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Abstract: 
This research examines the identity of Kuwaiti women in the context 

of dress. Specifically, it investigates the extent to which their lifestyle 

has been impacted by the recent economic boom stimulated by the 

oil trade. From a simple life governed by norms and social customs to 

a sudden influx of wealth and foreign cultural influence, the identity of 

the typical Kuwaiti woman is being transformed. Nowhere is this 

transformation more evident than in their dress. Through the lens of 

fashion, this thesis examines changes in Kuwaiti women’s identity via 

the traditional thawb over the past 65 years, and how the impact of 

historical events and economic change is reflected in its changing 

form. 

 

This study proposes that the theory of fashion is grounded in social, 

behavioural science and economics theories, and it includes aspects 

of social class and behaviour (e.g. imitation, innovation) concerning 

disposable income. The researcher employed interviews as the major 

method for data collection with observation and analysis of visual 

evidence as supporting methods. Furthermore, the selection strategy 

was related to case studies and action research. Data was obtained 

via interviews with prominent Kuwaiti designers and a wholesaler of 

traditional dress. Thematic analysis was applied to identify the key 

themes that were then analysed to establish the nature of the 

relationship between fashion and the cultural identity of Kuwaiti 

women. The analysis of fashion trends in Kuwait revealed a 

significant shift in women’s fashion, indicating that a woman is able to 
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utilise fashion to communicate her image and hence build her 

national and cultural identity. The relationship between fashion and 

identity manifested itself in two main ways— traditional dress and 

fashion. The study concludes with original designs for the thawb (the 

practical design element of this study), which represent and reflect 

both traditional and modern Kuwaiti female identities. 
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Chapter 1  
Introduction 
Dress has endured throughout human history as the most prominent 

way to express identity. Style of dress is a combination of personal 

expression and societal rules. What a person wears will be affected 

by an almost infinite multitude of factors, including the dominant 

social values and attitudes of the time and place, the wearer’s 

individual socio-economic situation, and other contextual factors 

concerning the individual’s life. Furthermore, as a tool controlled by 

the individual, clothes are often used to symbolically communicate 

social identity, namely how a person seeks to appear in the 

community (Davis, 1985). In addition to a representation of the 

society into which they have been born, clothes are often used as a 

tool for an individual to communicate characteristics about 

themselves to others. 

 

Beyond their initial function to protect the body, the use of clothes as 

a tool to present the self in society has dramatically increased in 

Kuwait. Around the world, modernity and globalisation have had an 

enormous impact on everyday fashion; as a seemingly endless 

variety in clothing has become possible, the range of acceptable 

forms of dress has widened. In Kuwait, however, it has been the 

sudden surge of economic growth that has made extensive variety in 

styles of dress not only possible, but desirable. This is owing to the 

fact that, not only did rapid economic growth increase the availability 
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of clothing, but it also brought about an immense change in cultural 

identity. Although influenced by modernity, globalisation, and 

increased wealth, Kuwait has been progressively opening to the 

world. Previously it had been a poor country with limited opportunity 

for women. Owing to its advantageous location (Kuwait was the point 

of confluence of the longest trade route in the world), Kuwait has 

been significant on the world map since the eighteenth century. 

However, despite its location, Kuwait remained a small, poor country. 

Traditionally, Kuwait was a country of two divided people; the 

Bedouin, who were a nomadic desert- people, and on the other side 

of the country, the Hadhar, who made a living on the coast with such 

trades as working in the navy, diving for pearls, fishing and building 

ships. In both societies (Bedouin and Hadher), the role of Kuwaiti 

women was limited to raising children and home-related enterprises 

and crafts such as sewing, and weaving sadu for Bedouin women. 

 

In 1938, the discovery of oil in Kuwait, along with its increasing value 

to the world, irrevocably changed the course of Kuwaiti life 

(Abdelbary, 1993). Kuwait became one of the richest countries in the 

world. Economic development sparked significant social and cultural 

development, openness and modernisation that dramatically 

impacted the Kuwaiti lifestyle. For example, from a society of only rich 

and poor, the poorest class disappeared and was replaced by a new 

middle class. Such immense transformation across all levels of 

society provides fascinating and ample material for analysis. 

However, for their sudden and dramatic transition, this thesis focuses 

on Kuwaiti women. Kuwaiti women were liberated from the home to 
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become active participants in Kuwaiti society. With access to human 

rights, education, work, and travel, Kuwaiti women went from a 

passive and overlooked element of society, to one of action and 

effect. Kuwaiti women were becoming an active part of modern 

Kuwait and, to accomplish this, they needed a new style of dress 

suitable for their new lifestyle. 

 

The emerging relation between Kuwaiti women’s interest in fashion 

and their changing cultural identity is the focal point of this thesis. 

This relationship appears to have emerged as a function of 

interrelating factors that occurred simultaneously but were sparked by 

the economic boom. These factors were that the availability of 

western-style dress in Kuwait (owing to increased wealth) came 

about at a time when Kuwaiti women were able to reconsider their 

dress code and, owing to the sudden transformation of Kuwaiti 

women’s identity, those same women developed a new interest in 

fashion (Kelly, 2010). 

 

Large-scale societal and economic change around the world further 

contributed to the growth of interest in fashion in Kuwaiti women. 

Beyond the Kuwaiti boom, at this time the rest of the world was also 

adjusting to the impacts of modernity and globalisation. Owing to the 

societal and economic upheaval in the rest of the world, sociological 

theorists have proposed a variety of ideas to explain the impact of 

wide-scale economic and societal change; this research draws on 

these theories to investigate the rise of women’s fashion in Kuwait. 
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Not only was Kuwait increasingly influenced by other cultures, it 

needed to adapt to become a part of the contemporary world in which 

it was now an active participant. One can suggest that change to the 

Kuwaiti identity is evident in styles of dress, and is most noticeable in 

Kuwaiti women. This observation is supported by sociological 

theories suggesting that fashion acts as an index of change in 

economic structure, societal standards and values and social 

stratification. Modernisation theorists from Karl Marx to Daniel Bell 

argue that economic development is always accompanied by 

widespread cultural change (as is evident in fashion). However, 

others, such as Max Weber and Samuel Huntington, claim that the 

impact of cultural values on a community is enduring and 

autonomous (Inglehart and Baker, 2000). Another prominent theory 

contends that fashion is merely a visual depiction of society. For 

example, Bell (1992) argues that fashion is a social mirror (as cited in 

Rüling, 2000) and Blumer (1969) states that fashion reflects the 'spirit 

of the times'. On the other hand, some theorists suggest that fashion 

itself is capable of being an engine for change (Rüling, 2000). This 

thesis investigates the extent to which these theories fit the evolution 

of women’s fashion in Kuwait. 

 

Two styles of women’s dress are evident on the streets of Kuwait. 

While many professional and young women wear European-style 

suits and dresses or casual clothes, the hijab (a large headscarf to 

cover the hair and neck) is also common. Other more traditional 

women wear a black abaya, which is a cloak that covers the entire 

body in loose folds. In addition, most Bedouin and older women cover 
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their face with a black cloth, such as a bushiya, or wear a burka 

which covers the face and body (Shea & Spilling, 1997). 

 

The modern Kuwaiti woman works outside the home and is interested 

in clothes that are more comfortable, elegant, modern, practical and 

appropriate for the nature of her work. Thus, Western-style clothing 

has replaced traditional dress as the predominant attire, although 

traditional dress becomes the main style again on certain national 

occasions. Some of the basic, traditional items of dress that were 

worn daily, such as the thawb, have been abandoned; due to its 

voluminous size, the thawb is not suitable for modern work, and has 

become a luxury garment. While the sirwal and bushiya have been 

abandoned, others, such as the abaya and Darraa, have become 

more modern and stylish. It is evident that Western fashion has 

largely influenced Kuwaiti dress. It should be noted that, although 

since the oil boom, Kuwaiti women have increasingly adopted 

modern clothes sourced from the West; clothing styles that have 

flourished here are those that are appropriate to their tradition, habits 

and religious beliefs, and that can be worn in conjunction with the veil 

(Al Maghribi, 2006). 

 

In addition to the oil boom, other events at this time led to the people 

of Kuwait being influenced by the outside world. The Iraqi invasion of 

Kuwait in 1990 and the Gulf War and liberation of Kuwait meant that 

many Kuwaiti people spent around seven months outside Kuwait. 

Kuwaiti people spent time in many countries around the world and 

were influenced by other cultures. Following Kuwait's liberation, they 
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returned with styles of clothing that had never before been common 

to Kuwait (Abdelbary, 1993). 

 

This thesis shows the changes that have taken place on the identity 

of Kuwaiti women and their clothing by exploring the space of the 

thawb between Kuwaiti women's clothes and what the thawb means 

to Kuwaiti women. The thesis focuses on the period after the oil boom 

and the subsequent wealth it brought to the country. Before this 

period, the thawb was one of the basic elements of Kuwaiti women’s 

dress; she wore it daily as a symbol of her identity and of the 

traditions and habits in Kuwait at that time. However, after the 

discovery of oil in the country, dramatic changes in Kuwaiti women's 

lifestyle led to changes in her identity and dress.  Modern Western 

fashion has come to be worn daily to adapt to a more modern 

lifestyle. There is a lack of writers in this academic field who describe 

the thawb after the oil boom; very little is written about what 

happened to the thawb and how it developed post the discovery of 

oil. This lack of literature has led readers to assume that Kuwaiti 

women have abandoned the thawb, particularly when writers such as 

Salwa Almaghribi describes the garment (Traditional Female 

Costumes in Old Kuwait: Centre for Research and Studies on Kuwait 

(2006, p45) as being luxurious and impractical and covering the 

whole body, as well as being very wide with a long train (tail).  This 

gives the impression that it is not suitable for modern life and 

contemporary women's work.  
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In fact, Kuwaiti women have not abandoned the thawb and it is still 

worn on special occasions as it is the national dress and a symbol of 

identity, representing the pride and glory of a Kuwaiti woman’s 

heritage and identity. Notable here then is an intersection between 

fashion, traditional dress and Kuwaiti women's identity, where the 

Kuwaiti woman works hard to develop her dress - such as the thawb - 

to adapt with modern fashion, whilst at the same time maintaining its 

traditional form and authenticity. This research will explain the 

changes that have occurred on the thawb throughout the last 65 

years and how Kuwaiti women develop the thawb to adapt with 

modern life and modern fashion. 

 

In the following analysis, we will identify changes to Kuwaiti women’s 

identity in their style of dress and discuss possible events related to 

these changes. 

1 -Research Aim, Questions, Hypothesis and Structure 

The aim of this research is to study the role that modernisation and 

global trade in Kuwait has had on Kuwaiti women’s identity and their 

style of dress. In this research we consider modernisation, 

globalisation, Kuwaiti women’s dress and their identity before the 

discovery of oil. We then identify changes in their style of dress after 

the oil-boom, and analyse the phenomenon that is Kuwaiti fashion. 

The following research questions are posed: 
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Research Question: 

Q1: How has modernisation and global trade contributed to Kuwaiti 

women's changing identity and dress? 

