its younger nationals gave the
greatest priority to their own identification with Islam®*. As shall be seen in Chapter 6, the ruling
family would increasingly present its foreign policy in Islamic as well as Arab terms as the
decade wore on, mindful of shifting trends throughout the region. Kuwait was undoubtedly a
country with strong internal constituencies and identifiers, where allegiance to the ruling Al-
Sabah could be subject to financial considerations and compromised by, seemingly contradictory,
ideological alignments. However, Crystal’s conception is that the state in Kuwait is a potentially
fragile entity, albeit one that has accommodated differing class and other interests within its
structures. The state in Kuwait and other Gulf Arab countries, she argues, does not conform to the
stark dichotomy presented by Marxists who see the state as subject to an emergent bourgeoisie, or
those who view the state as a (post-colonial) entity able to overcome class forces and build its
own legitimising institutions. The state in Kuwait is, in Crystal’s view, dangerously independent
of institutional links with the more powerful class forces, whilst subject to new class interests
where the old merchants are able to use the machinery of the state to serve their own patronage
interests. This does not sound like such a fragile entity, however, especially given her view that it

1s the growth of the Kuwait state and of its patronage power that has given rise to these new class

Interests.

Interestingly, when specifically addressing foreign policy in just a single chapter of one of her
two otherwise comprehensive books on Kuwait, Crystal emphasises that Kuwait is, in her view,
an externally weak state conceiving of itself as militarily vulnerable, and that for this reason alone
1t has to pursue ameliorative and non-aligned policies. Crystal makes no theoretical link 1n her
examination of foreign policy to her strong emphasis elsewhere on internal vulnerability and her
conception, when looking at foreign policy, that regional insecurity motivated a desire to
“balance” regional threats. Nor does she, or other writers who have looked at the identity and
political orientation of Gulf Arab states, give particular attention to Kuwait’s combination, for
example, of the use of aid for regional influence, with strong stances on the Palestine question. In
1967 and 1973 this even saw symbolic Kuwaiti troop contributions to the Egyptian and Syrian
war effort. Kuwait was also keen to publicly oppose US military engagement in the Gulf, at least

until Kuwaiti oil exports began being threatened by Iran from 1986. Stances patently more Arab

nationalist than that of its Gulf Arab allies suggest that foreign policy dynamics in Kuwait went

** Crystal, Transformation, op.cit. in which she draws on the work of Kuwaiti researchers, Tawfiq Farah
and Faisal Al-Salem, among others, to show how Kuwaiti middle school students in 1976 stressed Islam as

their primary form of identification (p.66).
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beyond the internal legitimacy perspective favoured by many western academics when looking at

the amirate’s policies in the 1960s and 1970s.

Hussein Ali Al-Ebraheem® emphasises that, as a small state, Kuwait was well advised to
combine its o1l wealth with the distribution of monies via such official state bodies as the Kuwait
Fund for Arab Economic Development. The Fund was founded in 1961 in order to win friends in
the Arab and, after the o1l price hikes of 1973-4, throughout the wider Muslim and developing
world. This, said Al-Ebraheem, could be combined with efforts to mediate where there were
tensions in the Gulf, and the wider Middle East and Islamic world. This theme 1s also taken up by
Assiri. However, Assiri’s book, in common with all other books on, or related to, Kuwaiti foreign
policy, lacks a theoretical context and presents a largely narrative account, albeit one that usefully
emphasises the regional factors that prompted Kuwait, as a small and ostensibly powerless “city
state”, to accommodate more powerful Gulf countries where possible. Assir, perhaps
unsurprisingly, puts greater emphasis on the supposed achievements of Kuwaiti mediation than
non-Kuwaiti observers. In reality such mediation was of limited impact, at the most Kuwait can
be said to have played a part in encouraging Iranian acceptance of a UN consultation in Bahrain
over the island’s future status. However, his book does at least acknowledge the role of Kuwait’s

wealth in foreign policy terms.

However, there is very little material in Assiri’s book, or among what is more generally available,
that addresses Kuwait’s foreign policy in terms of the importance of the amirate’s ideological
image, both internally and regionally. Nor is there any analysis of how the use of ideology had to
accommodate the maintenance of good relations with all the key regional players, including non-
Arab Iran. Kuwaiti non-alignment in the region, as Crystal rightly points out, was not entirely

neutral and was not above using aid as a nuanced tool of foreign policy, including seeking to

financially penalise or incentivise Iraq.

International relations

There is little in the available literature that seeks to explore Anglo-Kuwaiti or American-Kuwaiti
relations with reference to threat perceptions, much less to any theoretical context. Crystal states

the importance of the US-Kuwaiti relationship prior to Washington’s agreement in 1987 to re-tlag

— — —————— — — —

3 Al-Ebraheem, op.cit.
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Kuwaiti oil tankers, but does not explore this in any depth. In contrast to the approach of Crystal,
J.B. Kelly takes a largely jaundiced and highly personalised aim at what he views as the
pertidious policies of the Gulf Arabs in general towards Britain in particular, but without

remotely exploring what may have been motivating Kuwait’s regionally non-aligned position for

example”*.

The only book that specifically seeks to explore Kuwait’s relations with both the UK and the US
throughout this period is by Miriam Joyce®. To its credit, and in the absence of any other
literature of which I am aware on this specific subject, it gives a detailed historical account of
relations from 1945 to 1968. However its coverage of the subsequent period, despite the book’s
title suggesting otherwise, is quite scant, partly reflecting the limitations of analysis very largely
reliant on trawling through publicly available British and American government records. This,
and a narrative-based political biography of Amir Sabah Salim®®, do not set Kuwait’s relations
with what were the key powers in the period, in any regional and/or theoretical context. Joyce’s
analysis also suffers from a lack of assessment of what the importance was of the internal context
for Kuwait’s or its neighbours’ foreign policy?’. A number of historical memoirs provide a useful
set of impressions of leading British officials in the region, pre-Kuwait’s independence®.
However these largely provide background material only, rather than any insights into the making

and shaping of Kuwaiti foreign policy.

