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Rentier Capitalism, Social Reproduction, and the Limits of Liberalism: 
Mapping gendered asset value in Kuwait 

 

This paper introduces the concept of citizenship rent to help explain the apparently 

contradictory coexistence of liberalizing economic reforms and the entrenchment of 

patriarchal values. Citizenship rent here is defined as the financial flows that move 

from the state to the citizen in the form of entitlements, employment, and access to 

state-subsidized goods, labour and business opportunities. Our innovative proposal 

substitutes transaction cost economics’ assumption of market selection for a selection 

by patriarchy to show how gender plays a central role in the reproduction of the asset 

specificities that increase transaction costs. This helps us show how an extractive, 

asset-based economy, like Kuwait's, can afford to double down on conservative social 

values, even at a considerable fiscal price, as long as the transaction costs of getting 

oil to the international markets are not increased through social disruption or political 

uncertainty. Rather than examining how women’s social reproductive work 

subsidizes social and political stability, CR reveals women’s role in sustaining assets 

valuable to the state. In this paper we demonstrate that a close examination of the 

social values that inhibit transactions can also reveal patriarchal structures in rentier 

capital and exhibit a need to further analyse the patriarchal transaction costs that 

shape and sustain societies.   

Key words: citizenship rent, social reproduction, Kuwait, rentier state, gender, transaction 

cost economics, patriarchy   
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1. Introduction 
  

As nations redefine women’s economic participation, the relationship between productive 

and reproductive work centres women in the reproduction of patriarchal and racialised 

structures (Arslan 2021; Petersen 2018). By developing the concept of citizenship rent (CR) 

we show how rentier states reproduce patriarchy through controlling access to the revenues 

generated by resources and so reveal a mechanism through which patriarchy is reproduced 

from the global to the individual level. CR is gendered as it permits access to assets that 

reinforce women’s social reproductive roles that stabilise states. Showing how citizenship is 

a gendered asset allows us to reject the idea that women are trapped within ‘monolithic and 

timeless’ cultural norms. Rather we show the flows of rentier capital ‘that have turned upside 

down all the other areas of life around them’ (Longva 1993, 443) also bind society together.  

This focus on CR explains that women’s reproductive labour value lies in sustaining the 

social order that supports rentier capitalism and so is different to the unvalued and surplus 

labour that social reproduction approaches normally focus on (Bakker 2007). We develop 

this framework through a critical reading of the economic theory of transaction cost 

economics (TCE) (Williamson 2010, 2000; Riordan & Williamson 1985) to show first that 

assets are valued through social relations (Caballero & Hammour 1998) and second that these 

link women’s labour value to the (re)production of national capital assets.  

Citizenship rent is defined here as the financial flows granted through citizenship that 

move from the state to the citizen in the form of entitlements, employment, and access to 

state subsidized goods, labour, and business opportunities.  CR argues that national statehood 

differentiates men from women through mutually dependent categories structured around 

welfare and financial access (Peterson 2018). Recognising the gendered nature of CR  

acknowledges unpaid labour in social reproduction approaches (Folbre 2020) but also 

acknowledges women’s roles in sustaining assets valuable to the state.  In repositioning 

women as assets with value over and above their labour power CR is different to mechanisms 

like 'gendered rentierism’ (Welborne 2022) because it anticipates patriarchal behaviour even 

where liberal policies exist. CR illustrates how affective and social values are reproduced by 

the state in the name of ‘Kuwaitiness’ to specify how the value of women as citizens is greater 

within the household and the public sector than in other areas of life.  Citizenship rent 
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therefore sustains patriarchy by paying for some of the financial, social, and emotional costs 

Kuwaiti women experience. This ensures that women have greater value in stabilizing 

households and national hierarchies than in the marketplace.   

We utilise social reproduction to capture how global transmissions of patriarchy are 

moderated from international, to national, to individual ‘everyday’ practices of women within 

households (Arslan 2021; Bakker & Gill 2019). The social reproduction debate shows how 

valuing work through a commodity market renders the work of social reproduction invisible 

(e.g., Fraser 2020).  But it also shows how those who produce social value and so capital in 

the first place can be excluded from legitimate decision making. By focusing on how access 

to CR is regulated along gendered lines we show how rentier capitalism can reproduce stable 

societies, despite its polarizing and individualizing effects.  

In the next section, we establish the gendered nature of citizenship rent as critical to the 

political and social compromises that stabilize capitalist societies. Then we introduce 

transaction cost economics (TCE) as a critical frame for understanding how citizenship rents 

bind and reproduce patriarchal capitalist structures to build a conceptual foundation for 

analysing Kuwaiti women’s asset specificity in the social reproduction of the nation. TCE 

spawned a vast literature yet has received only sparse attention in feminist economics (e.g., 

Braunstein 2008). The third section establishes the Kuwaiti context and presents an analysis 

of the kinds of asset specificity that make Kuwaiti women assets to the nation state. We show 

that citizenship rent flows reproduce patriarchal economic and social structures in ways that 

co-opt democratic and liberalizing policies.  Our attenuation to patriarchal transaction costs 

allows us to show that culture alone does not explain patriarchal structures but that gender 

matters in the distribution of rent and thus acts as a critical method for exploring the politics 

of rentier capitalism.  