 
Q2: How can the thawb express the intersection between fashion and 

tradition in the context of Kuwaiti women’s identity? 

Through the creation of designs that reflect the changes and events 

that have impacted Kuwaiti women's cultural identity, the Kuwaiti 

thawb can serve as an example of the change between the time prior 

to the discovery of oil and the present day. 

Research hypothesis 

Contemporary Kuwaiti women are conscious of their appearance and 

their identity through fashion. By mixing traditional and modern 

elements in their style of dress, they stay connected to their traditions 

while adapting to the modern world. 

Research Structure 
This thesis consists of seven chapters. 

Chapter 1: An overview of the subject is provided, which addresses 

the research problem, aims and purpose of the study. It further 

presents the hypotheses and research questions as well as the thesis 

structure. Finally, methodology and methods used to collect the data 

in this study are presented. 
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Chapter 2: This chapter presents a review of the literature 

investigating the concept of identity and examining the relationship 

between identity and clothing as clothing reflects an individual’s 

cultural and social identities. It further investigates how clothes relate 

to social identity. National identity is portrayed through the views of 

prominent scholars of nationalism and national identity and fashion 

theories. 

 

Chapter 3: This chapter offers a background concerning the 

evolution of Kuwaiti women's dress and craft in the context of fashion 

and textiles. It then discusses some of the factors that have had an 

effect on Kuwaiti women’s identity and their dress. 

 

Chapter 4:	 This chapter explores the Kuwaiti thawb as a part of 

Kuwaiti cultural heritage. The chapter details the types and special 

names of the thawb as well as the basic parts of the Kuwaiti thawb, 

its embroidery and techniques. Stories of both urban and Bedouin 

elderly Kuwaiti women who worked on thawbs in the past are shared. 

Finally, this chapter highlights why the thawb was selected for the 

practical element of the thesis. 

 

Chapter 5: In this chapter, the researcher arranges an interview with 

Um Hussein, a wholesaler at a traditional Kuwaiti market, in order to 

learn about the nature of selling Kuwaiti thawbs at traditional markets. 

Um Hussein also spoke about the extent of Kuwaiti women’s interest 

in the traditional thawb and the changes that have been made to 
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thawb design in order to adapt it to modern fashion after the 

discovery of oil and increased wealth in Kuwait.   

 

Chapter 6: This chapter details the development of the Kuwaiti thawb 

over the past 65 years, as well as the creation of the new designs of 

thawbs.  

 

Chapter 7: This chapter offers a summary of the study and key 

findings. Areas for further research are proposed. 

 

2 - Methodology 
Research Methods  

In order to have a good and comprehensive understanding of the 

phenomenon under investigation in this research, selecting suitable 

methods is crucial. For the purpose of this study, a diversity of 

research methods were used to cover the various kinds of 

knowledge, such as theoretical knowledge and practical knowledge, 

that join together as basic elements to answer the research 

questions. The researcher found that the nature of this research falls 

under the umbrella of interdisciplinary studies, and therefore 

qualitative research is the most relevant method in this context. 

Qualitative methods refer to the many types of data-gathering 

techniques including review of documents, in-depth interviews, 

observation, ethnography, and focus groups. These types of data are 

fruitful, holistic and suffer less from retrospective distortion (Seale et 

al., 2007).  
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Moreover, to understand the relationship between fashion and 

tradition in the context of Kuwaiti women’s identity and to explore the 

role of the thawb in Kuwaiti culture, the researcher implemented a 

practice-based study involving her adopting two different roles at 

various stages of the study: the first one as academic researcher and 

the second one as a designer. This was done in order to create new 

contemporary visual elements to show the extent of the change in 

Kuwaiti women's identity and their dress after the oil boom and 

resulting wealth through the thawb.  

 

Research Approaches 

Al-rifai (2007) states that as qualitative research often utilises a small 

amount of material, it is necessary to compare quantitative research 

with data collected using other methods, such as interviews, data 

from related documents and observation. Therefore, qualitative 

research methods were particularly useful for this study:  

1- Case study: For the purpose of this study, the researcher used 

the state of Kuwait as a whole because it is the location of the 

phenomenon being researched. The researcher focused on an 

exploration of the role of the thawb during this period of Kuwaiti 

economic change.  

 

2-  In-depth interviews:  A total of three interviews were held with 

prominent fashion designers in Kuwait: Ansam Alkhalaf, Saad 

Aldawas and Fahad Alayoubi. Also, an interview was 
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conducted with the Kuwaiti wholesaler Um Hussein, who 

specialises in the sale of traditional clothes such as the thawb.  

A random sample of nearly 100 of Kuwaiti women aged 20 to 

50 years old was included since women in this age group are 

interested in their appearance and choose their clothes 

confidently, with strong opinions of what suits their age and 

personality. In addition, the four appendices attached detail 

information and results of in-depth interviews that supported 

this research and helped the researcher to develop the practical 

side of the research. The first appendix is a methodology file 

which details and explains the methods used in this research. 

The second appendix is the schedule of questions used in the 

interviews with Kuwaiti designers. The third appendix is the 

interview schedule for Um Hussein and the interview presented 

in Chapter 5. The last appendix includes the in-depth 

information obtained through interviews with 100 Kuwaiti 

women aged between 20 to 50 years old. These interviews 

were conducted to identify the extent of interest of 

contemporary Kuwaiti women in the thawb as a symbol of their 

cultural identity and to establish their preferences in the 

selection of clothing in terms of designs, colours and fabrics. 

 

3- Observation: allowed the researcher to collect data from the 

situation directly without the bias of a second-hand account 

(Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007). 
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4- Practical work: In this research the researcher plays two roles: 

academic researcher and designer. An analytical study of the 

changes that accompanied the Kuwaiti thawb after the 

appearance of oil and wealth, the extent of the influence of 

Western fashion on the thawb, and the results of the interviews, 

all helped the researcher to apply the practical aspect by 

creating four designs showing the development on the Kuwaiti 

thawb over the past 65 years.  

 

The practical aspect reveals the historical sequence of the 

Kuwaiti thawb and the changes that have taken place to adapt 

it to the new lifestyle. The practical aspect offers four visual 

designs in order to feel the changes and perception. It also 

facilitates the process of understanding the changes that faced 

the Kuwaiti dress to adapt to fashion and a contemporary 

lifestyle, instead of relying on the descriptive side only. Also the 

researcher added a new touch on the thawb design to reflect 

modern Kuwaiti women’s identity and taste as well as to adapt 

it to modern fashion.  

 

The practical work presents four stages of the thawb 

development starting from pre-1950 / before the oil boom. The 

first stage reflects the old life before oil and the customs and 

traditions of the original Kuwaiti society where the dress is part 

of the identity of women who persist in wearing it daily. This 

research focused on the type of thawbs that Kuwaiti women 

continue to wear on occasions, even after the appearance of 
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oil. In this stage, the researcher uses the thawb Al-Mukhous as 

an example of the Kuwaiti thawb as this type of dress is used in 

occasions and weddings where the bride wears a green or red 

dress. It is distinguished by its beauty and luxury because of its 

quality and the quantity of embroidery that it contains. The 

researcher also uses the colour red, as well as motifs and 

decoration usually inspired by Kuwaiti culture, particularly in 

traditional clothes such as the pocket darra'a that was worn by 

Kuwaiti women at this time. 

 

(See Chapter 6 for a full account of the practical work and also 

additional material in Appendix 4). 

 

The practical element shows the style and method used to 

make the thawb, the changes that impacted on the style and 

the extent of influence of other cultures and modern fashion on 

the thawb. 

 

The second stage of the Kuwaiti thawb spans the period from 

1950 to 1990. This stage explores the case of the Kuwaiti 

thawb after the discovery of oil and the subsequent increase in 

wealth and the change that happened on the figure of the 

thawb to adapt with a modern lifestyle. Also, there was a 

significant decline in the wearing of the thawb; having been 

worn daily, it became a dress only for special occasions. The 

Kuwaiti woman became more educated and had more freedom 
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to choose her dress from modern fashion and to choose 

clothing that was more suited to her modern lifestyle and work.   

 

The third stage of the Kuwaiti thawb is between 2000 and 2007. 

This stage shows how the modernity and new technology 

impacted on the thawb design by using new techniques and 

modern methods of embroidery and sewing machines. Many 

kinds of fabrics and trims in multiple colours became available 

as well as more opportunities for Kuwaiti women to select their 

thawb design according to their taste.  

 

The fourth thawb design is from the period 2015 to 2017 and it 

represents the extent of the influence of Western fashion, 

global brands and international designers who distinguish 

themselves from others by putting their logo or signature on 

their collections. Kuwaiti women, in this period, imitate these 

designers by putting their logo or signature on the thawb to 

innovate their own modern design. The fifth design is the result 

at which the researcher arrived after conducting interviews with 

Kuwaiti designers, a wholesaler and Kuwaiti women customers. 

The researcher created this design to reflect the Kuwaiti 

women’s identity and taste in adapting to modern fashion. (For 

more information see Chapter 6). 

 

(See Chapter 6 for a full account of the practical work and also 

additional material in Appendix 4). 
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Summary  

The first part of this chapter outlines the research aim, 

questions, hypothesis and structure of this research and the 

second part discusses the methodology and data-collection 

methods used.  

 

The study used qualitative methods (interviews and a case 

study) which have been described in this chapter, detailing 

three interviews held with Kuwaiti fashion designers and a 

separate interview with Um Hussein - a wholesaler in the 

market harem in Kuwait. Interviews with 100 Kuwaiti women 

between the ages of 20 and 50 were also conducted as part of 

the case study.  

 

The next chapter will review literature of authors and writers in 

social theories, fashion theories and national identity which in 

turn play a major role in the study of changes in Kuwaiti 

women's identity and dress after the discovery of oil and wealth 

in Kuwait and the impact of modernity and international trade. 

The theories identified in the next chapter will be applied in the 

development the design of the thawbs in Chapter 6. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 
 
Ethnic dress and fashion  
The concept of ‘ethnic dress’ is perhaps at least as old as the melting 

pot notion of immigration (Akou, 2004 p2). However, apparel scholars 

were apparently uninterested in the term until the 1990s. The journal 

Dress (1993) included an article titled, ‘Eurocentrism in the Study of 

Ethnic Dress’, wherein Suzanne Baizerman, Joanne Eicher and 

Catherine Cerny stated that there was an abundance of terms such 

as ‘folk’, ‘peasant’, ‘non-Western’, and ‘ethnic’ for items of dress that 

are not a part of Western clothing. In order to study clothing in a 

systematic way, they state that scholars would need to ‘include not 

only the way Western dress differs from non-Western, but the 

interrelationship of the two, for we need an effective model for 

studying dress in the modern, globally interconnected world’ (p. 19).  