Michael Palmer traces the history of the evolution of the US’s security role in the Gulf’. In the
process he displays a good feel for the regional context created by the US’s relative strategic
detachment, which would oblige Kuwait to emphasise regional relations and Arabist policy
stances. Two books provide an account of the Soviet Union and China’s relations with Kuwait.

One, by Stephen Page”’, is a wider dissection of Moscow’s policy in the Arabian Peninsula, while

“ ].B. Kelly, Arabia, The Gulf, and the West (Weidenteld and Nicholson, London, 1980)

* Miriam Joyce, Kuwait 1945-1996 — An Anglo American Assessment (Frank Cass, London, 1998)

*® Jarman, ibid.

“’ In a subsequent case study approach to analysing all the smaller Gulf Arab states’ relations with Britain
from 1960-69, Miriam Joyce gives an account is given of Bahrain’s fears of (Shia majority) Iran without
actually mentioning that Sunni-ruled Bahrain is majority Shia. Miriam Joyce, Ruling Sheikhs and Her

Majesty’s Government, 1960-69 (London; Frank Cass, 2003).
“® For example Bernard Burrows, Footnotes in the Sand, and Ralph Hewins, A Golden Dream (London;

WH Allen, 1963)
2% Michael A. Palmer, Guardians of the Gulf, (New York; Free Press, 1992).

39 Stephen Page, The USSR and Arabia — The Development of Soviet Policies and Attitudes Towards the
Countries of the Arabian Peninsula (London; Central Asian Research Centre, 1971).
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the other, by Hashim Behbehani’', provides a series of case studies of Peking’s relations with
very different Arab states. Page’s account concentrates on the evolution of Soviet ideology
toward Arabian Peninsula countries in response to calculations of potential receptiveness to the
USSR’s influence. The region is seen, rightly, by Moscow as largely unsympathetic, but
periodically provides perceived opportunities for increasing influence. By definition this tells us
little of the views held by Kuwait or her neighbours toward relations with the USSR. Behbehani’s
book on China similarly provides a useful account of the historical evolution of its relations with
Kuwait, which are covered in the comprehensive manner that his case study approach affords.
Unlike Page, he provides an assessment of the relationship from both sides, and in doing so
Illuminates the relatively limited expectations and objectives that Kuwait had in pursuing

relations with Peking.

Kuwait’s international relations, and in particular its relations with the UK, with whom it was
aligned in a defence agreement from 1961-68, and the US, who Kuwait sought privately to
involve 1in Kuwaiti and Gulf security from as early as 1965, are central to any analysis of the
amirate’s foreign policy priorities and motivations. However there is little in the literature that
assesses Kuwait’s international relations in this wider perspective. One very recent addition by
Chookiat Panaspornprasit’> does examine the amirate’s relations with the US and includes a
chapter on the 1961-77 period. Panaspornprasit, however, views the motivation behind Kuwait’s

differences with the US over the latter’s policy in the region in fairly narrow, domestic terms.

In conclusion, the available literature on Kuwait’s political economy, and its relationship to
internal societal forces and the governance of the country, was highly useful in providing context
for the examination of the foreign policy-making process. However the relationship between

these factors and, what this thesis will argue was, the primary foreign policy driver, that of

external threat perceptions, is not adequately covered, whether in the work of those who adopt a
class-orientated model of state development in Kuwait, or a more narrative-based approach
encompassing internal developments or foreign relations. Hopefully this thesis will fill a gap 1n
much writing about Kuwait specifically, as well as provide additional insights to those found in

strategic overviews of regional alliances that lack adequate consideration of the ideational factors

that help to shape foreign policy in the Middle East.

31 Hashim S.H. Behbehani, China’s Foreign Policy in the Arab World (1955-75) — Three Case Studies

(London; KPI, 1985)
32 Chookiat Panaspornprasit, US-Kuwaiti Relations — An Uneasy Relationship (Abingdon; Routledge,

2005)
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Chapter 2

Internal dimensions 1961-67

Kuwait’s foreign policy from 1961 to 1977 was driven primarily by external threat perceptions.
However, the way in which Kuwait sought to maximise its security in the region has to be
examined 1n light of the political and economic context inside Kuwait. Normative factors, such as
Arab nationalist ideology, were as prevalent internally as externally, while Kuwait’s focus on
countering external threats would draw on the leadership’s projection of the country’s national
identity and national role’, bolstered by the judicious distribution abroad as well as home of its oil
wealth. Domestic economic patronage provided political autonomy for the Al-Sabah to focus on
external concerns, even as internal political life in Kuwait proved more assertive than rentier
theorists looking at Kuwait have assumed (see Chapter 1). In this way, internal political forces,
Including those whose ideas ran counter to state sovereignty, were managed so that they did not

threaten Kuwait from the inside, as Iraq and others appeared to from the outside.

In many instances Kuwait’s use of Arab nationalist ideology, and its rulers’ projected foreign
policy identity, overlap with pragmatic calculations of where the amirate’s best interests in the
pursuit of its national security lie. This meant that absorption into the cold war-influenced
regional alignments that characterised inter-state relations in the Middle East was largely avoided.
However, periodically Kuwait’s policy-makers could not avoid at least partial regional
alignments, while they were far from oblivious to the dangers that hostile regional alliances could
pose. For this reason, Kuwait valued the defence agreement with the UK that in 1961 replaced the

1899 Treaty of Protection, and sought to encourage the US to step into the vacuum that followed

Britain’s announcement in 1968 of its departure from the Gult.

