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Foreword





On behalf of the Gulf International Forum (GIF), I am pleased to present Political Islam in the Gulf Region, GIF’s third book. This volume discusses in depth the roots and influence of Political Islam in the modern Gulf region; each of its ten chapters has been written by an expert scholar who examines how the region has interacted with Islamists. The publication is the result of months of work among the GIF team and the chapter authors, who have carefully selected their topics and discussion points in order to cover a diverse array of issues and concerns related to this delicate topic.


Overall, the Gulf states have interacted differently with political Islam, depending on their domestic needs, geopolitical circumstances, and foreign policies within the broader Middle East. Throughout the recent history of the region, Islamists and Gulf governments have had a wide range of interactions; sometimes they have clashed, while at other times their agendas have coincided. Broadly speaking, however, the relationship between the Gulf states and Islamist movements has been one of tension and animosity. This tension grew substantially after 9/11 and the Arab Spring, and it eventually led to clashes in several areas inside and outside the Gulf.


It is our hope that the research and study of Political Islam in the Gulf region and throughout the Middle East will continue for the importance and influence of these groups on the region’s future, political stability, democratic reforms, and economic ventures.


GIF is an independent, nonprofit Washington-based institute that aspires to enhance peace, progress, security, and stability in the Gulf and the greater Middle East through the open proliferation of ideas. Our region of focus is the Gulf, including the six Gulf Cooperation Council states, in addition to Iran, Iraq, and Yemen. Through our work, we strive to be the primary source of credible analysis on the region. Our mission revolves around enhancing understanding, engaging in open dialogue, and promoting independent thinking by building awareness and contributing to the accumulation of knowledge on the Gulf.


The book’s editors and I would like to express our gratitude to each of the chapter authors for their contribution. GIF’s work to provide our readers with policy relevant analysis on the Gulf’s political life and stability was a particularly challenging task, given the tense environment in the region. This book would not have been possible without their hard work.


Dr. Dania Thafer


Executive Director, Gulf International Forum







Introduction





Over the past forty years—and particularly since the events of September 11, 2001—no phenomenon in the Arab world has been as widely discussed in the West as the concept of “political Islam” and what it represents. Political Islamic (sometimes referred to as “Islamist”) movements vary widely in character. Some are quietist, refusing to participate in a secular political system; others attempt to work within this structure, while others seek to overthrow it.


Throughout much of history, the Islamic juristic political heritage and Islamic governance rulings did not address the concept of the nation-state in the sense of a geopolitical entity that included the elements of land, people, and authority. The political employment of religious concepts and fatwas often served conflicting interests, whether those of the ruling authority or of the religious movements in their different schools of thought. This problem has existed since Mu’awiya’s army raised the Qur’an as the arbiter between two warring Muslim armies, and continued with the Kharijites, who raised the slogan “There is no rule but God” to justify their departure from Imam Ali, passing through the Umayyads, Abbasids, Fatimids, and Ottomans before arriving at the modern states that were formed after the colonization of the Arab and Islamic world.


The intertwining of religion and politics in the Islamic world has remained a focus of attention for researchers and scholars since the beginning of the formation of the Arab world’s modern states. Researchers have framed this relationship as one between religion and politics, between religion and the state, and between religious authority and political authority. The issue of lines, intersections, distances, and barriers between the political and religious aspects in the Gulf is of special importance in view of the problems it poses and the thinkers it attracts. The conflict between secular authority and religious currents slowly regressed to a fierce struggle that has persisted over the decades and that still reflects the nature of the state inherited from the period of colonialism, and the larger society that has existed since the days of Islam—a dual nature that carries contrasting elements of both tradition and modernity.


The Gulf states’ adoption of the idea of a modern state combining both religious and secular references produced additional complications. The problem of political Islam in the Gulf is not exclusively related to religious groups’ position on violence and democracy, but is instead mainly tied to the relationship of individuals to religion, the state, and societies, and the organization of their lives and spiritual affairs. Secularists, whether Gulf Arabs or Westerners, have criticized those with a religious orientation in the Gulf for failing to accept other religious and intellectual groups and refusing to co-exist with them.