 

Two years later, Joanne Eicher and Barbara Sumberg elaborated on 

this idea in a section in the anthology Dress and Ethnicity (1995). The 

concept of  ‘ethnic dress’ was described as items such as clothes, 

jewellery and cosmetics that are ‘worn by members of one group to 

distinguish themselves from another by focusing on differentiation’ 

(as cited in Akou, 2007, p. 406). Ethnic dress was regarded as the 

opposite of world fashion. Ethnic dress was also visually separated 

as one group from other groups and also included other sensory 

aspects of clothes. Often referred to as traditional, ethnic dress brings 

to mind images of hairstyles, costumes and jewellery, which 
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stereotypically never change. According to Roach–Higgins’ concept 

of fashion, the implication is that a consciousness of change within 

one's lifetime does not happen in ethnic dress. In other words, when 

used in this way, the terms ‘traditional‘ and ‘ethnic’, refer to non- 

fashionable clothes—dress that reflects the past, slowly changing and 

with few modernizing effects. Ethnic dress is bound closely with 

concerns related to ethnicity. Controversies among social scientists 

concerning group identities abound in relation to political and social 

tensions in the world today (Eicher, 1995). 

 

The main arguments concerning ethnicity centre on whether ethnicity 

is primitive or circumstantial and are not central to an analysis of 

clothes. Instead, dress is often an important visible marker of ethnicity 

that is used to communicate the identity of a group or between 

interactive groups of people. Ethnicity embraces the ideas of group 

coherence and of insiders versus outsiders, with boundaries that 

separate outsiders and insiders and codes that identify members of a 

group as being featured by other groups. This ‘we-ness’ relies on a 

common heritage with a shared language and similar garments, 

manners, customs and lifestyles. This trend of focusing on the past is 

also included in the definitions of ethnicity and ethnic identity (Eicher, 

1995). 

 

De Vos and Romanucci-Ross (1982) (as cited in Eicher, 1995, p. 

296) describe ‘ethnic identity’ in the following way:   
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[It is] a past-oriented form of identity, embedded in the cultural 

heritage of the individual or group ...[that] contrasts with a 

sense of belonging linked with citizenship within a political 

state, or present-oriented affiliations to specific groups 

demanding professional, occupational or class loyalties. 

 

Some writers see ethnicity as distinguishable according to religion, 

caste or nationality, for the lasting concentration on the current 

obligation of the individual or group, even during the organisation, has 

a considerable and identifiable history. Analytically distinguishing 

ethnicity in religion, caste or nationality means that ethnic dress can 

also be analytically separated. ‘Ethnic dress’ refers to common or 

shared methods of clothes that identify a group of people who share 

a common background and heritage. National dress, which is related 

to the socio-political notion of a country as well as state and political 

boundaries, identifies citizens with their country (Eicher, 1995). 

 

Many people think that ethnic dress does not change. However, 

change in clothing does occur, because as people begin to come into 

contact with other people and groups, they borrow and are inspired 

as well as exchange and modify many cultural items, including 

clothing items. Moreover, people begin to imagine and develop a new 

method and style of creating or adorning clothing or accessories and 

modifying their bodies (Eicher, 1995). 

 

Although the changes occur and are apparent when clothing and 

ensembles are seen over time, several aspects of ethnic dress do 
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remain fixed, allowing them to be identifiable. In many parts of the 

world, people do not wear ethnic dress on a daily basis; rather, the 

clothing items are worn for certain occasions, especially holiday or 

ritual events, when a display of ethnic identity is a precedent and a 

source of pride. When worn only on such occasions, ethnic dress 

may easily be seen as an ethnic costume, since it is not a part of 

one’s daily identity (Eicher, 1995). 

 

In Fashion: The Key Concepts, Jennifer Craik focuses on the key to 

understanding humanity, and she includes an analysis of clothing. 

Craik defines ‘clothing’ as ‘garments: collectively raiment, clothes, 

apparel, covering’' while the ‘dress’ is described as ‘clothing, garb; 

ornaments or adornment of the body; everyday or functional modes 

of dress’ and ‘fashion’ is ‘[a] prevailing custom or style of dress, 

etiquette, procedure; a shared and internalised sense of the modish 

style of the time’ (Craik, 2009, p. 3). 

 

Moreover, in terms of exploring the different theories on clothing and 

fashion, Craik has given an account of two from the point of view of 

anthropologists, ethnologists and social scientists. As Craik explains, 

while clothes historians are connected with the study of fashion, the 

works of anthropologists, ethnologists and the precursors of social 

scientists, such as Alfred Kroeber, Georg Simmel, Thorstein Veblen, 

Ernest Crawley, Herbert Spencer, J. C. Flugel, Alfred Radcliffe-Brown 

and Ruth Benedict, involved major theories of community and of 

culture as a whole (Craik, 2009, p. 10). Craik (2009) shows how 

those theorists wanted to interpret why humans were characteristic 
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and how they differ from animals. The theorists concluded that 

through language, collective styles of living, shapes of social 

exchanges process and symbolic systems were the distinctive 

factors. 

 

Craik argues that although the anthropologists were the ones putting 

dress in the limelight, previous theorists of the pre-industrial 

revolution, such as Alfred Radcliffe-Brown (1922) and Crawley 

(1912), concentrated on clothes and fashion in terms of their role in 

culture as a whole. Also, some of those theorists believed clothes 

served as social display and as social currency. An example is Ruth 

Benedict (1931), who stated that fashion was only found in modern 

mass-production communities. 

 

Crane (2000) also supports this finding. In her post-industrial 

research on fashion and its social agendas, she describes clothes as 

one of the most visible shapes of consumption, which leads to a 

significant role in the social construction of identity. Crane 

demonstrates that dressing choices helped researchers examine and 

correlate social norms with suitable appearances at a certain point in 

time. She also explains that clothing in the past and present is an 

index of positions in social structures to which individuals belong and 

negotiate the situation of boundaries.  Additionally, Craik (2009, p. 

140) argues that Edward Sapir, in the Encyclopedia of Social 

Sciences in edition 1931, presented the definition of fashion as a 

‘custom in the guise of [a] departure from custom’. In spite of the fact 

that fashion and clothes tend to be used synonymously, Kawamura 



	 30	

(2005) and Sapir (1931) differentiated fashion from fads, taste and 

custom ‘where the very essence of fashion is that it be valued as a 

variation in an understood sequence, as a departure from the 

immediately preceding mode’ (Craik, 2009, p. 141). 

 

The discussion on the field of fashion and its boundaries continued 

until the end of the twentieth century. For instance, Cannon (1998, p. 

23), in her article ‘The Cultural and Historical Contexts of Fashion’, 

states that the application of fashion had been wrongly linked with 

non-industrial cultures. She is of the view that the concept of fashion 

should also include the systematic changes in style that have been 

present in each culture. Cannon (1998, p. 24) also argues that the 

notion of fashion has been too restrictive, but again limited it to the 

Western context. In doing so, the concentration has been on the 

psychological motives of human desire to create self-form solely in 

communities that offered a clearly defined class structure. 

 

Kuwait is an independent society, with traditions, habits, and a rich 

culture reflected in Kuwaiti social identity. Kuwaiti society’s specific 

food and clothing habits differentiate and distinguish it from 

surrounding societies. In particular, Kuwaiti women's clothing 

historically has reflected many sides of Kuwait’s social life. For 

example, in the past some clothing was adorned with images of cans 

of water to illustrate how water was sold. The decoration, design, and 

types of Kuwaiti clothes were also influenced by dress in 

neighbouring areas. Maritime trade and travel with those areas 
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played a paramount role in the adoption of their customs and 

traditions (Al Maghribi, 2006). 

 

Fashion and identity  
- Identity formation through attire 

According to Hearn (2002, p. 40), identity stands on the intersection 

of self-perception and the perceptions of others. Research on identity 

has focused on how images and representations all of the (physical, 

symbolic, verbal, textual and behavioural) elements become 

saturated with meaning and are taken as being part of a person's 

identity (Beech, 2008). Literature on the formation of identity confirms 

that, symbolically, clothing is a useful method of understanding how 

people constitute and represent themselves, both as individuals and 

as members of groups (Rafaeli and Pratt, 1993). Similarly, Goffman 

(1959) indicates that the people use clothes to purposefully transfer 

information about themselves to others to enable them to engage in 

social interactions and to put themselves in social systems. 

 

Moreover, clothing information is available concerning, for example, 

professional and gender identities (Pratt and Rahaeli, 1997) and 

political, economic or religious situations (El Guindi, 2005). Clothing is 

also a means through which power and dominance are exercised in 

organisations (Humphreys and Brown, 2002). Trice and Beyer (1993) 

confirm that the meaning of symbols is context particular; in other 

words, it depends on time and place and is subject to continuous 

redefining. Tseëlon (1995) states that women’s identities are 
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achieved through the presentation of many selves, and dressing is a 

dynamic expression of this self-perception. Some scholars who study 

women in organisations have stated that clothing and appearance are 

more sensitive and critical issues for women than men (Kanter, 

1977), as women in male-oriented organisations have a greater need 

for credibility, acceptance and legality. Feminist literature has 

confirmed that the perception of women workers, in contrast to men, 

centres on their appearance. 

 

However, vision seems to increase the perception of women as 

sexual (Sheppard, 1989). Moreover, in their quest to gain visibility in 

a business culture that is dominated by men, most women face the 

dilemma of appearing either too feminine or too masculine (Wolf, 

1991). Appearing too feminine could result in a loss of credibility, and 

women may be perceived as sexual objects instead of professionals. 

As Wajcman (1998) explains, a woman must dress in a way that 

avoids drawing attention to her body but should not dress in a 

manner that is comparable to men’s business suits either. The focus 

is on how to create an appearance of wealth in a way that conveys 

authority and force, while de-emphasising sexuality.  

 

In organisations, people are required to take on different corporate 

personas that are probably going to differ from the ones they adopt in 

other parts of their lives. In fact, these personas may conflict with one 

another (Watson, 2007). For instance, the literature on female 

Western managers indicates that women often borrow masculine 

traits or modes of appearance in order to appear stronger. The 
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padded suit shoulders, the understated colours and conservative 

styling all mimic male clothes. Kuwaiti women and women in GCC do 

not have the option to acquire more force and authority through 

mimicking male clothes; it is also forbidden in Islam. On the contrary, 

their clothes emphasise femininity. 

 

With the emergence of oil and wealth, economic growth played a 

major role in changing the way of life in Kuwait. It also changed the 

cultural identity through clothing. In the 1950s and 1960s, women had 

the goal of defining a certain identity of gaining more freedom more 

and they achieved that goal (Al-Mughni, 2001), after gaining more 

education and being given more openness and freedom. Today, 

Kuwaiti women are defining their cultural identity in ways other than 

through fashion. For instance, they are trying to enter politics and 

they have succeeded, becoming members of the Kuwait National 

Assembly and ministers. Moreover, Kuwaiti women have pursued the 

highest educational and academic degrees and become 

representatives and executives of leading Kuwaiti organisations in 

various fields. Some Kuwaiti women were ranked between the most 

effective women in the Gulf region. However, Kuwaiti women are 

using fashion to rank themselves for inclusion into a particular social 

group. Even though they are members within a group, women usually 

like to differentiate themselves as individuals. 