This chapter will consider internal political dimensions 1n Kuwait from 1961 until the immediate

aftermath of the 1967 war. Kuwait’s primary foreign policy consideration was how to deal with

perceived external threats, and the alliance with the UK that 1t maintained, and the ideological

constructs it utilised, were deployed with this primarily in mind. A constructivist approach would

' Stephen Walker (Ed.), Role Theory and Foreign Policy Analysis (Durham (NC); Duke University Press,
1987).
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view Kuwait’s foreign policy as mainly a reflection of its identity’. The amirate’s decision-
makers undoubtedly had a definite conception of the country, shared to a significant extent by the
public, which they tried to project abroad. Arabism ran deep in the internal life of Kuwait, and
informed the norms to which foreign policy had to be seen to subscribe. However this also helped
its decision-makers to exercise domestic autonomy in the pursuit of a foreign policy that largely

functioned as a defensive tool against external threats.

As this chapter will explore, the domestic drivers in Kuwait’s foreign policy decision-making
were largely a matter of consensus among senior Al-Sabah who were not bound or conditioned
by internal governmental constraints or political vulnerabilities, and, in a pattern recognisable in
foreign policy making in other Arab states, policy could be directed from on high with particular
attention to the wider, regional environment’. Prior to the annulment of the Treaty of Protection,
the ruling family, the Al-Sabah, exercised exclusive responsibility for Kuwait’s domestic affairs.
However, under the 1899 Treaty, Britain had effective control over Kuwait’s foreign relations as
the ruler of Kuwait could not enter into any additional treaty or commitment with a foreign
power, nor concede to another country rights over land, without the approval of Britain®. The quid
pro quo was that Kuwait’s protection was guaranteed by Britain. By the late 1950s, the mutual
desire on the part of both the British government and Amir Abdullah Salim Al-Sabah, who ruled
Kuwait from 1950-65, for this treaty arrangement to be annulled and for Kuwait to be granted
independence reflected regional and internal pressures (see also Chapters 3 and 4) that would
subsequently shape the amirate’s foreign policy-making. The Al-Sabah leadership had sought to
manage these elements in order to maximise their decision-making autonomy and ensure that
Kuwait retained a separate existence. The fact that in 1956 British and French troops, together
with Israel, invaded Egypt, provoked outrage and unrest in Kuwait and throughout the region.
The enormous propaganda victory that accrued to the Egyptian president Gamal Abdul Nasser
from the political failure of Britain and France, whose forces, along with those of Israel, were

eventually obliged, under US pressure, to retreat, helped inspire the overthrowing ot the British-

“ Michael N. Barnett, “Identity and Alliances in the Middle East”, Peter J Katzenstein (Ed.) The Culture of

National Security — Norms and Identity in World Politics (Columbia; Columbia University Press, 1996).
> A.I. Dawisha, " The Middle East", Christopher Clapham (Ed.), Foreign Policy Making in Developing

States: A Comparative Approach (Teakfield; Saxon House, 1975); and A.L. Dawisha, Egypt in the Arab

World - The Elements of Foreign Policy (London; Macmillan, 1976)
* The treaty of 23" January 1899 bound Shaikh Mubarak Al-Sabah Al-Sabah “...(and) his heirs and

successors not to cede, sell, lease, mortgage or give for occupation or for any other purpose any portion of
his territory to the Government or subjects of any other Power without the previous consent of her
Majesty’s Government for these purposes.” Richard Schofield, Kuwait and Iraq: Historical Claims and

Territorial Disputes (London; Royal Institute of International Affairs, 1991), p.17
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backed Hashemite monarchy in Iraq in 1958. This presented a sense of the inevitability and
desirability of Kuwaiti independence on the part of London and of British officials on the ground
in Kuwait, as well as in the view of Amir Abdullah Salim. However it also created dangers that
the Amir and the British were acutely aware of; hereditary rule by the Al-Sabah, and,

concelvably, the separate 1dentity of Kuwait, could be ended as a consequence.

The Majlis Movement

Kuwait’s merchant class contributed to civil and political life in the amirate to the extent that the
country had an identity that, for its residents and neighbours alike, went beyond the leading
family. Assertions of authority by leading non Al-Sabah merchants in the early part of the 20™
century had found expression in the short-lived 1921 consultative council, the elected
municipality in 1930, and the 1938-9 “Majlis Movement”. However, bad management of the
growing regional wave of Arab nationalism could have put Kuwait’s separate identity in peril,
especially as historically some of the leading Kuwaiti merchants had not strongly identified with

the Al-Sabah and had proven sympathetic in some instances to Iraq and, after, 1952, Egypt.

The Treaty of Protection had been terminated by the “Exchange of Letters”, which, however,
maintained Britain’s defence commitment to Kuwait’. As a result, the authority already being
exercised by the hereditary ruler would be extended to foreign affairs (see Chapters 3 and 4). In
Kuwait the leading non Al-Sabah families, the elite merchants who dominated business life, the
Al-Ghanem, the Al-Sagr, and the Al-Khaled, among others, had a strong conception that
Kuwait’s political direction was something that they had, if not an equal right over with the ruling
family, certainly a significant role in, whether they held formal public office or not. It could even
be argued that the non-Al-Sabah merchant tribes had the upper hand in that the power of the

leading family had depended on a consensual process’, with the implication that this consent

could be taken away.