Many Enlightenment battles in Europe were focused on confront-ing intolerance, extremism, and seclusion, and defending rationality and fundamental human rights, with the primary objective of elimi-nating the denial or marginalization of the other. In order to overcome this weighty legacy of intolerance, much blood was shed and many innocent lives were lost. It was only after a truly horrific thirty-year religious war from 1618 to 1648, in which roughly one-fifth of the European population perished, that religious tolerance and coexis-tence was codified into law.


The ideas of the European Enlightenment did not penetrate an Arab world that was at that time largely ruled by a semi-theocratic state, the Ottoman Empire, until after the First World War and the arrival of European colonialism. The consequences of this disconnect have persisted to the present day; the introduction of a Western concept of governance has provoked a reaction of religious extremism and closed ideology that has led to open wars fought across political, religious, sectarian, and ethnic divisions.


The most important lesson to learn from the Arab Spring is that democracy is not exclusively the presence of a ballot box, but rather a culture. Authoritarian and dictatorial regimes have ruled via “democracy” for decades. When the call to flood into the Arab streets succeeded, religious, sectarian, and tribal ideologies reaped the fruits; soon after, however, they were again subjected to oppression and injustice.


The features of this bitter reality have become clear with the failure to achieve the intended outcomes of these revolutions (freedom, justice, and dignity). The region is experiencing a crisis in terms of understanding, absorbing, and practicing democracy as a way of life. The crisis does not lie in the political system, its institutions, or its leaders, but rather permeates the intellectual structure and religious ideology.


This book looks at and discusses the important topic of political Islam in the current era. The chapters of the book cover a wide range of topics in the subject, including the history of political Islam in the Gulf region, the complicated relationship between political Islam and democracy, U.S. foreign policy and its implications for political Islam, the relationship between political Islam and gender and society, political Islam’s regional influence, and regional security issues and political Islam. The contributors to this book are renowned scholars and writers on the subject matter from the Gulf region and the Western world.


In the first chapter, Dr. Baqer al-Najjar discusses the initial development of groups in the Gulf region that fused Islamic activism and proselytization, or da’wa, and political activism. It covers the role of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, which actively opposed the secular regimes of the Middle East and North Africa, and how the conservative Arab monarchies saw groups such as the Brotherhood as natural partners against Arab republican nationalism.


In the second chapter, Dr. Khalid al-Jaber covers the development of political Islam in the Gulf during the modern era, particularly after the September 11, 2001 attacks and the “Arab Spring” uprisings of 2011. Political Islam in the Gulf has developed differently in the Gulf region than in the rest of the Arab and Islamic world. Gulf governments have, at times, embraced and exploited political Islamist movements for their own purposes. Other times, they have driven these movements underground, according to their geopolitical needs at the time. The already traditional and conservative nature of GCC societies has made the impact of the more reactionary elements of political Islam less apparent than elsewhere.


The third chapter, by Dr. Ali Fahd Al-Zumai’, discusses the disconnect between Islam and the modern model of state citizenship. According to traditional Islamic thought, all Muslims belong to one ummah, a world community without borders. Many Islamic thinkers regard the Arab and Islamic world’s fragmentation into a patchwork of smaller states as a Western colonial project to weaken and divide the ummah. However, as a practical matter, citizenship cannot be disregarded in the modern world, and modern Islamist groups have adapted the concept of national citizenship into their messaging.


In the fourth chapter, Dr. Courtney Freer covers Shi’a political activism, and the ways in which it differs from Sunni political activism. One key difference is that Shi’a movements are much more hierarchical, relying heavily on ijtihad, a complex process of legal reasoning based on precedent, which is far more prevalent in Shi’ism than in Sunni Islam. The hierarchical nature of Shi’a Islam has also given rise to concepts such as velayat-e-faqih, the “Guardianship of the Jurist,” which has been a defining feature of the clerical regime in Iran.


The fifth chapter, by Dr. Abdullah Youssuf Saher, leads us through a further analysis of the mindset of modern political Shi’a Islam. Although the Western perception of political Islam tends to view it as a Sunni phenomenon, Shiite groups have developed their own Islamist movements. It also has different features than Sunni political Islam, particularly as it tends toward a closer relationship with the Iranian nation-state. This analysis gives greater insight into what has become America’s most dangerous confrontation in the region.