 

-Fashion theory  
Throughout the twentieth century, many writers considered the 

fashion field. However, there are few general and systematic theories 
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related to fashion. Thus, the aim of this section is to analyse the 

various theories discussing the appearance of fashion during the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which have become the basis for 

modern fashion studies. This section considers concepts such as the 

theory of the leisured class (Veblen, 1992/1899), fashion as a social 

act (Simmel, 1904) and social classes and sociological 

considerations related to fashion (Blumer 1968, 1969; see also 

Rüling, 2000). In 2000, Charles-Clemens Rüling analysed and 

compared some of the major fashion theories, namely those of 

Veblen, Simmel, Blumer and Bourdieu (Rüling, 2000).  

 

In the nineteenth century, the way in which people wore their clothes, 

and the style of their dress, was associated with the class system. 

Simmel (1904) and Veblen (1992/1899) link fashion with social 

status, and this association is still evident in contemporary fashion 

theory. There were other interpretations as well; for instance, Blumer 

(1968, 1969) follows economic logic in explaining the fashion supply 

and the application of collective selection among fashion buyers, 

which ultimately leads to the emergence and development of fashion. 

Others concentrate on the accumulation of cultural capital according 

to the definition and recognition of what is fashionable; such an 

analysis can be seen in the theory Bourdieu developed (1984, cited in 

Rüling, 2000). 

 

In his paper ‘Theories of Fashion’, Rüling (2000) emphasises that the 

concept of ‘fashion’ is not only semantically vague but can also be 

related to a wide selection of sociological issues. Several theorists 
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confirm that fashion acts like a sign and activates forces of 

differentiation from which taste and social identity as cultural capital 

emerge. Fashion has normative strength in setting standards and 

creating uniformity. It serves the accumulation of symbolic capital 

through prominent consumption and requires renewal and continuous 

innovation to maintain its featured capacity. Fashion is linked to 

capitalism and the rise of mass production (Rüling, 2000). 

Veblen (1992/1899) is critical of the social class system, which 

identifies and reinforces the upper classes according to their 

lifestyles. He articulates the view that waste and ostentatious 

consumption have become symbols of wealth and class (Rüling, 

2000). Veblen (1992/1899) also explains that the upper classes 

struggle for social distinction as the lower classes imitate the 

associated lifestyles. According to Rüling’s (2000) analysis, for 

Veblen, fashion has thus evolved at two contradictory levels—

innovation and imitation. Innovation was a feature of the upper class 

who self-consciously wanted to appear different from others, 

including through the creation of new shapes of garments and 

ornaments. Meanwhile, the lower classes began to imitate the upper 

classes’ behaviour and dress. 

 

Veblen’s (1992/1899) theory presents clothing as something 

functional that does not require another person’s help or much work 

to keep it pristine. He makes this argument: 
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[O]ur apparel is always in evidence and affords an indication of 

our pecuniary standing to all observers at first glance...dress; 

therefore, in order to serve its purpose effectively should not 

only be expensive, but it should also make plain to all observers 

that the wearer is not engaged in any kind of productive labour. 

 

Rüling (2000) shows that Veblen invokes three principles that are 

responsible for the development and dynamics of fashion (Veblen, 

1992/1899, pp. 121–122). The first principle states that members of 

the leisured class construct their own social situation compared with 

competitors from the same class via ‘conspicuous waste’. In addition, 

they differentiate themselves from the working classes through the 

‘principle of conspicuous leisure’. Finally, they act in accordance with 

‘a series of imperatives to change one’s garments as soon as they 

are no longer “up to date”’ (Barnard, 1996, p. 108). 

 

Rüling (2000) and Vannini (2007) support Blumer’s (1969) 

understanding of fashion and their criticism of a relation among 

fashion with other fashion class structures. With regard to Simmel, 

Blumer criticises the conventional relationship of fashion with class 

structure. Blumer unquestionably agrees with Simmel’s theory of 

fashion, which requires an elitist community for whom fashion means 

status and prestige. However, he shows that relating fashion with the 

class struggle ‘does not fit the operation of fashion in our 

contemporary epoch with its many diverse fields and its emphasis on 

modernity’ (Blumer, 1969,p. 278). 
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According to Rüling (2000), Blumer (1969) classified his theory into 

four categories, namely historical continuity, psychological motivation, 

collective taste and modernity. For him, this advantage was of 

particular importance, since ‘[f]ashion is always modern; it always 

seeks to keep abreast of the times. It is sensitive to the movement of 

current developments as they take place in its own field, in adjacent 

fields, and in the larger social world’ (Blumer, 1969, p. 283). Women’s 

fashion manifests itself in issues such as trends, textile development, 

politics and important social transformations. Principally, fashion is 

related to ‘the spirit of the times or a zeitgeist’; the sources of fashion 

are varied and in some cases become obscure. 

 

Simmel (1997, pp. 188-189) identifies two attributes of human nature 

in relation to fashion:  

 

Fashion is the imitation of a given pattern and thus satisfies the 

need for social adaptation; it leads the individual onto the path 

that everyone travels, it furnishes a general condition that 

resolves the conduct of every individual into a mere example. 

At the same time, and to no less a degree, it satisfies the need 

for distinction, the tendency towards differentiation, change and 

individual contrast. It accomplishes the latter, on the one hand, 

by the change in contents – which gives to the fashions of 

today an individual stamp compared with those of yesterday 

and of tomorrow. 
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It also seems that Simmel considered fashion in an urban context, so 

that the class and economic split was more evident in small cities and 

villages. 

 

Simmel’s theory focuses on the global aspect in terms of imitation, 

but it does not fully apply in the context of fashion. This adds to the 

general consensus among fashion theorists that fashion is complex. 

There is a deficiency of clarity, as Blumer (1968) shows, in 

interpreting which external events and new participants will have an 

effect, but the significance of outside factors is not understated by 

any means. He has many supporters due to his focus on linking many 

pragmatic factors with the fashion process that had not been 

considered through several decades. However, one remarkable 

defect is his neglect of the role of the fashion industry. As a matter of 

fairness, it is true that the post-World War II period was an era of 

mass production, where the exclusion of any industry seemed to be a 

blind spot.  

 

However, in Blumer’s defence, Vannini (2007) states that both 

supporters and critics have generally overlooked the ‘significance’ of 

his theory of fashion. A few years after Veblen published his theory of 

the leisure class, Simmel outlined a theory that relates fashion to 

class structure. He does not critique the leisure class that, in the eyes 

of Veblen, wasted its extravagant income on evident leisure. Instead, 

Simmel prefers to interpret fashion using the concepts of social 

discrimination and integration that, according to Simmel, represent 

two basic motives for individual work: ‘The whole history of society is 
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reflected in the conflict, the compromise, the reconciliations, [...] that 

appear between adaptation to our social group and individual 

elevation from it’ (Simmel, 1997, p. 187). 

 

Fashion represents a central social process insofar as it involves 

social distinction and commitment. The dynamic aspect of fashion 

emerges through a process in which elite groups (usually, but not 

necessarily, social classes) are imitated and thereafter create modern 

fashions in order to maintain demarcation. Fashion is the imitation of 

a given style and therefore satisfies the need for social adaptation; it 

leads the individual onto the path that everyone travels. It also 

provides a general condition that presents the conduct of everyone 

into a just example. At the same time, and not to a lesser degree, it 

pleasures the need for discrimination and the inclination towards 

differentiation, variation, change and individual contrast. 

 

It accomplishes the latter, on the one hand, through the change in 

contents, which gives to the fashion of today a unique appeal that 

differs from the fashion of yesterday and of tomorrow. On the other 

hand, fashions are always layered fashions. For instance, the fashion 

of a community’s upper classes is distinct from that of the lower 

classes, and the upper classes’ fashion is typically abandoned the 

moment the latter start to appropriate them (Simmel, 1997, pp. 188-

189).  

 

While the lower classes tend to imitate higher class, the members of 

the higher classes also need to recreate class segmentation through 
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modern differentiation. Copying and modern demarcation efforts 

among social levels are the driving forces in the fashion process. 

 

Although social integration and differentiation are shown to be global 

features of human community, the variety of forms fashion takes 

today is linked to modernity.  In a traditional, stable community, social 

differences can only be displayed through a restricted number of 

methods. However, a modern community is characterised by a 

plethora of opportunities to emphasise differences (Simmel, 1957, p. 

346). According to Simmel  (1957, p. 543), fashion is contradictory in 

nature because it provides, at the same time, individual dissociation 

and group coherence. These two functions are basic for fashion. For 

Simmel, there is no fashion if one of those conditions is 

unsatisfactory. On the imitation side, fashion offers depersonalisation. 

An individual acting in a fashionable manner acts as an individual, 

and his or her acts function as representations of a social level and its 

special features. 

 

In addition, differentiation is provided through the changing contents 

with the passage of the time as well as through the continual 

reproduction and provision of class differentiation (Simmel, 1957, p. 

543). Due to this aspect, fashion creates a situation that Simmel calls 

‘relative individualization’ (1957, p. 550) in which the individual 

distinguishes himself during the adoption of the standards of a special 

group. 
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Herbert Blumer has shown that fashion is a process of collective 

choices. However, approximately sixty years after Simmel publicised 

the first theory of fashion, Herbert Blumer went a step further in 

proposing a general theory of fashion. He supports Simmel's idea of 

fashion as a social shape, but Blumer amends the social role of the 

elite. He also recognises fashion as a social phenomenon in its own 

right that exists, to a certain extent, independently from deliberate 

fashion-setting activities. 

 

From this perspective, the role of the elite or avant-garde becomes 

more complicated. For Blumer, the elite is not specified outside the 

fashion process; rather, the elite is formed because its members are 

the first to acknowledge the trend from which fashion will develop. 

 

According to Blumer (1968, pp. 341-342), fashion has become one of 

the central and important mechanisms of the creation of order in 

modern community. As such, he criticises those writers who either 

restrict fashion to decoration or present it as socially illogical, aberrant 

or irregular. Also, as has been pointed out above, Blumer (1968, pp. 

341-342) views fashion as a ‘continuing pattern of change in which 

certain social forms enjoy temporary acceptance and respectability 

only to be replaced by others more abreast of the times’. 

 

Fashion does not operate as the basis of rationalism, i.e. it can, but it 

does not need to, repeat an interest or a superior feature to receive 

social approval. It emerges during a social selected process, which 

mirrors the general trend and inclinations of collective taste. 



	 42	

 

With regard to Simmel, Blumer (1969) criticises the traditional 

association of fashion to categorical structures. Blumer acknowledges 

Simmel's theory because it highlights the fact that fashion demands a 

certain kind of community with a focus on prestige and an enabling of 

the essence of fashion, i.e. a process change. On the other hand, he 

argues that relating fashion to class struggle ‘does not fit the 

operation of fashion in our contemporary epoch with its many diverse 

fields and its emphasis on modernity’ (Blumer, 1969, p. 278). 