> Paragraph “d” stated: “Nothing in these conclusions shall affect the readiness of Her Majesty’s
Government to assist the government of Kuwait if the latter required such assistance” Quoted in a Foreign
Office telegram to British Embassy, Kuwait, 27" March, 1968 (FCO 8/102).

5 Ahmed Mustafa Abu-Hakima, The Modern History of Kuwait 1750-19635 (London; Luzac, 1983); and
personal interview with Dr Abdul-Reda Assiri, professor of political science, Kuwait University, Kuwait

City, January 2003.
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Both the ruler, Shaikh Ahmed Al-Jabr (r.1921-50), and the British government became concerned
that the majlis movement was being supported by Iraqi Arab nationalists and a Hashemite Iraqi
regime that saw 1t as a vehicle to advance their claims to Kuwait (see Appendix 1). In the event,
only a relatively small number of the leading Kuwaiti families represented in the majlis, or
council, backed Iraqi annexation. However, the fact that some majlis members had privately
called on Irag’s King Ghazi, who was asserting his country’s claim, to annex Kuwait, while many
had economic interests in their northern neighbour, and, especially as they came under pressure
from the Kuwaiti authorities, travelled or were exiled there, caused fears that that a body, whose
domestic policy focus was reaching uncomfortable heights, was overlapping with unwelcome
foreign interests. Over Palestine this could severely embarrass Kuwait and its UK ally, while, 1n
the context of Iraqi claims, it might, plausibly, threaten the survival of Kuwait altogether. The
Majlis Movement proved highly influential among both merchants and their allies among the Al-
Sabah in shaping expectations of the political direction the country should take tollowing
independence. Unprecedented throughout Arabia, the events of 1938-9, finally wrapped up when
Shaikh Ahmed decided to disband the majlis by force, had seen a young Abdullah Salim, and
those close to him within the Al-Sabah, lend legitimacy to the notion of inter-family partnership
in the rule of the country. Furthermore, the events had shown how external Arab criticism of the
Al-Sabah could overlap with domestic political commitment to wider Arab causes, and the

making of Kuwaiti foreign policy in the future would be mindtul of this.

When Kuwait received its independence in 1961, these factors did not necessarily mean that, as
amir, Abdullah Salim would automatically introduce some form of elected assembly. However,
he was encouraged to do so by the apparent threat to Kuwait that followed within days of its
independence. Iraq’s General Qassim re-ignited territorial claims that had been largely dormant
since the Iragi agitation at the time of the Majlis Movement. Amir Abdullah believed that
broadening political participation in the amirate would be the best way to strengthen elite
merchant and wider allegiance to Al-Sabah rule, and thus the coherence and security of Kuwait as
a national entity; it also played to the strong merchant sympathy that his earlier position had
elicited. However the amir’s decision was taken mindful that elite, and less privileged, merchants
overwhelmingly identified with Kuwait, which the dispersion of oil largesse had helped to secure,
as it had a less overt political profile on the part of the merchants. The internal integrity of Kuwait
had been shown when General Qassim made his territorial claim to Kuwait in June 1961,

something that careful economic and political management by Amir Abdullah had helped
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encourage’. Therefore, when the ruler decided to invite the British to operationalise their defence

commitment (see Chapter 4), he was looking to a perceived external threat, and was not being

internally pressured by any acute support for Iraq.

Partners in power?

During the crisis of June-July 1961 Kuwait successfully asserted and deepened a sense of identity
beyond the rule of a single family. After the defence commitment of the British was symbolised
by a major troop presence in the country, the leading merchants were the key constituency the
Amir turned to in order to consolidate his internal authority. As amir, his formal title following
independence, Abdullah Salim set up an advisory council consisting of Al-Sabah and merchant
family representatives. The council laid down the rules for the constituent assembly founded in
1962 that largely consisted of merchant representatives. The constituent assembly agreed a

1" November

constitution that included provision for an elected national assembly. Passed on 1
1962, 1t affirms that Kuwait 1s a hereditary amirate and that executive power 1s exercised by the
Amir as well as the cabinet and ministers who are collectively responsible to him®. It also states
that legislative power is exercised both by the amir and the national assembly. At the same time
the political system in Kuwait is described as democratic and one where sovereignty lies with the

people.

The question of who can articulate or represent the sovereignty of the people — the amir or the
national assembly - is left undefined. To an extent it therefore embodies the ambiguous
partnership that leading merchant families have with the Al-Sabah. The limitations on the
authority of the merchants are reflected in a political system in which the Al-Sabah dominate the
executive and manipulate the legislature, and, on two occasions, has unconstitutionally suspended
it. However, the historic assertion of political authority by the merchants was written into the
political fabric of the Kuwaiti body politic in 1962 with the forming of the constituent assembly,

reflecting the sense that the merchant families have of an inherent right of partnership in the

" This view was also expressed by Suleiman Majid Al-Shaheen, who served in the Kuwaiti foreign ministry
from 1963 to 1999. Personal interview January 2003, Kuwait. Contrastingly, Jill Crystal judges the
founding of the assembly as a device to offset pro-Iraqi and wider Arab nationalist sentiment at home, and
external criticism of Kuwait in the region. Jill Crystal, Oil and Politics in the Gulf — Rulers and Merchants

in Kuwait and Qatar (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1990).
8 The text of the constitution can be found at www . kuwaitinformationcenter.org
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political process’. Furthermore, they believe that there should be checks on Al-Sabah power, a
view that saw strong merchant reaction against the dissolution of the assembly in 1986 and in

favour of its restoration in 1991. However, influential merchants largely coalesced in the

assembly’s closure in 1976 (see Chapter 5).