2. Introducing citizenship rent 

The focus of C20th literature around rentier states centred on the ‘resource curse’ and its 

consequences on political and social formations (Farah, 1989; Ulfelder, 2007; Di John 2011).  

Beblawi (1987) highlighted the social, political, and economic form this curse took in a 

development context: rentier states were heterogeneous, externally sustained, centrally 
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controlled and government dominated. Recent state capitalism literature  established the 

gendered dimensions of the resource curse as it engages with the hybridity, contingency, and 

spatiality of state capital formations (Alami et al 2023). Rentier behaviour has been 

associated with political nationalism (Wilson 2015), gendered and racialized representation 

(Hessami & da Fonseca 2020), authoritarian politics (Rosenfeld 2021) and conservative law 

(Gutmann & Voigt 2015).  While rent was central to Marx’s theory of capital in the formation 

and exercise of state capitalism and in the reproduction of financial capital (Fine 1979) 

placing labour value at the heart of postcolonial political economy, has underutilized rent 

value in defining power relations.  The seizing of land (‘primitive accumulation’) and the 

circulation of rental incomes to fix capitalist societies relations through social and political 

compromises (Harvey 2018) has intertwined patriarchal violence with capital accumulation 

(Mies 2014).    

Today, rentier behaviours have become normalised across asset categories (Christophers 

2020) as a wide range of ‘assetization’ practices extract rent from assets (Birch & Ward 2022). 

Contract rent describes how forms of labour value, once differentiated from rental value, also 

attract rent (Kwon et al. 2017) including those of migrants (Light & von Scheven 2008), and 

women (Bartolucci 2013). Access to these asset categories ha deep impacts on political action 

and state stability because the property rights of an asset are given value by the social 

institutions and milieu that legally define and defend them (Brenner 1982, Hodgson 2017).  

Inequalities around asset inflation and access are also a source of class formation (Adkins et 

al. 2021) and inequality across societies (Konings et al. 2022).  Finance has redrawn lines of 

power so that the legacy of colonialism in rentier capitalism can also be identified in the 

authoritarian politics of contemporary Europe and America (Alami & Guermond 2022).  

Europe’s asset-owning middle classes have become dependent enough on welfare policies 

during periods of uncertainty (Brännlund 2022) to resist democratic reforms (Rosenfeld 

2021) and support extreme right-wing parties (Lees 2018). So political cultures are not 

enough to understand authoritarian threats to democracies (Mudde & Kaltwasser 2018) 

without at least exploring the material consequences of rentier regimes. Citizenship is 

therefore an asset tightly defended by society as well as a set of rights against which resources 

are secured. Despite connections asserted between market liberalization and democracy 
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(Fukuyama 1990), market liberalization and popular asset ownership can directly lead to an 

authoritarian politics.  

CR still derives revenue from regulating access to assets like homeownership (Fine 

2019). But our analysis indicates that what constitutes an asset has itself been stretched into 

gendered and affective realms, including the creation and reproduction of life itself. Wombs 

have been rented (Bahri 2019) and emotions have been regulated as assets (Huber and 

Schmidt 2022). The colour of babies’ bodies has determined their rental value (Bartram 2023) 

and violence on women’s bodies linked to rentier claims (Erten & Keskin 2021). While the 

link between rentier capitalism and gendered relations of social reproduction has been made 

around the household (Nunn & Tepe Belfrage 2019), the theorization of social reproduction 

and rent has been less explored. As Braunstein observed ‘…. rent-seeking can also influence 

the organization of non-market institutions, as when patriarchal property rights create male 

advantage in capital markets, or when norms of violence against women maintain male 

dominance and privileged access to resources’ (Braunstein 2008: 967). 

Just as the value of care work has been acknowledged as reproducing capitalist 

societies, we show that assets take their value from gender This approach reveals gendered 

capital structures define the ownership of assets in addition to structures that define labour 

market value. Understanding how gendered practices regulate the distribution of revenues 

from the institutions and assets of rentier capitalism reveal a different set of welfare relations 

to one based on the distribution of revenues derived from labour value.   

2.1 Citizenship rent, asset specificity, and social reproduction  

Our formulation of citizenship rent (CR) draws heavily from the logics of asset 

specificity as they relate to transaction cost economics (TCE). TCE, established that it is the 

conditions of managing contracts (transaction costs), not choice or price, that are the main 

mediators of firm behaviour (Riordan & Williamson 1985; Williamson, 2000, 2010). For 

Williamson, the ease of contracting – and therefore the attendant transaction costs – depended 

on the specificity of assets or the value that they accrued from the specific social context. 