 

Blumer (1969) explains that the characteristic of historical continuity, 

including high fashion, is a developing process as well as a symbol of 

the starting of something modern, after the previous event has 

reached its result. Therefore, although there is modernity and 

innovation in fashion, there is usually going to be continuity through a 

historical context (Rüling, 2000). As Blumer shows, ‘new fashions are 

related to, and grow out of, their immediate predecessors’ (p. 283). 

 

It is clear that, for Blumer, the variance between a fad and a fashion 

was primarily based on the element of ‘historical continuity’. He states 

that even for innovators in fashion, what is perceived as current 

fashion affects their innovative design. 

 

Blumer’s argument concerning collective taste was featured for the 

first time in the article on fashion in the International Encyclopaedia of 

the Social Sciences V (1968, pp. 341–5):  
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The fashion process involves both a formation and an 

expression of collective taste in the given area of fashion. 

Initially, the taste is a loose fusion of vague inclinations and 

dissatisfactions that are aroused by new experiences in the 

field of fashion and in the larger surrounding world. In this initial 

state, collective taste is amorphous, inarticulate, vaguely 

poised, and awaiting specific direction. 

 

In his study, Rüling (2000) highlights the variation between Simmel 

and Blumer’s theories regarding the role of the elite in the fashion 

industry. He argues that one of the significant differences is that, for 

Simmel, the elites are already present and they started the fashion 

process, while for Blumer the elites are created during the fashion 

process (Rüling, 2000, p. 8). It is quite remarkable that, although 

these views are fundamentally different, Rüling still thinks those 

theories complement each other through the focus on elite 

reproduction. 

 

Blumer (1969) also expresses his notion of fashion through a 

collective-taste context conditional. Without giving more information 

on the ‘area’ he pointed out, it can be understood as a community 

made up of people of uneven classes and tastes. Blumer identifies 

six basic conditions: fashion’s presence in the change; an area of 

fashion open to multiple models and viewpoints; the opportunity for 

choice; irrational subjectivity; the existence of prestige; the 

relationship with outsiders. These conditions are further explained 

below. 
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Blumer (1968, p. 286) argues that fashion can only exist in a case 

where people are ready to change.  He adds that it is a psychological 

perspective that forces people to decide whether a certain shape of 

life is ‘up-to-date’ or ‘outmoded’. Blumer’s second condition 

addresses the openness necessary for fashion and followers of 

fashion, as well as allowing ‘such diverse things as points of view, 

doctrines, lines of preoccupation, themes, practices and use of 

artefacts’ (p. 286). 

 

It is clear that Blumer considers fashion to be constantly changing 

while also stressing the importance of diversity and variety in terms of 

allowing people to choose. With the opportunity for choice (the third 

condition), Blumer seeks to keep the fashion process open, 

transparent and non-exclusive. He opposes any selective or total 

prevention of the display of models that would not count as a suitable 

fashion process. Blumer’s fourth essential condition concerns the 

irrationality of people’s choices without worthiness or objectivity rather 

than by a proven and efficient test. Blumer is fully conscious of the 

subjectivity involved in fashion into the context of selection, diversity 

and differing points of view. 

 

The fifth condition, the existence of prestige, contradicts Veblen’s 

(1899, reprinted 1992) trickle-down influence. Blumer focuses on 

some individuals who were considered prestigious in a community 

and who held opinions about fashion models that carried major 

weight. However, Blumer is vague about whether similar people can 
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also be found in the working class. According to him, similar people 

are prestigious because their tastes are highly respected and 

adopted by others. 

 

In regard to the sixth condition, i.e. the relationship to external factors, 

Blumer, as shown before, does not want fashion to be a secluded 

process and the ‘area’ he describes includes a variety of people, 

choices and tastes. In addition, he manages, and quite remarkably 

so, to discover that outside factors have an impact on the fashion and 

are one of the basic conditions for the fashion process: ‘the area must 

be open to the emergence of new interests and dispositions in 

response to (a) the impact of outside events, (b) the introduction of 

new participants into the area and (c) changes in inner social 

interaction’ (p. 287). 

 

The appearance of fashion is linked to change. On the one side, the 

fashion acts as an index for changes in the economic system, in 

norms and values and in the fixed nature of existing social classes. It 

is in this sense that Bell (1992) positions fashion as a social mirror, 

and Blumer’s (1969) idea of fashion reflects the 'spirit of the times'. 

On the other side, fashion itself acts as an engine for change. In 

directing consumption and unfolding the role models, fashion acts as 

a forging of social status in that individual actors orient their options 

for consumption, imitation or objection. Before it reaches a certain 

point in time, fashion is self-promoting; its simple existence reinforces 

adoption. 
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It is difficult to explain, however, why after this point, fashion fades 

out, and a fashionable item becomes de-moded or, in Simmel's 

words, ‘gradually goes to its doom’ (Simmel, 1957, p. 547). Simmel 

(1957) shows that fashion as a social shape points to a second 

feature of fashion, which is that looks are opposed to the concept of 

change. It means that fashion reproduces and stabilises the existing 

social order. From this point of view, fashion acts as a medium or 

platform for a kind of change under elite control that eventually 

confirms and reproduces the existing social structure. Also, this idea 

factors into Bourdieu's (1984) view of different actors whose ongoing 

struggle for control, though it depends on an overall respect for a 

standing group of the 'rules of the game', continuously reaffirms the 

order of the field as a whole. 

 

At an individual level, fashion not only acts as an external constraint 

for selection; its dynamics also depend on micro-level dependence, 

cloning and abandon. The appearance of fashion on the macro level, 

on the other hand, is relatively easy to monitor (at least in an ex-post 

perspective), whilst micro level processes of fashion are closely 

linked with other social-psychological mechanisms. 

 

The individual actor's dependence on, and contributions to fashion on 

a macro level are in many situations, not clear or prominent for the 

actors themselves. The micro-level exegesis of fashion functions 

usually begin with the individual's will to characterise himself—a will 

that is shared with others and thus leads to copying, imitation and the 
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emergence of fashion as a ‘phénomène de contagion imitative’ 

(Descamps, 1979, p. 28). 

 

Another function that goes beyond assuming a global human need of 

distinction show when we, again, linked fashion to modernity. In his 

argumentation of Simmel and the role of fashion in a globally modern 

and urban society, Finkelstein (1998) states that fashion serves to 

protect individuals from a sense of being ground-down, levelled out 

and overwhelmed by the overarching socio-technological mechanism 

that is the metropolis (Finkelstein, 1998, p. 107). According to this 

position, fashion can be seen as a safeguard mechanism that gives 

an individual a feeling of membership in a specific group. It therefore 

provides an orientation in a community that has lost the markers and 

features that had provided orientation in a traditional community.  

 

This function is underlined during the capacity of fashion to 

differentiate, i.e. to draw lines of distinction among the members of 

various fashion societies. However, Blumer (1969) regards fashion as 

the outcome of a process of collective choices among fashion 

alternatives that are presented through an elite of fashion creators 

and innovators. According to Blumer, this kind of collective choosing 

from a variety of alternatives typically emerges in cases where 

traditional criteria for evaluation have become obsolescent and in 

which fashion exists as a ‘process in which collective judgement of 

what is proper and correct’ (Blumer, 1968, p. 342). 
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In Kuwait, wealth, modernity, openness, social status, and education 

have played a significant role in changing the identity of Kuwaiti 

women and influencing their tastes and clothing selection. In addition, 

Kuwaiti women usually look for new and unique features in clothing 

because they like to be distinct. Kuwaiti society includes nomads 

(Bedouin) and urbanites, with obvious differences among the Bedouin 

and urban women in the selection of clothing. Clothing differences 

include choice of designs and colours likely due to the nature of the 

environment in which they live, their lifestyles, and the extent of their 

adherence to customs and traditions. However, urban women are 

more open to Bedouin fashion and more influenced by Western 

fashion. 

 

According to Al Dawas ( 2016), there is a difference between Bedouin 

and urban women in terms of their selection and taste. Urban women 

lean more towards simplicity: they are more inclined to appreciate 

designs containing many cuts and styles, and more interested in 

designs that show the body. However, Bedouins, based on the nature 

of their society, seem to prefer dresses with an exorbitant amount of 

detail and highlight expensive materials when used to show the price 

paid and to highlight the class differences between rich and poor. 

According to Al Dawas, designers do not consider the poor in their 

designs since they are not the customers. However, for the middle 

class and the rich, the difference does not exist as both classes dress 

on the same level (2016).  
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The discovery of oil in Kuwait led to the rise of the middle class and 

the elimination of the poor. Furthermore, Al Ayoubi (2016) suggests 

that the Bedouins are now more interested than the Hadhar in 

keeping themselves modern, which is an entirely new phenomenon. 

They have the power to purchase, and they are free to think. 

Bedouins attempt to imitate the Hadhar and their modernity. The 

Hadhar are modernising, so they are more interesting, and adapting 

to modern life and fashion, which is clearly important for the 

Bedouins. More details about the development of Kuwaiti identity and 

dress will be provided in the next chapter. 

 

 

Social identity 
In the field of regulatory and management studies, there is an ever- 

growing interest in regulatory, occupational and professional identities 

(Alvesson et al., 2008; Watson, 2007; Pullen, 2006). Social identities, 

in general, help people answer the question, ‘Who am I?’ through 

delineating the social group of which they are members. Identity has 

two ingredients: 1. A personal component derived from idiosyncratic 

characteristics, such as personality and physical and intellectual 

features; 2. A social component derived from eminent memberships 

of the groups, such as sex, race, class and nationalism (Ashforth and 

Mael, 1989).  

 

Work is a central source of identity (Baruch, 2004), and professional 

linkages substantially form individual identities (Prasad, 1997). 

Suutari and Mäkelä (2007) have focused on a sturdy relationship 
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among professional experiences and on developing a professional 

identity with levels of self-understanding and self-confidence. 

According to Berger and Luckmann (1966, p. 194), ‘identity is formed 

by social processes. Once crystallized, it is maintained, modified, or 

even reshaped by social relations’. 

 

In constructing the self through interactions with others, the individual 

is also constructing a community (Collin, 1998). Kerfoot and Knights 

(1998) state that identity is always inescapably social and therefore a 

product of complicated social interactions. According to Alvesson and 

Billing (1995), identities take shape in continuous struggles as 

experiments and social interactions change from one moment to 

another. Situations of approval and disapproval, support and criticism 

and confirmation and disconfirmation are the basis of its formation 

and development. An individual may have numerous various selves 

and identities that become obvious in various contexts. Coexisting 

identities are constructed from certain aspects such as age, 

occupation, sex, nationality, language, politics and dressing. A 

woman’s gender identity is one side of her social identity. The 

emotional importance women attach to their sex may be formed, at 

least in part, through the extent to that its force differentials are 

constructed among the sexes in organisational settings (Ely, 1995). 

 

Discrimination and segregation are among the influencing factors that 

affect the attributes women will attach to themselves as individuals 

and at the group level. These properties may contain stereotypical 

attributions. How favourably a group member perceives his or her 
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group in relation to other pertinent groups defines the adequacy of 

that individual’s social identity in a particular situation. 