In the sixth chapter, Dr. Ali Al-Kanderi discusses the experience of the Muslim Brotherhood’s branch in Kuwait. Kuwait, traditionally regarded as the most open and democratic of the Gulf states, is also an excellent example of a political Islamist group gaining and maintaining power through democratic means—in this case, the accession of members of the Islamic Constitutional Movement, or Hadas, to the Kuwaiti parliament and their participation therein. The chapter discusses in detail the Muslim Brotherhood’s objectives, and how it has compromised on some objectives to achieve others, as most parties do in a functioning political system.


The seventh chapter, by Dr. Giorgio Cafiero, examines political Islam in Iraq. Following the 2003 American-led invasion, Iraq splin-tered along sectarian lines, with Sunni and Shi’a Islamists establishing parallel armed groups and political parties. The role of Sunni groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood, as well as Shi’a leaders such as Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani and Moqtada al-Sadr, are taken up.


The eighth chapter, by Dr. Sina Azodi, concerns political Islam in Iran, discussing in greater depth the concept of velayate-faqih and the political background and objectives of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, its founder. Iran is the only country in the region to have had a continuous history for three thousand years, and it has regarded leadership as divinely appointed throughout three thousand years of history. Therefore, velayat-e-faqih continues in this Iranian tradition, a tradition not present in the Arab countries of the region. The close relationship between Shi’a Islam and the Iranian state has led its religious leadership to show a remarkable willingness to forego religious purity in pursuit of Iran’s national interests.


In the ninth chapter, Dr. Kristian Coates Ulrichsen discusses America’s foreign policy in the Middle East, and how it has interacted with the advent of political Islam. Particular attention is paid to two seminal events: the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, which were carried out by Islamic extremists originating in the Gulf, and the “Arab Spring” of 2011, in which Islamist groups participated in the removal of secular dictatorships throughout the Middle East. In both cases, American policy was impacted significantly, in differing directions.


We have added a final chapter, by former U.S. Ambassador to Qatar Patrick Theros, surveying the status of the non-Muslim minority population of the GCC countries. Although not directly connected to the issue of political Islam, the presence since the mid-twentieth century of large numbers of non-Muslim residents, mostly expatri-ates, and how they are treated under a system of laws that incorporates the tenets of shari’a more than any other part of the Arab world, adds to the complexities of the region. Outside of Saudi Arabia, however, even the more radical political Islamist movements tend to ignore the presence of non-Muslims, choosing instead to concentrate their efforts on influencing governments in the region.


Given the importance of political Islam in regional discourses related to the politics, regional interventions, economics, and society of the Gulf states, this book will be an essential tool in giving policymakers, practitioners, and the general public a detailed view of a topic whose complexity is too often simplified to sound bites and talking points.







Chapter 1



GULF ISLAMIST GROUPS: ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENTS


Dr. Baqer Al-Najjar*





1.1 Introduction


Just as secular clubs—associations of alumni and teachers focused on national content—created the frameworks for social and political action in the 1950s and 1960s in Arab Gulf societies, religious societies, organized around religious discourse, represented the center of gravity for civil action and mass polarization in the 1980s and 1990s until the beginning of the twenty-first century.


Though religious associations began merely as vehicles for preaching, they had hidden political goals—goals that were only disclosed after these organizations gained strength and momentum. Some of these associations were employed by the government, either to oppose or balance the various Islamic forces of different ideologies and doctrines, or to oppose or balance the power of liberal forces and organizations.


This mirrors the Kuwaiti local political scene from the 1970s to the present. An exception may be made for the “Da`wa and Tablighi” group, which has been allowed to operate in Saudi Arabia since 1938, when King Abdulaziz Al Saud met their leader, Sheikh Muhammad Elias Al-Kandahlawi. Da`wa and Tablighi, however, remains primarily focused on preaching, and its presence has been limited to the Asian labor force or those who have been naturalized in certain countries of the region. This may explain its limited influence among the citizens of the Gulf, unlike other Islamist movements such as the Muslim Brotherhood, the Salafis, and the Da’wa Party.1