[Individuals from leading merchant families took positions within the first cabinet and within the
machinery of the nascent state, often filling the post of ambassador to leading western and Arab
countries, as well as to the UN and the Arab League, occasionally on a multiple basis. The
leading merchants usually had a superior education and possessed more practical skills than many
of the Al-Sabah. The first two cabinets and sessions of the National Assembly by no means
excluded representation of merchants either. In fact, as a British ambassador to Kuwait later
observed, it is hard to find a Kuwait national who is not in some way involved in trade'’. The
non-Al-Sabah represented in cabinet from 1961 fluctuated at around just under half of the 15 or
16 seat cabinet. From 1963, of the 50 elected members of the assembly (MPs), at least 21 either
had major business interests of their own or came from families that did''. However the only
representative of the leading families in the parliament was the assembly president, or speaker,
Abdul-Aziz Al-Sagr, who had headed the council of shaikhs and merchants set up to advise on
the formation of the constituent assembly. As the president of the Kuwaiti Chamber of
Commerce, his pivotal position in the assembly suggested that a watching brief would be
attempted, not just over the legislature, but over the government itself. That said, many of the top
merchants considered public service, whether as cabinet members, ambassadors, or MPs, as a
distraction from the business of being merchants and not, as might perhaps have been expected,
as the essential means to advance such interests. While positions such as minister of commerce
held an attraction, for the most part during this period the leading merchants did not consider a
role iIn government or within the national assembly as essential. Furthermore, the constitutional
bar on maintaining business interests and serving in cabinet acted as a deterrent. This clause
appeared to simultaneously embody democratic values while serving an Al-Sabah interest in
constraining senior merchants from exercising a direct role in government. Many of the top
families did not see the need to intervene or have a role in the political process unless their

interests were directly at stake, especially as the chamber of commerce had significant influence

’ Personal interview with Faisal Al-Mutawaa, head of Al-Bayan Investments, and a leading figure in the
contemporary “liberal” political grouping, National Democratic Forum, Kuwait City, January 2003.

' Gir John Graham, UK ambassador to Kuwait, 1966-68. Personal interview, UK, August 2000.

'l Author’s calculation, based on profile of MPs contained in US embassy telegram to State Department,

July 15", 1965 (A-13).
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on the domestic decisions of the government as the Al-Sabah struggled with the realities of state

building.

Cabinet crisis

The 1964-5 cabinet crisis, in which relatively conservative, and less wealthy, merchant MPs
mobilised against a proposed cabinet that contained a number of senior merchants keen to offset
KMAN influence, had the result of deepening the leading merchants’ detachment from formal
political lite. Al-Sagr resigned as speaker, and the vice-president of the assembly, Saud Abdul-
Razzaq, the leading voice of the so-called “lesser merchants”, took his place. It could be argued
that this proves that the rentier economy had enabled oil to become the new “patron” in Kuwait'?,
after Britain’s former promotion of political and economic “cliency”. The ruler of an otherwise
small and potentially internally vulnerable state could enjoy autonomy of political operation from
those who were also benefiting from the wealth that 1t facilitated, whatever the political setbacks
to certain leading merchants’ ambitions. Kuwait’s use of ideology, and its developing conception
of a national role that pro-actively promoted regional non-alignment, was being developed for

external legitimacy, not to appease internal opinion..

The KMAN deputies had positioned themselves during the crisis as something akin to “His
Highness’s loyal opposition”, emphasising their need to have a government in place that they
could then oppose. With further upheaval later in 1965 in the form of KMAN-inspired
demonstrations on school campuses and against visiting Tunisian President Bourguiba", the
challenge of the assembly contributed to a desire on the part of the government to assert greater
authority. The setback to the KMAN deputies within the assembly represented by the
conservative-led parliamentary “revolt”, and division among their own number, made it easier for
the government to act more freely and a succession of measures were introduced to tighten up on
the relative freedom of the press and of nadwas (or clubs) that in some instances were Arab

nationalist meeting places, but more frequently provided opportunities for young men to talk

sports.

2 Mary Ann Tetreault, “Autonomy, necessity and the small state: ruling Kuwait in the twentieth century”,

International Organisation 45, 4. Autumn 1991.
'3 The Tunisian president had stepped outside of the UAR-led Arab League consensus by advocating co-

existence with Israel in return for a comprehenstve political settlement.
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The press and the wide variety of professional bodies as well as nadwas were central to the civil
lite of Kuwait and were part of what marked the amirate out from the rest of the Gulf. Frequently
there would be an overlap between these organisations, with press titles serving as outlets for
defined interests that were akin to pressure groups'®. The independence of professional bodies
and newspapers was partly compromised by financial support from the government and/or Al-
Sabah family members, however, despite this, they genuinely represented part of the pluralism of
Kuwaiti society. Unlike the clampdown that followed the 1967 war, the government on this
occasion was not intent on targeting a wide range of newspapers and groups, and chose to direct
its measures against KMAN only. In protest, eight of those KMAN MPs who still represented a

coherent bloc, resigned from the assembly, having not actually opposed the measures when
introduced 1n the parliament in the first place. The government’s domestic restraint of KMAN did
not have a major impact on official foreign policies that had encouraged some leading merchants
to join the cabinet in opposition to perceived radicalism (see Appendix 4), although their desire
for the government ease its flirtation with communist countries (see Chapters 3 and 4) was
realised. Within the parliament, posturing with communist states was not just the preserve of
KMAN, however, and for a while included some of the wealthier and more elite merchants

themselves, whose support for Arab nationalism even saw them express superficially socialist

sentiments.