Firm governance became increasingly authoritarian as asset specificity increased: as assets 

increased their specific and nontransferable value to the firm, their production and 
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management required increasingly authoritative coordination to avoid the costly and 

uncertain costs of repeated contracting in markets.  This ‘make/ buy’ decision was therefore 

largely shaped by the transaction costs incurred: do the costs of going to market exceed those 

of making any specific products within the company? Organizational governance regimes 

are shaped in relation to asset specificity to ‘infuse order, thereby to mitigate conflict and 

realise mutual gain’ particularly when the transactions of interest were relational and 

depended on long-term continuity of exchange (Williamson 2010).  

Williamson’s analysis denies the importance of social structure in the economy 

(Granovetter 1985) by assuming instead that markets determine the cost of the transaction as 

well as the value of the asset. But the cost of a transaction and so the value of the asset will 

also be sustained through nonmarket features like social class, international security 

dimensions, global actors, and cultural norms (Pagano 1991).  As we shall show, Kuwait is 

an ideal-type rentier state that sustains the asset value of its oil through reproducing 

patriarchal domestic hierarchies. That these hierarchies persist despite the unique democratic 

mechanisms that separate Kuwait from other authoritarian rentier states, indicates the 

potential co-optation of democratic mechanisms to facilitate discriminatory policies that 

uphold national hierarchies. 

By showing how asset values are gendered these rights can be linked to a much wider 

assemblage of state sponsored material realities than ‘the boost in income one receives simply 

from being a citizen of a rich country’ (Milanovic 2019, 62).  How citizenship rent is accessed 

depends on social institutions such as marriage, the household, and citizenship (e.g. 

reproduction of the state) that specify the entitlements of the citizen. Citizenship rights 

present access to specific assets from which rent can be secured. For women, these are often 

intricately tied to national ideals of motherhood that see women as reproducers of the nation 

(Radhakrishnan & Solari 2023).  The contribution of social reproduction depends on the 

specific relationship between customers (spouses, children, the state) and suppliers (usually 

women as wives and mothers, but also female domestic workers) to assets valuable to the 

state (Pollack 1985). These relationships range from international security treaties and 

regimes (Kratocwhil & Ruggie 1986), to reproductive rights at the household level (Treas 
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1993), to marriage contracts at the individual level (Olmsted 2005; Pateman 1988) to show 

how citizenship rights offer different rents to different genders.  

We contend that the political stability that sustains the global market’s supply of oil 

relies on citizenship rents to bind and reproduce social cohesion around a national entitlement 

to oil rents. This stability is at odds with agendas of women’s empowerment that  position 

women’s value squarely in the labour market.  But in a patriarchal society, like Kuwait, such 

proscriptions threaten to undermine national political stability and so increase transaction 

costs of extracting oil.  By using TCE we can therefore establish patriarchal capitalist 

structures at the intersection of gendered asset value, unseen labour, and rentier forms of 

capitalism.  

3. Citizenship rent, oil, and hierarchy in Kuwait: Protecting 
‘Kuwaitiness’ 

Kuwait, a small trading nation operating between desert and sea (Khalaf & Hammoud 1988), 

was established as an independent state in 1961, after 60 years as a British protectorate.  With 

the arrival of oil money, the leaders of independent Kuwait dedicated significant resources to 

placate ancient rivalries (Girod & Walters 2018).  In addition to cementing domestic 

compromises, the legacy of empire also left Kuwait dependent on British forces to provide 

security after independence, a security Britain was increasingly unable to deliver (Rossiter 

2017).  After the Iraqi invasion in 1991 when Kuwait was forced to seek international security 

alliances, George H.W. Bush announced a New World Order to deliver global security in the 

post-Cold War era (Nye 1992).  Kuwait complied by being the first Gulf state to ratify the 

Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW 1979) in 1994. 

Despite the deep incompleteness of the provision of rights (Wills 2013), Kuwait could be 

presented by international advocates as a leading voice for women in the region (Alshayeji 

2005) that ultimately strengthened Kuwait’s legitimacy in the postcolonial hierarchy.  

Following 9/11, Kuwait (and other Arab Gulf states) became deeply embroiled in 

conflicting neocolonial narratives over women’s roles with liberal market narratives 

competing with domestic nationalist narratives. Traditional ideas of women’s roles were 

deeply rooted in the Kuwaiti nationalist project (Longva 1993; Tetreault 1999) and the State 
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continued to face fierce resistance from religious, tribal, and other leaders when faced with 

liberal women’s policies (Al Hassan et al. 2020). Historically, oil rents gave Kuwait 

autonomy to resist neocolonial pressures to promote liberal inclusionary labour policies by 

subsidizing women’s exclusion from the labour market through the import of immigrant 

labour (Hijab 1988). Following Decree no.1104/2008, which enforced nationalization quotas, 

the labour force participation of Kuwaiti women increased, indicating that rent incomes do 

not inherently marginalize women (Buttorff et al. 2018), but that they are leveraged by rentier 

states to maximize the asset value of Kuwaitiness. Notably, Kuwaiti women profess a strong 

preference for public sector employment (Ennis 2019), where citizenship rights to work and 

generous care leave policies for women minimize the dissonance of combining work and 

family life (Al Lawati & Buttorff 2020). Thus, Kuwait’s high women’s labour force 

participation rate should be seen as a protective policy that privileges Kuwaiti citizens over 

foreign labour rather than evidence of acquiescence to international emancipatory norms, 

particularly considering the sluggish gains for Kuwaiti women in political and social arenas 