 

According to social identity theory, as identity group memberships 

become eminent, there will be a penchant to polarise and overstate 

psychological and behavioural differences among individuals who fall 

into distinct identity categories and to hold stereotypical perceptions 

of identity groups (Turner, 1982). 
 
Social identity is subject to continual change and unconscious 

evolution from generation to generation as the group tries to align 

with the surrounding environment (Omar, 2001). In the past, 

colonialism played a significant role in changing societies’ many 

cultural and social identities in Arabian countries, like Palestine, 

Syria, and North African countries. Colonialism aimed to demolish 

local cultural identity as the colonizers made significant strides toward 

imposing their own culture on the colonized (McLeod, 2000).  

 

Therefore, the social and cultural identities of colonized societies 

continue to be a critical topic due to the circumstances that people 

witnessed and are still witnessing, like the situation in Palestine. After 

the colonised nation’s social and cultural identities were stripped by 

the colonising power, the former resisted, repelled, and through and 

after colonisation, tried to recover their missing identity. Frantz Fanon 

is one scholar considered a major figure in the 1950s anti-colonialism 

independence movements of North Africa, mainly Algeria. He offered 

a framework that consists of three stages leading to the construction 
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of national cultural identity that can be applied to conceptualise the 

construction of cultural identity under colonialism. Decolonisation 

requires the participation of intellectuals, writers, and artists to create 

the sought after and desirable social and cultural identities (McLeod, 

2000). 

 

However, Kuwait has never been under a colonising power, although 

it has been a protectorate of Britain from 1899 until independence in 

1961. The agreement provided reciprocal benefits for each party: 

 

The exclusive agreement was signed between Sheikh Mubarak 

and the British. The main clauses stipulated that Sheikh 

Mubarak would not lease or dispose of any part of his domain 

without British permission and in turn Britain would ensure 

Kuwait’s defence in the case of any foreign threat. This treaty 

therefore guaranteed the integrity of Kuwait’s domains (Scarce, 

1985, p. 25). 

Therefore, regarding Kuwait’s status, political changes have not 

greatly influenced Kuwait’s social and cultural identity formation. 

Indeed, the protectorate preserved Kuwait’s social identity from being 

stripped by other colonising powers dominating the region at the time, 

like the Ottoman Empire, Germany, and France (Scarce, 1985). 

Moreover, economic factors played a more significant role in 

changing Kuwaiti identity since the discovery of the oil in 1938 and 

the economic boom that followed. Oil and economic development 
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transformed Kuwait from a poor country with no natural resources to 

one of the richest and leading countries in the world. 

 

However, the process of the modernisation of Kuwait caused 

dramatic changes to its social and cultural identities. Kuwaiti society’s 

lifestyle and its position and views, particularly about Kuwaiti 

women’s identity – the focus of this research – have changed. 

 

 

National identity 
The literature on nationalism and national identity has been 

predominantly focused on a nation’s historical origins and its political 

features. However, it is possible to see the appeal of a nation that has 

proved to be ‘an imaginative field on to which different sets of 

concerns may be projected, and upon which connections may be 

forged between different aspects of social, political and cultural 

experience’ (Cubitt, 1998, p. 1). Strangely, however, the nation has 

been subject to few critical analyses in terms of how it is represented 

and tested in relation to popular culture and in daily life. That absence 

masks a supposition that ‘nation’ is the equivalent to ‘society’—a 

popular assumption that also afflicts sociologists and cultural 

theorists. As James (1996, p. 123) asserts, ‘the concepts of the 

nation, this society, and this community are often used as 

coterminous’.  

 

Accordingly, notions of community remain ‘embedded within notions 

of nation-state, citizenship and national society’ (Urry, 2000, p. 6). 
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Moreover, Billig further separates ‘the “society” which lies at the heart 

of sociology’s self-definition is created in the image of the nation-

state’ (1995, p. 53). As such, although it does not appear to be the 

case, at least not in regard to common sense, the nation has 

continued as an important component of identity and community at 

theoretical and popular levels. 

 

In spite of the globalisation of economies, cultures and social 

processes, the secular model of identity is thought to be initially 

observed in national space. Partially then, the space in which culture 

and daily life operate is indisputably conceived to be the nation, and 

as a result of a deficiency of enquiry into how can these cultures are 

(re)produced and experienced and into how they are sustainable 

enough to succour the illusion that the nation is somehow a natural 

entity rather than a social and cultural structure. In the section that 

follows, the views of some of the most well-known writers on 

nationalism and national identity, such as Benedict Anderson, 

Anthony Smith and Ernest Gellner, are discussed. 

 

Benedict Anderson embraces a group of assumptions pertaining to 

culture in his famous notion that the nation can be considered an 

‘imagined community’, united by a ‘deep, horizontal comradeship’ 

(Anderson, 1983, p. 7) where the national co-fellows are thought to 

possess a bounded, ‘natural’ entity. The key to Anderson’s argument 

is the invention of print journalism and the subsequent rise of print 

media—the provision of a technological means to widely spread the 

idea of the nation. 
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Anderson notes that the regular, concurrent and common reading of 

the daily or weekly newspaper produced the notion that readers 

shared a group of interests—the content and concentration of the 

news, for example, in which they were both openly and implicitly 

processed as co-nationals. The experiment of the nation is rooted in 

the quotidian, because, as he suggests, the newspaper supports the 

assumption that ‘the imagined world is visibly rooted in everyday life’ 

(Anderson, 1983, p. 36).  

 

As Smith (1991) explains, the notion of national identity ‘involves 

some sense of political community, history, territory, patria, 

citizenship, common values and traditions’ (p. 9). Moreover, 

according to Smith (1991, p. 11), ‘nations must have a measure of 

common culture and a civic ideology, a set of common 

understandings and aspirations, sentiments and ideas, that bind the 

population together in their homeland’.  

 

Further, Smith notes that the agencies of popular socialisation—i.e. 

the general system of education and the mass media—have been 

given the task of ensuring a joint, general mass culture (Smith, 1991, 

p. 11). This notion is central to Ernest Gellner’s own theory of 

nationalism developed in his seminal book Nations and Nationalism 

(1983). 
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Smith regards national identity as multi-dimensional and lists five 

main attributes: 

 

1. historic province or homeland 

2. common myths and historical memories 

3. a common, mass general culture 

4. common legal rights and duties for all individuals 

5. common economy with regional mobility for individuals (Smith, 

1991, p.14) 

 

Anthony Smith has been particularly critical of Hobsbawm and 

Gellner’s insistence on the modernity of states. In general, his 

argument is based on the notion that nations are founded on, and 

derive from, pre-existing ‘ethnicities’—ethnic societies or groups—

that form the nation.  

 

There is much that is useful in Smith’s approach. He does not make 

the mistake of homogenising elites and recognises that the choice of 

national symbols is often the source of much conflict among various 

powerful groups. Moreover, he maintains that there is no schema for 

building an official culture. For example, he distinguishes ‘national’ 

intelligentsia organising a ‘vernacular mobilisation’ or an aristocratic 

elite committing ‘bureaucratic incorporation’ as various shapes of 

national cultural construction. There is also some accuracy in Smith’s 

acknowledgement that when no common group of symbols seems 

visible, it may be necessary to determine ‘multiple’ symbols so that 



	 57	

diverse groups can be encouraged to emphasise their allegiance to 

the national project (Smith, 1998, p. 155). 

 

Therefore, particular nations must depend on a diverse selection of 

cultural resources to construct cultural ‘common denominators’ 

(Eriksen, 1998) while others are able to depend on a more generally 

common group of resources. He also refers to the historical 

inconsistencies where various ethnic traditions are brought together, 

and others are neglected or erased. Yet, most importantly, he 

recognises that cultural elements must be credible and must speak to 

common sense if they want to be accepted through national subjects. 

There is, then, a suggestion that a national cultural dominance must 

be achievable and must provide reasonable points of identification 

instead of being implemented by a cultural elite to whom an unable 

mass is in thrall. Instead, elites should (re)construct ‘a conceptual 

language within which members of pre-existing ethnic, linguistic or 

political communities could express a sense of their collective being’ 

(Cubitt, 1998, p. 2). 

 

Smith (1998, p. 187) presents ‘culture’ as the following:  

 

[It is] both an inter-generational repository and heritage, or set 

of traditions, and an active shaping repertoire of meanings and 

images, embodied in values, myths and symbols that serve to 

unite a group of people with shared experiences and memories 

and differentiate them from outsiders. 
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It is useful that culture here is presented as dynamic. Though Smith 

perhaps downplays invention and the malleability of cultural symbols, 

he presents a copy of national identity in that he identifies practical 

and oratorical connections instead of primordial origin and enduring 

cultural commonalities. However, although these virtues exist, the 

great focus on myths of common ancestry, common historical 

memories, religious beliefs, habits and languages postulates a 

reductive view of culture. The substantial focus placed on the ways in 

which language, customs, emblems, festivals and holy places 

epitomise continuation offers an excessively historical approach that 

may well capture the processes passed in some situations. However, 

it cannot account for the extremely dynamic and mysterious 

contemporary constructions of national identity. 

 

Smith seems to admit this deficit to a certain extent, for he refers to a 

‘common, mass public culture’ (Smith, 1991, p. 14), and more openly 

when he identifies a variety of cultural elements such as capital cities, 

oaths, passports, national recreations, the state-side, popular 

champions and heroines, forms of etiquette and ‘all those distinctive 

customs, mores, styles and ways of acting and feeling that are 

shared by the members of a community’ (Smith, 1991, p. 77). This is 

an animated passage where, besides the official, customary and 

conventional collective symbols and practices, Smith points to the 

popular and the daily. Yet, the focus in his work continues to be within 

the historical context and the traditional and official. For example, he 

(1991, p. 77) stresses that ‘[n]ational symbols, customs and 

ceremonies are the most potent and durable aspects of nationalism. 



	 59	

They embody its basic concepts, making them visible and distinct for 

every member’. 

 

This stress can clearly be identified in concrete, spectacular cultural 

effects dimming the daily, taken for granted, cultural axiom practices 

and also the popular shapes circulating in a mass culture. This 

deformity also becomes clear when Smith refers to the main role of 

intellectuals in forging national cultures: they have a ‘seminal position 

in generating and analysing the concepts, myths, symbols and 

ideology of nationalism’ (Smith, 1991, p. 94). 

 

Ernest Gellner’s work on nationalism has had a substantial influence. 

Yet, his emphasis on the principally modern origins of states is also a 

perspective of culture. He confirms that the institutionalisation of 

cultural standards common over a wide geographical area and the 

disseminating of national ideologies can only happen in modern, 

mass communities. 

 

Therefore, the nineteenth-century bureaucratisation of education, 

hygiene and medicine, the increase of organised, rational recreation 

and the increase of centralisation institutions of scientific knowledge 

that classified criminals, insanity and nature are part of a wide range 

of reorganisation of social and cultural life (Lloyd and Thomas, 1998). 