Official Arabism

The Kuwaiti constitution set out in its preamble that the ruler has “faith in the role of this country
in furthering Arab nationalism”. Amir Abdullah Salim (r.1950-65) recognised that Arab
nationalism of the kind espoused by Egypt’s President Nasser was the sea in which the Arab
countries had to swim. He was also, as evidenced by his dissenting position against majority Al-
Sabah opinion in 1938-9, able to recognise that this trend needed incorporating within Kuwaiti
domestic political life, and that these internal as well as regional factors needed reflecting in the

country’s foreign policy'’. The “regional sea” was made all the more challenging because of the

potency of these ideas within Kuwait. However, by the time of the country’s independence, its

'4 Unpublished thesis by Abdul-Latif Hassan Al-Rumaihi, “The Dynamics of Kuwaiti Foreign

Policy”(Exeter, U.K.; Exeter University, 1983), p.371.
'S According to the then leading Arab nationalist MP, Dr Ahmed Khateeb, the Kuwaiti amir even offered to

fund KMAN. Such was Abdullah Salim’s willingness to incorporate thts trend, given the significant
regional weight and local sympathy for pan-Arabism, that at a meeting in Egypt in the early 1960s,
President Nasser asked Khateeb rhetorically, “Who is this shaikh?” Khateeb, op.cit.
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foreign policy construct was not seen as a reaction to a perceived external vulnerability cross-
cutting with internal weakness. Foreign policy needed to embrace this ideational construct in
order that, as a weak power, Kuwait could offset Iraq’s deployment of Arab nationalist
propaganda against the amirate, maintain broad support among militarily stronger Arab
neighbours, and prevent any domestic disquiet. This meant treading a potentially difficult path of
articulating pan-Arabist ideas and pursuing policies that broadly reflected them, without being
internally undermined by concepts that sat awkwardly with hereditary rule, especially by a ruling

family that in part relied for its external security on a British defence guarantee.

Michael Barnett writes, “....Arab leaders often needed Arab nationalism to provide a basis for
their actions, yet its logical conclusion threatened to undermine their basis of power” '°. In the
period with which this thesis i1s concerned, there were undoubted constraints on the ability of
Arab states to emphasise state sovereignty as a foreign policy construct, rather than Arab
nationalism. However the Kuwaiti case is less that of the leadership riding the tiger of Arab
nationalism as an internal threat, than skilfully utilising what Barnett rightly identifies as a key
construct in Arab states’ foreign policy identification in order to legitimise its place in what he
calls the “Arab state system”. Arab nationalism’s popularity among Kuwaiti nationals went far
beyond the minority support that KMAN accrued. Respect for Arab nationalism’s leading
embodiment, President Gamal Abdul Nasser of Egypt, was especially strong during this period,
not least because of a perceived indebtedness for his role in “defending” Kuwait during the
perceived Iragi threat in 1961'". Arab nationalist impulses ran through a wide range of the
political trends represented in the national assembly and the Kuwaiti press, whose stances, often
authored by foreign Arab nationals and in particular by Palestinians, was paid attention to by the
Kuwaiti leadership'®. However the Kuwaiti leadership’s determination of policy was not being
led by popular opinion; and, partly out of acknowledgement of the sensitivity ot foreign relations,
the government would prove keen, through a combination of manipulation and legal and extra

legal measures, to keep assembly and press opinion within manageable boundaries.

Arab nationalism could however have de-legitimised the Kuwaiti ruling family 1f its precepts had

been directly contradicted by the amirate’s foreign policy, just as closeness to Britain had

' Michael N. Barnett, “Sovereignty, Nationalism and the Regional Order in the Arab State System”,
Thomas J Biersteker and Cynthia Weber (Ed.), State Sovereignty as a Social Construct, (Cambridge;

Cambridge University Press, 1996).

'" Al-Rumaihi, op.cit., p.350.
'8 Al-Rumaihi argues that the Kuwaiti press would encourage a tougher, perceptibly Arab nationalist,

policy stance. Ibid. p. 368.
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undermined the Iraqi monarchy in the second half of the 1950s. Kuwait was not under significant
internal threat, nor was its use of Arab nationalist rhetoric and policy advocacy primarily a
response to such fears. However pan-Arabism represented a potent regional force that, if

mishandled, could bring governments down due to internal pressure, as was seen in Iraq and

Syria throughout the 1960s.

The Kuwaiti constitution does not clearly provide for the functioning of political parties. As a
result political trends had to be careful to organise on a fairly informal basis as “associations”, a
status under which they could legally register but which still rendered their legality ambiguous.
This intentionally made it hard for KMAN, whose beliefs, theoretically at least, were
incompatible with Al-Sabah rule, to mobilise support outside of the assembly, or to present more
coherent demands for extensive assembly representation in the cabinet. It made it easier for the
authorities to clamp down and manipulate the electoral prospects of political trends whose
organisational status was questionable. On the other hand, to this day there is still strong
opposition among many senior merchants as well as the Al-Sabah to, as they see it, importing the
party politics of neighbouring countries, regardless of the almost total lack of support among
Kuwaitis, then, or now, for the Ba’ath parties of Iraq or Syria. Despite the relative clampdown,
political debate would continue to be active as many professional bodies, clubs and press titles
remained active, frequently providing outlets for sentiment in tune with the pervasive Arabism of
the time. Mindful of the popularity within the region and no less within Kuwait of Arab moves
toward political unity, Amir Abdullah would be careful to embrace the broad principle whilst
keeping some distance from the practical realities of projects that, if they included Kuwait, could

have neutralised its distinct identity.