(Buttorff et al. 2018).  This suggests that citizenship rents allow Kuwait to co-opt liberal 

policy priorities in ways that maximize women’s asset value – and the value of Kuwaitiness 

- by reflecting both labour market and social reproductive values in the allocation of citizen 

women’s labour. 

3.1 Citizenship rent flows and the reproduction of ‘Kuwaitiness’  

 

Kuwaitiness is deeply defined in the social hierarchies that differentiate citizens from 

migrant workers and men from women (Longva 1997).  The value of Kuwaitiness must be 

maintained against a backdrop of severe population imbalances that threaten to dilute rent 

flows and thus the asset value of citizenship.  The state protects these flows through 

management of complex, intersectional rentier relationships and interventions that target 

Kuwaiti women as assets protecting national identity and thus resource flows.   

Kuwaiti nationals make up 30% of the state’s population while migrant workers, 

working in households, companies, and government offices, comprise the remaining 70% 

(PACI 2019). Non-citizen women outnumber citizen women, with domestic workers 

comprising 26.5% of all foreign residents in Kuwait (CSB 2022).  Kuwait manages these 
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imbalances in ways that minimize transaction costs to the state, primarily through extensive 

CR flows that protect ‘Kuwaitiness’ and promote political stability through patriarchal 

norms (Beaugrand 2019, Al Hassan et al. 2020). 

In the 2019/2020 fiscal year, oil revenues accounted for nearly 90% of government 

revenue and half of the GDP for Kuwait while taxes accounted for only 3.64% of 

government revenue. With 80% of the Kuwaiti labour force working in the public sector, 

this revenue is largely redistributed to citizens through public sector wages and subsidies 

which together account for 71% of the budget – approximately 75 billion USD in 

2020/2021 (Palier et al. 2021). Kuwait leverages these CRs to ensure the continuity of a 

system of social reproduction of ‘Kuwaitiness’ which relies on ‘lavish’ government 

spending (Stack 2011).  Subsidies and public sector employment ‘privilege citizens as 

consumers and beneficiaries of state-distributed or privately generated rent’ (Al Shehabi 

2015, 28) (see Table 1). This ‘sharing the rent’ welfare state model is economically 

unsustainable (ibid), but a critical component in the continuing stability of the state because 

it specified the monetary value of citizenship to reinforce gendered hierarchies. 

[Table 1 here] 

‘Sharing the rent’ in Kuwait operates through distinctly patriarchal systems where 

citizen women’s value is circumscribed by their gendered asset value to the state, labour 

market, and the household as distinct from both male citizens and female foreigners.  The 

citizenship entitlements detailed in Table 2 designate CR flows from the state that privilege 

heteronormative, male-headed households and Kuwaiti women who reproduce these 

households.  For example, Kuwaiti women are unable to pass their citizenship rights – and 

thus rights to the CR flows – to their children.  As of 2016, an estimated 56,000 children of 

Kuwaiti mothers and non-Kuwaiti fathers living in Kuwait remain cut off from access to 

citizen rent flows, including access to basic health and education provisions (Al Sharekh 

2018). While the citizen mothers qualify for social aid (Table 3), their children and families 

remain outside of the national bounds of Kuwaitiness.  

[Table 2 here] 
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As shown in Tables 2 and 3, the flow of rents to Kuwaiti citizens from the state 

touches nearly all aspects of Kuwaiti lives, from education and healthcare, to marriage, 

divorce, and disability.  Within these flows, however, the patriarchal state emerges. Male 

breadwinner bias (Elson & Cagatay 2000) is clear in the provisioning of marriage and 

household entitlements to males. Housing loans are channelled to Kuwait men – the 

presumed head of household (see Table 2).  In the lens of TCE, women’s ‘social aid’ then 

highlights women’s asset value to the state where divorced and unmarried women have social 

value distinct from – and superior to- that of a job seeker (559 KWD v. 200 KWD).  The 

privileging of the Kuwaiti household is clear: marriage loans are offered for Kuwait men 

marrying Kuwaiti women, while Kuwaiti women marrying non-Kuwaiti men receive aid. 

The families of these women are not entitled to universal programs (Table 3).  

[Table 3 Here] 

This section illustrates the complex, intersectional forms of rentier relationships and 

interventions that bind Kuwaiti women as assets protecting national identity and thus 

resource flows. We show how national compromises to ensure domestic stability are 

reinforced by CR flows to empower Kuwaitiness and protect women’s asset specificity in 

social reproduction.  In the following sections, we expand this analysis to explore three 

distinct asset specificities critical to this asset management: site, physical, and human 

specificities (Williamson 2000, 2010).  