The authority in change of organising this shift is predominantly 

national, and the responsibility of establishing a common commitment 

to centralisation policies, structures and the rules devolves to regional 
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and local authorities to promote the cultural homogenisation claimed 

by the centre to facilitate nation-building.  

 

Gellner’s account of this trend towards the modern formation of 

national identity concentrates on the building of what he called ‘high 

cultures’, defined as ‘a school-mediated, academy supervised idiom, 

codified for the requirements of reasonably precise bureaucratic and 

technological communication’ (1983, p. 57). 

 

More specifically, the term refers to ‘garden cultures’ (Ibid., p. 7) that 

are supposedly surveyed, tended and codified by specialists/experts. 

Therefore, a comprehensive education system connects a country 

and culture together, canons are devised, museums are established, 

official histories are written and scientific bodies are established in 

support of the spread of ‘official’ knowledge. Even specific bodies of 

knowledge, values and standards are ingested by all educated and 

intellectuals citizens. Crucially, for Gellner, the extending of reliable 

knowledge to all residents of the nation represents a break from the 

cultural differentiation in medieval worlds, where, for example, it was 

not mandatory for the population of regions to communicate with 

each other or for the peasants to participate in the language of the 

elite.  

 

In fact, it is clear that courtly cultures were designed to differentiate 

elites from the masses. Instead, with ‘standardised’ homogeneous, 

centrally-sustainable rise cultures, prevails entire populations and not 

only elite minorities, where well-defined educational sanctions and 
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unified cultures form nearly the only type of unity with which men [sic] 

willingly and often enthusiastically identify (Ibid., p. 55).  

 

For Gellner, the nationalism notion is a function of modernity as a 

process of modernisation, where education, technologies of 

connections and bureaucracy and the very structure of the modern 

country are driven by rationalist, administrative imperatives instead of 

by any manipulative denomination. Nations are thus the shapes that 

are most suited to implement these modernising imperatives. While 

plausible, the account tends to focus on the Apollonian countenance 

of modernity—the rationality elements—while ignoring other 

dimensions such as continuous change and liquidity that challenge 

the ordering processes that nations, between other agents of 

rationality, attempt to promote. 

 

This continuous transformation of economic, social and cultural life 

means that bodies of thought and knowledge are unsettled and 

subject to challenge as members and institutions seek new 

amendments. Thus, national organisations must keep pace with 

change while simultaneously reinforcing reliable cultural delineations 

if they are to maintain their authority. The attitude of the country 

towards pre-existing cultures is complicated, since particular cultures 

may be eradicated (especially in the case of ethnic or religious 

particularity), or they may be adopted and adapted by the cultural 

institution. Additionally, questions have been raised regarding who is 

left out of the national culture, how the country absorbs ethnicity, 

religion, language and region and who is marginalised or rejected as 
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an inappropriate national. Gellner’s assurances seem to suggest that 

subjects who negatively accept knowledge and identities are 

effectively interpolated by all-forces national cultural organisations. 

 

However, the fight for inclusion is a constant battle that cultural 

guardians cannot always control. For instance, the British nation 

permits the freedom of worship but has insisted on including the 

compulsory education of Christianity in primary and secondary levels. 

Heterodox and opposing religious cultures have abounded and 

church attendance has diminished, yet preferential conditions have 

been granted for this official cultural consolidation. 

 

Moreover, we must be careful that we do not assume that the 

educationalists, academic bodies and arts organisations are 

composed of a homogeneous membership. For example, as Smith 

states, many national education policies are shaped by a desire to 

transmit cultural diversity via multicultural education strategies (Ibid., 

p. 41) rather than to strengthen strict cultural norms. 

 

 

Nation of Kuwait - Building Strategies 
In the mid-twentieth century, Kuwait was under global scrutiny with 

the discovery of oil, its subsequent increasing wealth, and then in 

1990, after Iraq’s invasion. These events significantly contributed to 

defining the nation, its culture, and its future. While this small desert 

country is currently considered wealthy and prosperous, this is the 

opposite of how it was viewed before the discovery of oil. 
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This small state's demographics and history are unique and have had 

a great effect on the country, its economy, and the lifestyles of its 

citizens, who enjoy one of the highest per capita incomes in the world 

(Crystal, 1992; Fruit, 2003; Graf, 2009). 

 

The population of Kuwait is nearly three million, of which only one 

million are Kuwaiti citizens; the other two million are foreign workers 

or immigrants. Furthermore, 95% of its current population arrived 

after the oil boom and Kuwait’s independence; the remaining 5% 

consider themselves to be the ‘real’ Kuwaitis or Asil, who were the 

first people to immigrate to Kuwait in the seventeenth century. Nearly 

96% of Kuwaiti people are considered urban and only 4% are 

considered nomads or semi-nomadic (Demographics of Kuwait). 

However, there is a distinction between 'city dwellers' (Hadhar) and 

those of Bedouin origin (Badu). Even though Bedouins now live in the 

city rather than in the desert, they have maintained their traditions, 

habits and way of life in modern times (Longva, 2006; Al Nakib, 

2014). 

 

Prior to World War II, a population growth of those who could trace 

their origins to the Bedouins occurred. Specifically, there was a 40% 

increase in Kuwaitis. The discovery of oil in Kuwait in 1938 

contributed to this increase. The differences between the Hadhar and 

Bedouins in Kuwait are identifiable through their expression of tribal, 

cultural and religious identities. Generally, the Bedouin are 

conservative and have strict codes regarding religious garments. In 
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addition, the hadhar-badu distinction has gained a political dimension 

as a result of the last political crises in Kuwait. One of the political 

divisions stemmed from Emir and the hadhar class's opposition to 

Bedouin demands of more political effect (Bornstein and Khan, 2014). 

 

Also, Kuwait occupies the centre eleventh among the richest 

countries in the world. Does this mean, as Tibi (1997) has argued, 

that Kuwait is an artificial country (1997)? Saudi’s first (and 

outspoken) oil minister, Sheik Abdullah al-Tariki, held that: 

 

It’s useless to be a Kuwaiti or a Saudi. It’s a piece of a thing [cf. 

money], it’s not a thing in itself. This is what oil has done. This 

change is not normal. Rags to riches can happen to individuals, 

not to nations. These artificial creations like Kuwait, drawn on a 

map by other powers, they will never accomplish anything. 

They will always spend, never produce. We just open the tap, 

let out the oil and change it into dollars. They talk about oil- 

producing countries. That is a joke. (Blandford,1976, p.233) 

 

Is Kuwait indeed an artificial country? The answer is beyond the 

scope of this thesis; however, this research investigates the 

interesting question of the Kuwaiti people’s social identity, especially 

for women, who are a minority in their own country, but their cultural 

artefacts and modes of fashion remains intact. 

 

Finally, Kuwait is a rich state, but does not exist in isolation, and its 

citizens are not of course living inside a shell. Today the Kuwaiti state 
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is a symbol of prosperity, luxury, globalisation, and wealth. Moreover, 

Kuwaiti women who dress in local clothes are as aware of global 

Western fashion brands and the latest product lines in their city 

centre as they are of those in global fashion outlets in London, Paris, 

Rome, and New York. 

 

Moreover, Kuwait’s identity is likely stronger than ever, especially 

after the Iraq invasion of 1990. The status is probably best suggested 

in George Bernard Shaw’s words: ‘A healthy nation is as unconscious 

of its nationality as a healthy man is unconscious of his health. But if 

you break a nation’s nationality it will think of nothing else but getting 

it set again’ (Shaw quoted in Alesina et al., 2006,p3). 

 

 

Kuwait as a part of the Arab Islamic Nation 
This section examines some of the diverse characteristics of Arab 

Islamic identity, since Kuwait is one of these countries. From an 

analysis of these characteristics, Kuwaiti woman’s identity will be 

further developed in the next chapter. 

 

Fruit’s (2003) doctoral dissertation found that some Arabs perceive all 

Arabs as a single nation artificially divided by colonialism. This belief 

gave rise to the political philosophies of Arab Nationalism in Egypt 

(1953–1970) and Baathism (1960–date). Other religions, such as 

Christianity in Lebanon and Syria, were not barriers to Arab 

nationalist ideologies, as seen in Iraq and Syria. Kumaraswamy 

(2006, p. 63), in his article ‘Who Am I? The Identity Crisis in the 
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Middle East’, asserts that Arab countries in the Middle East, after the 

fall of the Ottoman Empire 75 years ago, ‘have been unable to define, 

project, and maintain a national identity’.  

 

Furthermore, Kumaraswamy (2006) insists that these countries are 

not homogenous due to their various ethnic, religious, and cultural 

minorities. Fruit (2003) also confirms that, given the various dialects 

of Arabic that are spoken, Arabs often cannot understand each other. 

Also, Arabs can be sub-categorised geographically as Levant Arabs 

and Gulf Arabs, which can be further sub-divided among 

neighbouring countries, such as Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, 

and Kuwait.  

 

Longva (2006) reviewed Arab nationalism through the context of 

tribes and nomads to present yet another layer of division between 

the Bedu and the Hadhar.  Although, Kumaraswamy (2006, p. 62) 

notes, ‘they have not succeeded in evolving a national identity that 

reflects their heterogeneity’. Thus, Kumaraswamy’s (2006, p. 63) 

critical analysis of the Arab national identity, does not distinguish any 

one state, but rather places the blame on the entire Middle East: 

 

Whether they are democracies (Israel and Turkey), evolving 

democracies (Iraq and Palestinian areas), republican regimes 

(Egypt, Syria, and Algeria), quasi-liberal monarchies (Jordan 

and Bahrain), or Islamic regimes (Iran), the region suffers from 

the inability to recognise, integrate, and reflect its ethno-cultural 

diversity. 
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Kumaraswamy (2006, p63) argues that despite the region’s 

increasing dependence on the Western model of ‘territory-based 

national identity’, the states of the Middle East have digressed in 

terms of finding themselves an identity. As Kumaraswamy (2006, 

p63) shows, there are different historical and cultural reasons for this 

dilemma, including:  

 

1- Imperial-colonial legacy: The imperial-colonial legacy means 

that each country, formally or informally, came into being after 

the Ottoman Empire, one of the world’s largest and longest-

running empires that was weakened and collapsed in 1922. 

The implication for the creation of countries was equally long-

lasting: imperialists, like the British and the French, formed 

countries in the region without much attention to the people, 

geography, or history. Newly-formed countries were 

heterogeneous, with artificial boundaries and lacked internal 

coherence. Unlike Egypt, Iran, Iraq, and Syria, other recently- 

formed countries were neither previously states nor had any 

historic origins, but were held together by their Islamic faith. 