Religious societies do not differ in terms of the nature of their activities, but they may differ in the degree of prominence of political content in their religious discourse. These societies are often divided into Sunni and Shi’a associations. The Sunni societies are further divided into associations that represent the Muslim Brotherhood, the Salafi-Wahhabi movement, Sufism, Hizb ut-Tahrir, and others, all of which vary in their stances on political participation. The Islah (“Reform” societies deployed in Kuwait, Bahrain, and the United Arab Emirates—originally founded as the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood’s offshoots in the Gulf—concealed their political discourse under preaching discourse in the early stages of their formation, but today they only preach occasionally. Although the Salafi movement was primarily focused on preaching in the beginning, subsequent generations have mixed preaching and politics, with a clear tendency towards religious extremism—a shift attributed to the effects of the remnants of the displaced Brotherhood groups in the Gulf region.


1.2 The Origins of Sunni Political Islam


Sunni political Islam is represented on the Arabian Peninsula and in the Gulf by two main factions: the Muslim Brotherhood and the various Salafi groups. These major factions are surrounded by dozens of minor ones, including the Sufis in Bahrain, Rifaiya in Kuwait, Al-Ashari-ya, Hizb ut-Tahrir, al-Sururiyyioun, and the al-Da`wa and Tablighi group. These groups vary in their political and religious stances but are unified by their explicitly “Islamic” outlook and their rejection of secularism in principle, although in practice many of them are willing to work within secular political systems.


Although some Islamic associations have earlier origins, most were founded in the oil era (since the early 1950s) or in the early 1980s. These groups did not have clear political goals at the beginning of their formation; instead, their discourse was dominated by preaching and charitable activities. The generation that followed was influenced by the discourse of political Islam groups, specifically the Muslim Broth-erhood in Egypt and other Arab countries, as well as the displacement of Muslim Brotherhood leaders from Egypt, Syria, Palestine, and Jordan to the Gulf region during the Nasserite and Ba’athist period. The embrace of those leaders by locl Gulf authorities might have helped them form the networks through which the organizational cells of the Muslim Brotherhood in the 1950s and the Salafi movement in the 1980s and 1990s were created or strengthened.


It is important to note that, although the Muslim Brotherhood emerged from Egypt, it later relied on the intellectual contributions of Muslim Brotherhood groups in both the Levant and Iraq to develop its intellectual and organizational frameworks. It can be further said that while significant intellectual transformations have struck the group’s ideology and practices in North African countries, these changes are not equally represented in the movement in the eastern Arab world.


Many writings trace the history of the Muslim Brotherhood movement in Kuwait and Bahrain to the 1940s. Members of the group were able to establish an initial organization in 1947, the first official organ of the “Muslim Brotherhood” in the region. The political and social conditions in Kuwait at that time prompted the group to assume the form of a charitable and preaching organization; the Brother-hood established an association they called the “Islamic Guidance Association” (jami’at al-irshad alislami). This first iteration of the Brotherhood was closed down in 1959, along with other Kuwaiti civil associations and organizations under a decision by the British author-ities in Kuwait.2


However, the Islamic Guidance Association returned in 1962, after Kuwait gained its independence under the Public Benefit Associations Law No. 24 of 1962. Under the name of the “Social Reform Society” (jami’at al-islah al-ijtima’i), it was able to quickly carve out a path for itself in Kuwaiti social and political work. The Social Reform Society built an important presence in many state institutions and educational and financial bodies, and many of its leaders held high ministerial and government positions in Kuwait.


The Kuwaiti authorities’ unannounced acceptance that political forces could shape their political fronts and platforms allowed the Brotherhood movement, specifically after the liberation of Kuwait from Saddam Hussein’s Iraq in 1991, to officially establish the “Islamic Constitutional Movement” (ICM), or “Hadas” after its initials in Arabic. The establishment of Hadas cleared the confusion that had long been attached to the association, regarding its overlapping political and preaching activities. When the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood and its chapters in other Arab nations supported Saddam Hussein and opposed the U.S.-led coalition to liberate Kuwait from Iraqi occupation, the association announced the withdrawal of the Kuwaiti group from the international movement of the Muslim Brotherhood in October 1991.3