3.2 Site specificity: Oil rents, democracy, and national identity  

Site specificity of an asset relates to its value at a certain location and the costs and/or loss of 

value incurred should the asset be removed from this site.  Kuwait’s political and social 

structures, particularly the democratic constitutional and parliamentary structures of the 

National Assembly (NA), ensured that the price of Kuwait’s oil reserves to international 

markets was not affected by domestic insurrection and social instability and consolidated the 

political power of long-established patriarchal networks.  For Kuwait, ‘political pluralism at 

home has allowed for an independent foreign policy and multilateralism abroad’ (Freer 2020 

np) while also minimizing voice and suppressing dissent (Herb 2016).  
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According to the Kuwait Constitution (1962), the family, and not the individual, is 

the foundation of society and strong statehood. This asserts a political privileging of family 

unity and a legal privileging of males over females within those families (Joseph 1996).  In 

contrast to neoliberal individualism, the narratives of family reinforce women’s asset value 

as proscribed through subordination to men as ‘a social reality reinforced by religious 

prescriptions; it is also a metaphor for social control and community security’ (Tetreault and 

Al-Mughni 1995, 406). This family is a patriarchal family, as women’s access to citizenship 

rights is determined not just by her birth family, but also by her procreative family. In this 

way, the right to work for all Kuwaiti citizens (Art. 41), including women, does not threaten 

the nation state; yet women’s citizenship rights end at the right of reproduction, where their 

social reproductive labour must serve biopolitical needs of the nation and ensure ‘allegiance 

to the state’s internal hierarchies’ (Peterson 2018, 4). Gendered hierarchies of ‘Kuwaitiness’ 

thus mediate the costs of deviating from internalized and collective norms (Raz-Yurovich 

2014). 

For a small state like Kuwait, the threat of cultural erasure is persistent and palpable 

(Longva 1993). Following the Iraqi invasion, ‘giving birth to Kuwaiti children was important, 

but much more so was the task of raising them and making sure that they embraced a 

rigorously Kuwaiti identity’ (ibid., 451).  This ‘Kuwaitiness’ that underpins key political 

compromise derives from patriarchal blood ties (Tetreault and Al-Mughni 1995) which 

directly links the role of Kuwaiti women’s bodies to tensions around ethnicity and work 

(Hijab 1988). Kuwaiti fathers pass on citizenship rights to their children through jus 

sanguinis, the blood line (regardless of the nationality of the mother). For women, however, 

the value of this blood line must be specified further through the biological and social 

reproductive work of motherhood (as discussed in the next section).  

Within this context, the Kuwaiti National Assembly (NA), the democratically elected 

parliamentary body, similarly upholds authoritarian executive power and existing contours 

of religious and tribal groups that ensure domestic stability (Freer and Leber 2021; Dazi-Heni 

2015), often at the cost of women’s rights.  Despite being unique among the extremely limited 

democratic structures in the Gulf, Kuwait’s NA resists liberal policy changes while 

prioritizing ‘populist policies that favour rent redistribution based on citizenship’ (Luciani 
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2017) and to direct the flow of rent towards the reproduction and safeguarding of 

‘Kuwaitiness’ (Longva 1997).  For example, executive decrees for women’s suffrage were 

repeatedly stalled by democratically elected Kuwaiti parliamentarians (Shultziner and 

Tetreault 2011), primarily by Islamist and tribal MPs (Wills 2013).  Kuwaiti women were not 

enfranchised until 2005 and continue to face great resistance in political arenas. Despite 

having a labour force participation rate that outpaces other GCC countries, as of 2023, 

Kuwaiti women are only 1.5% of national parliamentary bodies (WBDB 2023).  

Site specificity then proves a useful tool for illustrating how rights are contingent on 

location and identity, and intricately bound in processes of national formation (Peterson 

2018).  Through the seemingly democratic mechanisms of constitutional and parliamentary 

representation, Kuwaiti women are intricately bound to the territoriality of Kuwaitiness 

wrought from biopolitical control of reproduction.  In their efforts to protect Kuwaitiness, 

these democratic structures are coopted by patriarchy through controlling citizenship rent 

flows and protecting gendered, postcolonial, rentier state hierarchies.  

3.3 Physical specificity: Womb versus work  

Physical specificity refers to qualities of a specialized machine or tool that is designed for a 

single purpose, and thus performs specific functions that cannot be replicated otherwise.  For 

women, such a determination of physical asset specificity derives from their reproductive 

function (both biological and patriotic) (Peterson 2018). Physical specificity positions 

Kuwaiti women’s within the mutual constitution of states and subject-bodies (Epstein 2020), 

and clarify how blood, womb and body become a defining element in women’s value 

(MacKay 2020), and a legitimate site of interest for husbands and the state (Romanis et al. 

2020).   