KMAN presented a parltamentary motion on April 8" 1963 in support of the newly announced
United Arab Republic (UAR) of Egypt, Syria and Iraq, and urging that Kuwait should declare its
willingness to join a federation of all four countries as soon as possible. This was within weeks of
the Assembly opening, and less than two years after the apparent threat from Iraq, albeit under a
different regime, had led to the UK military intervention. The 12-man KMAN bloc in the 50
member national assembly were persuaded to drop their motion, but not before Amir Abdullah
Salim had issued a statement affirming that the widest possible unification of the Arab world was
indeed Kuwait’s aspiration, if this was the express wish of the Kuwait people. However he was
careful to add that this would not be possible until five years, the minimum period required for

any changes to the constitution, had expired. Just as during the events of 1956, Abdullah Salim

38



was not prepared to do anything that would enable Egypt to gain undue influence over Kuwait, or
encourage antagonism with Cairo either. The Kuwaiti ruler’s Arab nationalism was always a
matter of practical statecraft. Couching his response with reference to the will of the Kuwaiti
people was precisely in tune with what, in addition to support for Arab nationalism, had been
written into the constitution, thereby also associating Kuwait with the norms of state sovereignty

and creating practical distance from the realities, if not the rhetoric, of pan-Arab union projects.

Political opposition

In Kuwait, the majority of the population in this period were non-Kuwaiti Arabs, who lacked the
vote, and were, for the most part, kept separate from political life with the connivance of KMAN,
who, for example, voted in the Assembly in support of preserving the legal right to trade union
membership as an exclusively Kuwaiti national prerogative. (This did not prevent KMAN from
organising clandestinely among foreign workers, however). By definition there was hardly any
such thing as a Kuwaiti working class, with manual work largely the preserve of immigrant,
mostly, Arab workers, of whom Palestinians, Iraqis and Egyptians were by far the most
populous'”. Among Kuwait nationals there were less well-off members of the middle class, and it
was in the neighbourhoods where they predominated, such as the Kaitan constituency near
Kuwait city, where the KMAN attracted most support. The evolution of the political ideology of
the KMAN into something akin to that of the Arab Socialist Union that Nasser had established in
Egypt in 1966, brought use of socialist as well as Arab nationalist rhetoric; this had a genuinely
widespread, but not majority, appeal in Kuwait. In particular KMAN were supported by some of
the less wealthy among the private sector merchant elite, and some of the emerging “new class™
of public sector bureaucrats whose rapid expansion as a source of oil wealth distribution would
soon see them become the majority of the workforce of Kuwaiti nationals, and whose vested
interest in more social spending KMAN, as well as conservative MPs, would articulate. However
there were non-KMAN trends among the business and public sector elites, with two small

political groupings providing a focus of both moderate Arab nationalism and of more

% In 1965, Kuwaiti non-nationals represented 76.7% of the workforce and 52.9% of the total population of
the amirate, while non-Kuwaiti Arabs were 76% (187,923) of the total foreign population (247,280). Onn

Winckler, Demographic Developments and Population Policies in Kuwait (Tel Aviv; Moshe Dayan Center
for Middle Eastern and African Studies, 1988). In 1964, of the non-Kuwaiti Arabs, 65,000 were estimated

by the US to be Palestinian in origin. US Embassy to State Department, February 13th 1964 (A167).
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conservative opinion that would be dubbed “Kuwait first”. These tendencies included only a
small number of MPs, but were connected with a leading member of the Al-Sabah, Jabr Al-Ali,
the minister for guidance and Islamic affairs (1965-68), and drew significant merchant support.
With the passing of Amir Abdullah at the end of 1965, the new crown prince and prime minister,

Jabr Al-Ahmed, would come to espouse “Kuwait First” policies too.

The only example of a genuine appeal by KMAN to those who could be considered outside of a
mainstream that had vested interests in preserving the status quo, were the Kuwaiti bedouin oil
workers organised in the KMAN-controlled union®™. Overwhelmingly, however, the bedouin
were settling in urban areas and increasingly in the 1960s and 1970s were being given nationality,
and therefore enfranchised, as a way of countering support for the KMAN. They did not embrace
Arab nationalist ideas but focused instead on the particular interests of their tribe. Bedouin MPs
to this day ally with conservative forces in the Assembly, and, as the 1964/5 cabinet crisis had

shown, these could mobilise against senior merchant families without the support of the Arab

nationalists.

KMAN heads foreign ministry

[n 1962 KMAN leader Jassim Qitami became the first director-general of the newly-founded
mintstry of foreign affairs. It is not clear if the initiative for this came from Sabah Salim, the then
foreign minister (1962-3), or from Amir Abdullah Salim (1950-65) himself. By political instinct,
Abdullah Salim would not have opposed the decision, while Sabah Salim, despite being more
conservative in instinct than a number of senior Al-Sabah colleagues, and strongly supportive of
the Anglo-Kuwaiti relationship, was happy to reappoint his former deputy at Kuwait’s police
department. Sabah Salim was a believer in drawing KMAN MPs into the cabinet (see Appendix 6
and also Chapter 6). Furthermore, Qitami’s political connections in the Arab world, reflecting his
pan-Arabist beliefs, were extensive, something that drew appreciation from British officials too.
The fact that the leader of what was considered by both British and US officials in Kuwait at the
time to be a potentially de-stabilising pro-Egyptian political force, was entrusted with negotiating
with Irag the terms of its recognition of Kuwait in October 1963, suggested that senior KMAN

officials were not only not considered a threat, at least not under Amir Abdullah Salim, but that

these Arab nationalist politicians were seen, by their high profile role, as potentially providing

*® Dispatch from US Embassy to State Department, 7% June 1965 (A320).
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Kuwait with greater acceptance in the Arab world precisely because of their political allegiances.
Some two years after Kuwait’s independence and Iraq’s apparent threat to invade, Baghdad’s
recognition of the amirate held the key to Kuwait’s acceptance in the Arab world following the
ending of the Soviet veto on UN membership in May 1963. Thus, in Kuwaiti eyes, the country
was developing international and regional legitimacy, and, as a result, a potential security equal to

that provided by the British defence guarantee. This was therefore no small responsibility to give

the KMAN leader.