In Bahrain, the Islah Society is also considered one of the oldest preaching and charitable organizations in the Gulf, as it was founded in 1941 under the name of the “Students Club.” In 1946, under the influence of a group of Bahraini students studying Sharia law in Egyptian universities, it transformed into the “Islah Club,” a name it kept until 1980, when it officially became the “Islah Society.” The society was formed by students at Al-Hedaya Al-Khalifiya School in Bahrain, along with students studying in Egypt who were descended from known Arab families in the city of Al-Muharraq. Some of Islah’s members are from well-known Bahraini commercial families, while others belong to the emerging middle class, including doctors, engineers, university professors, and a large share of employees in government institutions and the Bahraini banking sector. “Minbar,” Islah’s political wing, has participated in Bahraini politics, with some of its members repeatedly winning election to the country’s parliament.4


The inception of the Salafi movement in the Arabian Peninsula and its ideological structure can be traced to prominent figures of the Wahhabi movement and their followers in Arabia, specifically in the region of Nejd and its environs, and later to the Egyptians and Syrians converting to Salafi thought. The difference between the two environments—namely the Egyptian and Levantine agricultural environment versus the desert environment in the Arabian Peninsula—was reflected in the formation of the intellectual structure of both Islamic organizations. Salafi discourse was marked by an unusual degree of literal adherence to Islamic foundational texts, extremism, and in some cases violence, especially within the new forms of jihadist Salafism influenced by the ideas and orientations of the pure Wahhabi school, as is the case in the practices of al-Qaeda, the Taliban, ISIS, and others. However, the more mainstream Brotherhood groups tended to accept some degree of social and political modernity, which varied according to the environment in which they located. For this reason, the Brotherhood groups in the Gulf frequently differ from those in Egypt, which in turn differ from those in the countries of the Arab Maghreb, specifically Tunisia and Morocco.


Some believe that the displacement of Abd al-Rahman Abd al-Khaleq (an Egyptian Brotherhood member) from Saudi Arabia to Kuwait in 1966 marked the beginning of the founding of the Salafi movement in Kuwait, as Abd al-Khaleq, along with brothers Omar and Muhammad al-Ashqar (of Palestinian origin), played a prominent role in this endeavor in 1974. The group’s emergence in Kuwait was marked by their editing of religious pages in Kuwait’s Al-Watan newspaper, an act that coincided with another dynamic organizational activity: the group’s creation of the “Society for the Revival of Islamic Heritage” (jami’at ahya al-turath al-islami) in 1981 and their preparations for entering the parliamentary elections in the same year.


Participation in the National Assembly elections in Kuwait marked a new position for the Salafi movement, which had previously been reluctant to engage with the political process. Although some Salafis believe that democracy is inappropriate—as only God should have the power to make law—the collective decision to participate in politics was based on the logic of “the lesser of two evils,” with parliamentary work being less detestable than a complete absence from the political arena, and the consequences that would follow. As a former Salafi MP in the Bahraini Parliament said, the Salafis’ participation allowed them to “ward off the greater evil by a lesser evil.”


There are Salafi religious societies who have greater preaching discourse and charitable activity (or, at least, take pains to appear this way), such as the Society for the Revival of Islamic Heritage and Bayader Al-Salam in Kuwait, and the Islamic Education Association and the Islamic Society in Bahrain. The latter group does not represent the Salafi movement in Bahrain as much as it represents dissident elements within the Muslim Brotherhood movement; some consider the Islamic Society closer in their ideological positions to the Ash’ari group (see below) than to any other group. Some of the Islamic Society leaders initially issued demands for political reform and democratization. However, a split among the Islamic Society’s ranks regarding whether to enter the parliamentary elections has cost it much of its political influence. Its role is today mostly limited to preaching and charitable activities. The Shura Association represents the political wing of the Islamic Society; however, following its participation in the 2002 parliamentary elections, it suffered from defections and conflicts among its members, as well as reduced capabilities and a weakened social presence.