The governance of women is policed through the male guardianship system, which 

ensures severe sanctions on women who challenge these roles. Men – husbands, fathers, 

brothers, and sometimes, sons - are empowered by the legal framework to enact state 

priorities and to define the boundaries of women’s rights (HRW 2023). They have legal 

recourse to punish women’s disobedience (nushuz in Arabic), a claim that women can do 

little to refute. This can cost women tremendously in terms of access to spousal maintenance, 
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financial rights, and even access to children (HRW 2023).  Legally, a husband’s permission 

is a required precursor for women’s work and the complaint of a woman being ‘absent’ from 

their home can lead to arrest. Therefore, despite increasing opportunities presented to Kuwaiti 

women in the labour force, the state has ensured that women’s contractual protections (via 

citizenship entitlements) are intricately linked to their service to the patriarchal household, 

and ultimately, the nation state.  The state’s power to sanction lies in the increasing costs for 

women who fail to provide these services to state and family. 

The governance of the womb is regulated through legal structures that prioritize the 

wellbeing of the household (e.g., though male guardian permission requirements) and the 

health of the womb (e.g., in persistent legal restrictions of the type of work/ hours of work 

that women can undertake) (World Bank 2023). Despite a comprehensive public healthcare 

system, males are de facto empowered to regulate women’s reproductive healthcare services 

(Alawadhi n.d.) forcing women to seek private services outside of the CR system.  Further 

the public health system focuses heavily on providing pregnancy care, with scarce service 

for women’s health needs beyond reproduction (Asghari et al. 2022).  

The flows of CR to Kuwaiti women clearly support cultural narratives based on the 

binary of the ‘worker-mother’ with an emphasis on ‘being a good mother.’  In turn, women’s 

cultural specificity is upheld by these narratives, and their associated financial value, support 

the state’s disciplining and control over women’s bodies (Arslan 2021).  In Kuwait, this 

disciplining is apparent in the generous leave policies that reduce the transaction costs in 

terms of women’s role conflict (see Table 4).  Notably, these leaves are available to citizen 

women (and not men) in the public sector. Such policies signal that the state has succeeded 

in protecting women’s household roles and eased transaction costs associated with women’s 

higher participation in the labour force. 

[Table 4 here] 

Despite women’s hard-earned political voice, the violence towards and policing of 

women’s bodies by male guardians and the state persists (AP 2022). The 2020 Law on 

Protection from Domestic Violence does not criminalize violence against women and has 

seen weak implementation (Begum 2020).  Similarly, Article 153 of Kuwait’s Penal Code, 
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the ‘honour killing law’ has not yet been abolished, despite committed efforts from Kuwaiti 

feminists (Al Bahrani 2023). Article 153 allows a negligible punishment for a man (but not 

a woman) who kills a female family member (and implicated men), treating this crime as a 

misdemeanour. Article 153 polices the uses of women’s bodies and imposes severe sanctions 

for women who defy their marital responsibilities, effectively giving men regulatory, judicial, 

and executive power over their female kin.  Deep community acceptance of the practice 

persists (Gengler et al 2018), as shown in 2022, when the (all-male) parliamentary committee 

on women’s issues deferred to the state’s Islamic clerics to determine the fate of the article: 

they ruled that it should be upheld (AP 2022).  

Viewed through the lens of physical asset specificity, CR in Kuwait ensures state 

sanctioned control over women’s bodies in ways that sustains authoritarian – and often 

violent- governance of women’s bodies and labour.  Kuwait women lose access to rights and 

CR flows if they reject their state sanctioned roles in the household and the public sector, 

particularly in search of neoliberal visions of empowerment.   

3.4 Human specificity: Kafala system  

Human asset specificity refers to the presence of highlighted specialized skills and the degree 

to which these skills are specific to the business process.  Human asset specificities within 

the household’s social reproductive labour are strongly defined in terms of gender, race, and 

citizenship in Kuwait.  While physical asset specificity draws clear valuations for Kuwaiti 

women in the ethnic privileging of bodies (Longva 1993), human asset specificity attends to 

the positioning of Kuwaiti citizens, particularly women, to ‘buy in’ to the government gender 

hierarchies at the household level via the kefala system (Maktabi 2016).  

Kuwaiti women ‘buy in’ to government hierarchies through accessing rent from 

(female, domestic) migrant labour.  Dependence on foreign labour derives from the kefala 

system which dates to the 19th century when the British colonial administration would 

sponsor and control jurisdiction over foreign workers while local rulers were responsible for 

citizen labour (Al Shehabi 2015). Following independence, the jurisdiction over foreign 

workers was transferred to citizens who could now ‘sponsor’ various foreign workers to meet 

their labour needs within the household (i.e., domestic workers, drivers, etc.) and the market. 



   

16 

 

This allowed private citizens to determine migrant workers employment and immigration 

status and so gave control over the surplus value produced by migrant workers to the state 

and individual citizens. 