The Al-Sabah and Arab nationalism

Until his failing health began to be more marked from 1964, Amir Abdullah Salim, had taken
care to court Arab nationalist support at home, as well as abroad. This had been the case with
Sabah Salim too, but was particular pronounced on the part of the aspirant heir apparent, finance
minister Jabr Al-Ahmed, and his half-brother, foreign minister Sabah Al-Ahmed (1963-2003).
The Al-Ahmed brothers were sons of Ahmed Jabr (r.1921-50), who, while concerned about
political impressions, had, as ruler, shown little patience with Arab nationalist merchants. Britain,
however, was concerned that Amir Abdullah Salim, who had been mistrusted by the British over
the Majlis Movement, might nominate Jabr Al-Ahmed, who was perceived as pro-Egyptian in
orientation, as crown prince instead of Sabah Salim. However the latter was named heir in
October 1962 and was shortly confirmed as prime minister by the amir, who preferred to
constrain the younger Jabr Al-Ahmed’s ambition for the time being, despite the break this
represented with the pattern of alternation as ruler between the dominant Al-Jabr and Al-Salim
stdes of the ruling family. As the half-brother of the ruling amir, Abdullah Salim, and son of the
former amir Salim Sabah (r.1917-21), Sabah Salim had sought to utilise his “pro-British”
credentials in meetings in London, believing that would aid his chances of acceding. It was
evident that in the domestic jockeying for position among the most senior Al-Sabah under Amir
Abdullah Salim, that Jabr Al-Ahmed was willing to play the Arab nationalist card more than
Sabah Salim, or than the other up and coming contenders for senior positions: Jabr’s second
cousins from the Al-Salim line: Saad Abdullah (interior minister 1962-77; defence 1965-77) and
Jabr Al-Ali (minister of information and Islamic guidance 1965-69). The latter two Al-Salim first

cousins were no less concerned to compete with the Al-Ahmed brothers, but preferred to play to

more conservative sympathies and, in the case of Shaikh Saad, to assert his responsibility over

security matters as the amir’s health waned.
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As ruler, Abdullah Salim had ensured a careful balancing in senior positions of both the Al-Jabr

and Al-Salim lines of the family®' as he had been determined to avoid the damaging approach of
his second cousin, the former ruler, Ahmed Jabr, to intra-Sabah politics. This approach was to be
continued, following the death of Amir Abdullah 1n November 1965, under the more collegiate
style of leadership exercised by Sabah Salim, whose marriage to one of Jabr Al-Ahmed’s sisters,
and the fact that his own sister was Shaikh Jabr’s mother, was symptomatic of the ruling family’s
desire to minimise intra-Sabah tension. Furthermore 1t was understood that, once Sabah Salim
acceded as ruler, Jabr would become crown prince. As amir, Sabah Salim was keen, as he had
been as crown prince, to distance himself from everyday domestic politics. Under his tutelage,
governmental authority was more disbursed and responsibilities became more clearly detined.
This, and his forceful personality, enabled Jabr Al-Ahmed to exercise much greater authority as
crown prince and prime minister than Sabah Salim had, and to much more ettectively carry out
the role of head of government that is formally ascribed to the premier in the constitution. This

did not mean, however, that Sabah Salim was disconnected from foreign policy, nor that he

wished to be.

Sabah Salim was to confide in a British diplomat shortly after Kuwait was admitted to the UN 1n
1963 that the “old system was working fine”, whereby Kuwait (under the terms of the treaty of
protection with Britain) was independent except for foreign policy, but that now its foreign policy

“was determined somewhere else”??

. This strong implication that Egyptian influence over
Kuwait’s foreign policy was less preferable than British direction, speaks to an Arab nationalist
motivation in foreign policy that sat less easily with the older, more conservative, Sabah Salim
who, while privately not enamoured with Nasser, was well aware of the constraints on Kuwait’s
foreign policy options. As amir, Sabah Salim would continue to prove sympathetic to the British
relationship, unlike Jabr Al-Ahmed. However, in practice, and given the regional realities that

Abdullah Salim too had striven to accommodate, there was little substantive difference in foreign

policy between Sabah Salim and Jabr Al-Ahmed.

> By tradition the descendents of the first two sons of Shaikh Mubarrak (“the Great”) Al-Sabah (r.1896-
1915), Jabr and Salim, have provided the rulers and most senior figures among the Al-Sabah leadership.
However the constitution only prescribes that the amir should be a descendent of one of the (five) sons of

Shaikh Mubarrak. .
22 5 Noel Jackson to UK Ministry of Defence, 14 December 1965 (DEFE11/616).
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[n the last 18 months or so of his rule, Abdullah Salim had been increasingly less and less in
command of the day to day direction of the country, and was spending most of his time out of the
country convalescing. A “stand-to” of Kuwaiti forces in September 1964 against an Iraqi
mobilisation close to the border had been initiated without the approval of the amir and without
any discussion with the British, an event unthinkable a year or two earlier. The decision was the
Initiative of the amir’s son, interior min<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>