On the other hand, some of its leaders believe that they are closer in their ritual practices to the Ash’ari movement, which is influenced by the Al-Azhar (those associated with Al-Azhar University in Cairo). This movement is similar to the Brotherhood in terms of its religious practices; it is moderate when compared to the Salafi group, and seems to be consistent with many governmental positions regarding political and social issues. Under the name of the Al-Fateh group, its leaders and founders took the lead in the political scene in Bahrain during the nation’s 2011 protests. As for the Society for the Revival of Islamic Heritage in Kuwait, it is dominated by preaching, or at least, it seems to prefer preaching to social and political activities.



1.3 Islamic Shiite Societies


1.3.1 Kuwait


Shi’a religious preaching societies arrived late to the Gulf region compared to Sunni Islamist organizations. Until recently, Shiite societies were represented by the Society for Social Culture (jami’at al-thaqafat al-ijtima’a) in Kuwait, which was launched in 1963 with preaching activities. During the late 1970s, political and social implications quickly appeared in its religious discourse. Like other civil society groups in Kuwait, such as the Social Reform Society, the Society for the Revival of Islamic Heritage, and the Independence Cultural Club (before its dissolution in 1976), the Shiite societies were established as civil organizations promoting cultural and social activities. They represent the social, cultural, or religious face of existing political groups, and translate the objectives of those groups by spreading cultural, social, and educational awareness and religious guidance.


In his study on the Shiite movement in Kuwait, Falah Al-Mudyris indicates that, unlike NGOs, which are officially under the supervision of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor, the Social Culture Association did not enjoy the same financial benefits and moral support from the state as Sunni religious societies, such as the Social Reform Society and the Society of Islamic Heritage Revival.


Indeed, it is possible for Sunni Islamic societies to establish branches in all regions of Kuwait, and they are able to mobilize press platforms to express their political and religious discourse; one such example is the “Society” magazine published by the Social Reform Society, which expresses the view of the Muslim Brotherhood movement in the Gulf region and represents one of the sources of ideological preparation for the group in the Gulf and Arab world. Also worth noting is the “Charitable Magazine,” issued by the International Islamic Charitable Organization, headquartered in Bahrain.


By contrast, the Shiite Social Culture Association was prevented by the Kuwaiti government from issuing even its own internal bulletin. The Ministry of Education also refused to loan the Association a Ministry-supervised school to set up a center for memorizing the Qur’an, even though such benefits are widely available to Sunni religious societies. Since its management’s dissolution decision in the late 1980s, the Social Culture Association has lost a large portion of the cultural and social activity for which it was known, and its work has been limited to the meetings of its appointed board of directors.


This led to the Social Culture Association’s lack of cultural and political presence on the ground. Moreover, the group’s authority became limited with the emergence of new Shiite political societies within Kuwait influenced by the Iranian Revolution, including Shiite Islamist groups in Iraq such as the Iraqi Da’wa Party, and Lebanese models, most notably Hezbollah. This influence reached its peak in the 1980s and 1990s, but has been limited in more recent years, specifically with the failure of Shiite political Islam in Iraq in the management of the state and the corruption scandals against its leaders and symbols, and with the intense media campaigns against Hezbollah and its ties to Iran in the Arab media.


Some members of the Association represent the second and possibly third generation of Shiite immigrants from Iran, Bahrain, Al-Ahsa (an eastern province in Saudi Arabia), and Iraq, with a clear predominance of Shiites coming from Iran. These Shi’a mostly belong to the new middle class of state employees in Kuwaiti society. Unlike Shiite associations in Bahraini society, such as the Islamic League Association, the Al-Wefaq National Islamic Society, the Islamic Action Society (or Shirazi, before its dissolution), and the Islamic Mission Society, the Social Culture Society’s membership is limited to men. In recent decades, the Society has been subject to defections, with some members, who were later called Shirazis in Kuwait and Bahrain, leaving the group. Despite this, the Society was able to elect some of its members, such as Jamal Abdel Mohsen and Adnan Abdel Samad, to the Kuwaiti National Assembly, though they later distanced themselves from the Society. Some, such as Adnan Abdul Samad, are still MPs in the Kuwaiti National Assembly, while others failed to retain their parliamentary seat in the December 2020 elections.