The state management of the kafala system engages the family, and the household, as 

an apparatus of state hierarchy (Peterson 2018) insofar as domestic labour in the household 

is governed by the migrant-citizen relationship (Hamadah 2022). Citizenship rights to police 

the (low) rights for the domestic workers through the kafala system (Longva 1997) enforce 

gendered hierarchies of ‘Kuwaitiness’ specifically provisioning Kuwaiti women with access 

to heavily subsidized domestic labour.  Available armies of domestic workers privilege 

Kuwait women’s status over racialized, foreign domestic workers, and allows women to 

access their CR entitlements in the labour force without effectively making a ‘choice’ to 

privilege productive over reproductive work.   

 This high demand for migrant domestic workers is part of affluent Kuwaiti lifestyles as 

well as social norms combining the ‘migrant in the family’ with the ‘woman in the family.’ 

As a result, nearly half a million domestic workers work every day to service 1.45 million 

Kuwaiti citizens (CSB, 2022). Thus, the exploitation of migrant labour value by citizens is 

deeply integral to Kuwaitiness. For Kuwaiti homemakers, an indexed allowance of KWD 

600 monthly (Arab Times 2023) ensures CR flows value women’s social reproductive roles.  

In addition to this, Kuwaiti women access rent from the imbalanced value in the same 

reproductive labour performed by migrant women for a minimum wage of KWD 60.    

In addition to privileging oil rent over labour income, the kafala system further 

enfranchises Kuwaitiness by diminishing competing family forms within the country.  

Domestic workers – and other migrants – are forbidden from sponsoring or having their own 

children.  Family for a migrant worker is inaccessible, as kafala dictates minimum wages and 

nationalities before expats can relocate their families to Kuwait. Such requirements are more 

difficult to meet with a national political outcry around migrant demands on social services 

(Palier et al 2021), despite expats exclusion from public service provisions (Euro-Med 2023).  

 The kefala system privileges Kuwait women (vis a vis migrant women) in ways that 

ensure their ‘buy in’ to government hierarchies.  State control of migrant flows ensures that 
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women’s Kuwaitiness retains the privileges of status and rent income at the same time as it 

ensures that women retain responsibility for social reproduction. Human asset specificity 

captures how CR flows maintain the complex status hierarchies of Kuwaitiness and increase 

the transaction costs for Kuwaiti women who negate their roles in reproducing Kuwaitiness 

(as managers of migrant domestic labour). Regulating Kuwaitiness takes place at the 

household level and under the management (if not direct labour) of Kuwaiti women.   

4 Citizenship rents and the limits of liberalism  
 

Our framework shows that patriarchy can be captured in the social reproduction of rentier 

society. By highlighting how citizenship allows states to regulate access to revenues 

derived from state assets our examination of Kuwait has demonstrated that gender matters 

in the distribution of rent, just as it does in the distribution of surplus labour value. Culture 

alone does not explain patriarchy in Kuwait, because the social hierarchy secured by the 

centralisation of political and economic power is based on the need to limit the transaction 

costs of oil to external markets. Democratic political institutions alone do not explain 

Kuwait’s stability nor its wealth, because its parliamentary institutions return patriarchal 

rent distributions that would not be possible in a liberal system.  

Only an analysis that captures how patriarchy decreases transaction costs in the 

extraction of rent from oil assets adequately recognises the significance of citizenship rent 

in Kuwait. Payments based on citizenship structure reproduce gendered forms of asset 

specificity that in turn stabilise the rentier economy. The reproduction of rentier capitalism 

is not captured by an examination of the contradictory forces of the domestic labour market 

because citizenship is more valuable than labour. Rather the mediation of social 

reproduction through the gendered access to citizenship rent shows how rentier economies 

can sustain conservative social traditions despite their exposure to the liberalising forces of 

global markets.   

The case of Kuwait shows that an extractive asset-based economy values social 

stability over social change, and even productivity. Rentier capitalism can afford to double 

down on conservative social values, even at a considerable fiscal price, as long as the 

transaction costs of getting oil to the international markets are not increased through social 
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disruption or political uncertainty. The practice of empowering citizens to regulate the basic 

social and economic rights of migrant workers creates a powerful national coalition around 

rent distribution.  But it also further impedes change by sowing division between workers, 

and within genders, from the national level to the intimate labour of the home.   

Liberalism, and its focus on the promotion of property rights over labour rights, is 

therefore wholly compatible with the authoritarian and patriarchal structures associated 

with rentier states. Using political institutions to regulate the access of external actors to 

purchase site specific assets may seem protectionist and illiberal. But this is only if one 

assumes that markets are perfect in the first place. Yet social reproduction literatures tell us 

that markets need people and consumers before they can exist, and that sustaining these 

citizens can be funded by regulating access to assets as well as distributing surplus value. 

Empires and kleptocracies continue to show remarkable resilience to the demands of a 

hegemonic global liberalism that promotes gender, or environmental or social justice. As 

long, that is, that they have something valuable to offer in exchange.  