Despite their mobilizing ability, the Shirazis are represented by only a small group in the Kuwaiti Shiite community, as opposed to the Social Culture Society. The Shirazis have tried to control the Society’s board of directors, but the strong presence of Da’wa party supporters in the Society has forced them to abandon this idea. Nonetheless, they have the ability to prevent an overwhelming victory by the Social Culture Society in the parliamentary elections by supporting Shiite figures affiliated with the state. The Shirazis successfully secured the election of Sayyid Saleh Ashour to the Kuwaiti National Assembly since 1996.


Since the 1980s, the Social Culture Society has represented Shiite groups that are pro-government, although some of its positions are close to those of the opposition, including the Muslim Brotherhood, the Salafis, and some liberals. The cautious approach of the Society unfolded over the course of more than five decades. During this time, it did not assume critical positions against the government, but nonetheless sometimes seemed undecided between the government and the opposition, despite the periodic dissolution of its board of directors and appointment of board members by official authorities. The Shiite Da’wa Party’s control of the board of directors since the 1970s, and the leniency shown by the government, may account for their moderate political stances. Al-Zumay’ notes that the founding of the Da’wa Party in Kuwait dates to the sermons of the Lebanese cleric Ali Al-Kurani, through his ritual sessions and intellectual presence in the Al-Naqi Mosque in Dasma in Kuwait. Moreover, Al-Kurani was involved in the Da’wa Party’s penetration and control of the Social Culture Society after the 1972-73 elections, when Da’wa members won all seats on the Society’s board of directors.


The National Islamic Alliance (NIA) represented the Social Culture Society’s political interests in the 1990s, a period that witnessed the emergence of unofficial political factions within many Kuwaiti political groupings. The NIA attempted to coordinate some of its positions with other political forces in Kuwaiti society; their signature on the “Future Vision to Build Kuwait” statement, issued on March 13, 1991, represented the first stage in which Kuwaiti Shiite political groupings joined with other political forces, both liberal and Sunni, and assumed clear positions on Kuwait’s internal politics. This is what the Shiite community had tried to distance themselves from in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. Most of the NIA’s stances regarding Kuwait’s internal affairs seemed closer to the Kuwaiti National Democratic Alliance, a reformist political faction, than to the other Sunni Islamist groupings, specifically with regard to the position of giving women political rights and inheritance, and the refusal to amend Article Two of the Constitution, which states that Islamic Sharia is a major source of legislation.5


The other Shiite group with considerable power and influence in the Kuwaiti Shiite community is the Shirazi group, which began to appear in Kuwait in 1972 with the displacement of Muhammad Al-Shirazi from Iraq to Kuwait; he lived with his family in Bneid Al-Qar and used it as a religious base from which to spread his ideas. Al-Shirazi built several religious platforms during his nine-year stay in Kuwait, setting up a religious school, a mosque, and a Hussainiah (Shi’a meeting hall).


As in the relationship between the Salafis and the Muslim Brotherhood, the relationship between the Da’wa Party and the Shirazis is tinged with antagonism and rivalry, based on competition to control the same social and sectarian space. The Shirazi group remained largely hidden from the public eye until the 1990s, when it formed an organized political group after the liberation of Kuwait in 1991 and successfully elected an MP, Saleh Ashour, several times.6


1.3.2 Bahrain


The equivalent of the Social Culture Society in Bahrain is the Islamic Awareness Society (jami’at al-ihya’ al-islami), which was founded in 1969 and became public during the 1973-75 period. Its leadership, from its establishment until its dissolution, was headed by prominent Shiite cleric Sheikh Issa Ahmed Qassem, a member of the Bahraini Parliament from 1973 to 1975 and the head of the dissolved Shiite religious council. However, the Islamic Awareness Society was dissolved in 1984 after the Bahraini authorities accused it of being linked to an anti-state Shiite political organization. It reopened in 2002 with the start of a period of political reform initiated by King Hamad, but it disappeared again in 2016 with the creation of strict measures that dissolved it and many other Shiite political associations.7


The idea of establishing an Islamic Awareness Soceity dates to the beginning of the 1960s. With the growing national, liberal, and occasional leftist currents among Bahraini Shi’a groups, particularly in rural areas, some of those who received religious education in scientific hawzas (Shi’a seminaries in Iraq called for the formation of a Shiite organization to face the left and liberal currents. The first meetings were initially held in small mosques in villages in Bahrain, such as the Tai and Al-Qadam mosques. However, as the organization’s public work truly began, it moved to a large building on Al-Badi’e Street at the beginning of 1970. The group’s work was further strengthened by the margin of political freedoms in Bahrain that arrived after the elections of the Constituent Assembly in 1972 and the National Council of Rep-resentatives in 1973.8


Immediately after formally obtaining its establishment license in 1974, the Islamic Awareness Society began to open semi-regular religious schools for girls, ranging from the primary to the secondary level, and a center for Islamic studies that provided evening religious courses for women and men who wished to hold seminars, lectures, or Islamic conferences.


Soon after its establishment, the Society received immense official and community support, which helped it carry out its various activities. It was chaired by Sheikh Issa Qassem from its foundation until its dissolution in 1984. Among its leaders were Abdullah Al-Madani, Suleiman Al-Madani, Abdul Amir Al-Jamri, Sheikh Abbas Al-Rayes, and others. The anti-leftist and anti-nationalist stance of the Society pushed it to support the authorities in confronting the discourse of Bahraini nationalist and leftist groups circulating in the 1960s and 1970s, a factor which likely contributed to leniency on the government’s part—at least in the short term. 9


Although the objectives and work programs of the Society were charitable and religious in nature (like other Islamic societies), it nonetheless represented the political façade of the Bahraini branch of the Islamic Da’wa Party. While the Society served as the vehicle through which the movement sought to spread political ideas, the religious bloc in parliament in the first half of the 1970s represented the public political façade of the movement.


As in the case of other Shiite groups, the Iranian Revolution in 1979 resulted in a fundamental change in the political orientations of the Islamic Awareness Society. This was evidenced by its adoption of social and political attitudes and problems. In other words, the social and economic problems that the Shiite Arab community suffers from in Bahrain were turned into fundamental issues in the political discourse of these groups.


This intellectual approach was evident in the Society’s discourse, or rather in its relationship with the local authorities. The Society benefited from the earlier proximity of some of its leaders to the official establishment, in addition to the significant political impacts of the Iranian revolution on the Shiite groups in Bahrain, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia, an event that contributed greatly to the politicization of Shiite groups in the Gulf. A majority of those groups belonged to the Shiite Akhbari school, which rejects the use of reasoning in understanding the Qur’an, and whose adherents have often disguised political motives behind a purported focus on preaching.


The Islamic Awareness Society also benefited from the return of many of its members who had received religious education in Iraq and who were affected by the discourse of the Da’wa Party or those involved in its ranks. As a result, working in the Society became a front for political and party activity. Before the fall of the Shah’s regime in the 1979 Iranian Revolution, the Society initiated its first contact with Ayatollah Khomeini, who was at that time residing in the holy city of Najaf in Iraq.


With the fall of the Shah’s regime, the return of Ayatollah Khomeini, and the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Society sent a congratulatory telegram to both Khomeini and Iran’s interim Prime Minister, Mehdi Bazargan. A delegation from the Society, which included Sheikh Issa Qassem, Sheikh Abdul Amir Al-Jamri, and Sheikh Abbas Al-Rayes, also offered congratulations on the victory of the revolution and the establishment of the Islamic Republic. The Society organized festive activities in support of the Islamic revolution in Iran, including a large demonstration in the streets of Manama. The Society’s religious leaders adopted Khomeini’s call to consider the last Friday of Ramadan as the day of Jerusalem, a celebration now observed by most Shi’a political Islam groups in Bahrain, Iraq, and Lebanon. However, the Bahraini authorities’ strictness with Shiite Islamist organizations in general and the dissolution of certain groups put a stop to these celebrations, which were formerly led by prominent opposition religious figures, such as Issa Qassem, Abdullah Al-Ghuraifi, and others.10


In 1984, the Society was dissolved after an arrest campaign led by the Bahraini authorities that targeted many of its members, charging them with undermining the foundations of order and public security. The educational and religious guidance institutions of the Society were also closed. The authorities arrested the head of the Society, Sheikh Ibrahim Al-Jamri, and a number of its leaders, such as Hassan Al-Maliki and Ali Al-E’kry.
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