Transaction cost economics established that deregulation would enable economic 

growth and was the instrument of choice of a wide range of international and domestic 

political reform agendas. But if we relax its core structural assumption, that markets select, 

and replace this with a different one, that patriarchy selects, it offers a clear method for 

exploring the politics of rentier capitalism for critical political economy. The ‘indefinite 

future of patriarchal systems’ (Folbre 2020, 229) and the value that women have to the nation 

state is a fact of modern political economy (Radhakrishnan and Solari 2023). In this paper 

we have demonstrated that a close examination of the social values that inhibit transactions 

can also reveal patriarchal structures in rentier capital.  These patriarchal transaction costs 

show that culture alone does not explain patriarchal structures; but that gender matters in the 

distribution of rent and, thus, acts as a critical method for exploring the politics of rentier 

capitalism. A similar substitution that values assets for their social or environmental value 

could also make the case for increasing transaction costs to deliver a sustainable and just 

political economy.   
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TABLE 1:  Labour Force by nationality, sector and sex  

 Kuwaiti 
men 

Kuwaiti 
women 

Foreign 
men 

Foreign 
women* 

Public sector 32%  48% 11% 9.7% 

Private sector 2.5% 2.4% 85.9% 9.1% 

Average wages, private sector 
(Kuwaiti Dinar) 

1576 1006 310 435  

Average wages, public sector 
(Kuwaiti Dinar) 

1895 1327 790 696 

Source: Kuwait CSB; * excluding domestic workers 
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Table 2: Citizenship rent payments by the Kuwait State: Universal Entitlements  

Entitlements  Eligibility Percent of 
Budget (if 
available) 

Education (K-12) Kuwaiti citizens 14% 
(including 
below) 

Student aid Kuwaiti students registering in higher education receive 
between 200 and 400 KD per month (depending on major, 
level of education, and marital status); full tuition and living 
expenses for 6,000 students studying abroad  

 

Job seeker Kuwaiti graduates looking for jobs receive 200 KWD per 
month with no conditions 

 

Healthcare Universal and free for Kuwaitis 11% 

Energy subsidies Fuel, electricity and water heavily subsidized to rates among 
the lowest globally and in the Gulf; citizen rates lower than for 
expats  

8% 

Housing aid Universal loans of 70k KWD for married Kuwaiti men for 
repayment period of 57 years; compensation to citizens on 
wait list for housing of 150 KWD per month 

 

Food ration cards  Citizens receive subsidized basic food items such as rice, 
sugar, oil and eggs, regardless of income 

 

Loans for marriage Kuwaiti men marrying Kuwait women can receive a loan 
of 4000 KWD, in addition to government grant of 2000 
KWD for getting married  

 

Source: (Palier, Azoulay, and Louer 2021) 
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Table 3: Citizenship rent payments by the Kuwaiti State: Social aid for vulnerable 
groups* 

Entitlement Eligibility Percent of total 
government 
spending on 
social aid (2016) 

Housewives 55+ who are at home and do not have independent income 37.8% 
Divorced women Without income or with income below 559 KWD 19.1% 
Elderly 65+ Without income or with income below 559 KWD (in addition 

to pension systems) 
12.9% 

Financially needy Citizens with income below 559 KWD 5.8% 
Unmarried women Unmarried women 35-60 years old who do not work 5.2% 
Kuwait women 
married to non-
Kuwaitis 

Kuwaiti women cannot pass citizenship to their children; therefore 
their children do not benefit from the universal entitlements listed 
above.  

5.2% 

Student families Kuwaiti students who are married 4.9% 
Ill persons Citizens who are unable to work due to illness 3% 
Disabled persons 475 KWD for unmarried and 575 KWD per month for married 

citizen, with 50 KWD supplement for each child 
 

Family of 
prisoners 

Family members of incarcerated Kuwaiti’s who were dependent on 
prisoner for income 

2.3% 

Widows Kuwaiti widows with income below 559 KWD; supplemented 
with aid for each child under the age of 18  

1.8% 

Students abroad Kuwaiti students studying abroad at officially recognized 
university and who are married 

0.8% 

Orphans Kuwaiti orphans 0.7% 

Source: (Palier, Azoulay, and Louer 2021); * as defined in Article 23 of the Rabt-al-Musa’adat Law 

(2013) 

  



   

27 

 

TABLE 4: Leaves of absence outlined in Kuwait Human Resource laws for the public 
sector 

Type of leave Entitlement 
Maternity 2 months for delivery, followed by 4 months 

leave, the first month at full pay 

Family  6 months to 4 years for married females or 
divorced/ widowed females with children 

Iddah* (period of mourning following the 
death of husband or divorce) 

4 months and 10 days for Muslim females 

Leave to accompany a patient  Up to 6 months 

Leave for accompanying a spouse Available without pay to female staff 
members to accompany staff member 
husbands 

Leave for accompanying a sick child Available with full pay for female staff 
Nursing  2 hours daily for up to 2 years after giving 

birth 

Paternity  None 

 

 

 