 

2- Religious identity: Although Islam has always been the 

prevailing and dominant religion in the Middle East, it came to 

shape the formation of non-Muslim countries as well, such as 

Israel, which has adopted the religiocentric identity of a Jewish 

nation. It was visible that the reliance on religion was a method 

to gain credibility and allegiance from its citizens for the ruling 

dynasties. However, after the Arab War in 1967, Islam became 
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pervasive. Thus, the formal religion for most of the Middle 

Eastern countries and Islamic jurisprudence, Sharia, was the 

practised law. But, peculiar characteristics of Middle Eastern 

countries’ religiocentric practices existed, including a method of 

exclusion, or in some situations, lack of acknowledgement of 

minorities who practised according to their own rules. Although 

Iran’s formal religion was Islam, its constitution was under the 

‘Twelver Jaafari School’ of Shi’a Islamic identity, which 

excluded collectively the majority Sunni sect comprised of 

Arabs, Turkmen, Assyrians, and Kurds. Since these countries 

include a majority segment of the religious ‘other’, any 

religiocentric identity is exclusive and incomplete.  

 

Similarly, the Kuwaiti community maintains clear distinctions 

between Sunni and Shi'a Muslims. In Arabic, Sunni means ‘one 

who follows the traditions of the Prophet’ (Huda, 2016, p. 1); 

and Shi’a refers to ‘a group or supportive party of people’. The 

commonly known term is shortened from the historical ‘Shia-t-

Ali’, or [as] ‘the Party of Ali’. They are also known as followers 

of ‘Ahl-al-Bayt’ or as “People of the Household” (of the 

Prophet)’ (Huda, 2016, p. 1).  

 

The Shi'a in Kuwait represent approximately 20% to 40% of the 

population, according to consulted sources. Some Shi'a 

originate from badu, but most are from hadhar. Moreover, a 

large segment of Kuwaiti nationals consists of not only Shi'a, 
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but also hadhar who come from ethnically Persian areas 

(Bornstein and Khan, 2014). 

 

3-  Dynastic identity: After gaining independence from colonial 

rule, most Middle Eastern countries were ruled by monarchs; in 

fact, the world’s only major ruling monarchs were based in Arab 

states (Anderson, 1991). Anderson (1991) also argues that 

monarchs ruled more than a third of the states of the Arab 

League, such as Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Oman. 

However, the smaller Gulf countries were ruled by emirs, such 

as Kuwait, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates which, 

combined, have almost forty million subjects. It is the ruling 

family that symbolises the nation both in governance and 

representation (Anderson, 1991, p. 1). Although Kuwait has had 

several emirs since its independence, the one factor that 

distinguishes Kuwait from other monarchies in the Arab world is 

that since the eighteenth-century Kuwaiti ruler has come from 

the same family, which is Al-Sabah (Crystal, 1989). 

Kumaraswamy (2006) argues that dynastic successions have 

had lasting implications for the national identity of the people 

they rule. Not only are non-Muslims excluded in their own 

nations, but so are Muslims who belong to various sects 

different from that of their rulers. A good example is Bahrain, 

where the ruling family of Al-Khalifa, which is the Sunni sect, 

governs the people who are mostly Shi’a. In addition, oil-rich 

countries in the Middle East, such as the Gulf countries of 

Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates, are 
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faced with a unique challenge because these countries include 

Arab and non-Arab expatriates who represent three-quarters of 

each nation's population. When the population is small, and 

there is no single dominating nationality, the national identity 

can reflect the ruling dynasty rather than that of the broader 

population. 

 

4- Expansionist identity: According to Kumaraswamy (2006), 

expansionist identity in the Middle East is a hostile strategy of 

regional expansion adopted by stronger and more ambitious 

states towards their poorer or smaller neighbours. There are 

many examples in the region’s history, starting in 1928 when 

the King of Jordan, Abdullah, annexed the West Bank: his plans 

were expansionist and included annexing parts of Syria, 

Lebanon, and Iraq. Saddam Hussain, after annexing Kuwait to 

make Iraq a powerful state, even appointed a new governor of 

Kuwait, although the annexation failed when the United 

Nations, led by the United States, intervened to liberate Kuwait 

after less than a year. Moreover, none of the Middle Eastern 

countries that wanted domination and sought expansion were 

successful in holding invaded territory for long, or resolving the 

desire for expansion. To warrant their invasion, they used 

Arabism as their national identity, raising many questions about 

the crisis surrounding both the aggressors and the victims. 

 

5- Transnational identity: Transnational identity featured because 

of the failure to resolve national identity by most Middle Eastern 
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countries. Hence, many Middle Eastern countries tried to 

resolve their national identity crisis through acceptance of a 

transnational identity over Arab and pan-Islamic identities.	Dr 

Al-Yassin examines the concept of citizenship, according to 

which everyone who is born in Kuwait, whether Kuwaiti or non- 

Kuwaiti, has an affiliation with and loyalty to the land in which 

he or she lives. It is found that when changing the identity of the 

nature of society and its development, older individuals talk 

about the past because the present generation is different and 

their behaviour varies (Salam, 2009). 

 

Al-Yasein confirms that community identity could threaten the 

case for weak patriotism; this cannot be applied to Kuwaiti 

citizens particularly because of fundamental loyalties to Kuwait, 

but also because of the changing social culture due to 

communication and openness with other communities. This is 

natural and can be seen in the Arab expatriates who have lived 

in Kuwait for a long time in terms of behaviour, tone and the 

adoption of much of their vocabulary from the Kuwaiti dialect 

(Salam, 2009, p. 6). 

 

In his article, ‘Kuwait’s nationalist movement and identity’, Dr 

Abdullah Al-Jasmi argues that Kuwait experienced a change of 

identity after independence, which was the greatest change 

since the discovery of oil. The general features of Kuwait’s 

identity altered through this transition, causing it to deviate from 

its authentic spirit owing to three factors. The first factor was the 
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adoption of an automated process, which led to an interruption 

in the Kuwaiti community’s relationship with, and reliance on, 

nature that was evident in traditional Kuwaiti society. There was 

also a transition to a civil state, leaving the Kuwaitis to maintain 

their cultural and traditional values – at least throughout the first 

two decades following independence. Second, the influence of 

foreign cultures and the resulting changes in demographics 

produced certain effects on the local identity. Finally, new 

values emerged, such as certain styles and fanatical thinking, 

due to sectarian, tribal and ethnic groups (Al-Jasmi, 2014).  

 

Dr Wafa Al-Yassin, a professor of curriculum and instruction in 

the College of Education at Kuwait University, conveys this 

view: 

[T]he social culture change in Kuwait due to the openness 

of the community to other communities and the 

internalisation of different cultures’ behaviours, values 

and ethics, which helped to change the social culture of 

Kuwait by degrees, depends on how the community 

maintains its own citizens, as well as the amount of 

patriotism felt in the soul. (cited in Salam, 2009, p. 6) 

 

Summary 
Arguably, this discussion highlights that no single theory of nations or 

national identity can safely be adopted. However, the notion of 

national identity is always recognised and rephrased according to the 

contemporary status. This realization has revealed the difference of 
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national identities between Arabs at Gulf region, despite their 

participation in a particular religion. Writers, such as Al Sabah (2001) 

argue that although Kuwaitis are now wealthy because of oil, they 

remain distinct by continuing to engage in pre-oil period activities 

such as trading, fishing, pearl diving and ship-building. These 

activities indicate a desire to remain linked to their heritage and their 

identity. For Kuwaitis, it is not all about the present; the past matters, 

too. So, globalisation has not eliminated the Kuwaiti identity, and 

there is no indication that it is likely to do so in the near future. This 

study also explores the nature of the relationship between fashion 

and identity of Kuwaiti women in a nation whose social changes and 

challenges have made it a unique country. The study takes the 

position connected with contemporary writers Benedict Anderson 

(1983), Anthony Smith (1991 & 1998), and Ernest Gellner (1983). 

The chapter also presents fashion theories based on the writings of 

Veblen (1899 reprint 1992), Blumer (1968 & 1969), Simmel (1904), 

Crick (2009), and Rüling (2000). The next chapter presents an 

overview of the history of traditional Kuwaiti dress and its 

development, from the period prior to the oil boom until the current 

time.  It explores aspects of Kuwaiti identity through women’s dress.  
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Chapter 3  
Features of Kuwaiti Heritage in the Context of 
Women’s Fashion and Textiles 
 
Introduction:  
The route to understanding the culture of any given nation begins 

with learning about its traditions and habits, past experiences, 

lifestyle, art and crafts and historical remains (Al-Sabah, 2001). This 

chapter provides an overview of Kuwaiti women’s dress. It explores 

aspects of Kuwaiti identity through women’s dress (both of the 

Bedouin and the urban woman) from the period prior to the discovery 

of oil until the current time. The chapter also presents an image 

analysis primarily focusing on how Western fashion influences 

Kuwaiti women’s dress and how it has changed and developed to 

adapt to these same influences; it carries the history of ancestors, 

and it offers an overview of the culture, past and present, of Kuwaiti 

people.  

 
 
History of traditional Kuwaiti dress 
Clothing and fashion differ from one community to another, mainly 

because the habits and traditions of these communities differ. 

Traditional dress is recognised for its importance and prominence in 

the folklore of most societies worldwide. Generally, it demonstrates a 

society’s evolution, socially, culturally and as a civilisation. In the 

early twentieth century, it was common for a Kuwaiti woman to sew 
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her own clothes as well as those of her children and husband (Al-

Sabah, 2000). 

 

Due to their interest in elegance and self-reliance, Kuwaiti women 

paid close attention to their manner of dress and personal grooming. 

According to Lucher (cited in Al-Sabah, 2001, p.71), an American 

missionary who visited Kuwait in 1868, argued that:  

 

The women of Kuwait are famous for their skill in all handicrafts 

such as dressmaking, spinning, weaving, etc. This is reflected 

in their elegance and neatness. For this reason, they are 

considered the most elegant women in the Gulf. 

  

Al-Anjari (2003) explains that the Kuwaiti traditional women's dress 

could be classified according to three kinds: 

 

1. Outer dress 

a. Al-abaya (the cloak) 

b. Al-thawb (the overdress) 

c. Al-darra’a (the dress) 

2. Head dress 

a. Burqa and Bushiya (the veil) 

b. Bukhnagh (unmarried and girl’s head-dress) 

3. Under dress  

a. Al-sirwal (trousers) 

b. Al-gomlag (under dress) and Al-zakhmah (brassiere)  
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Outer dress 
a. Al-abaya (cloak) 
 
The first kind of outer clothing of Kuwaiti women is the basic element 

of Kuwaiti traditional dress - the abaya (cloak), which is a black, floor-

length robe that opens from the front, has big wide sleeves and is 

worn over clothes (Fekri, 2010, p.99). 

 

The origin of the abaya dates back to Mesopotamia; however, it 

spread hundreds of years ago throughout all Arab and Islamic 

countries. Its shape and style depends on the climate and living 

conditions, customs, traditions and characteristics of each country. 

Abaya in Kuwait can differ from those that have spread to the other 

Gulf countries, Palestine and Jordan. Abaya in the Gulf is often made 

in light fabrics, such as silk, crepe and velvet, because of the high 

temperatures that characterize those countries. While the abaya, 

found in the Levant, comprises wool and thick velvet, cashmere, and 

has adopted bright colours, embroidery and trimmings (Zinedine, 

2011).  

 

As the abaya is a symbol of honour, it promotes respect and the 

primary purpose for wearing it is for the sake of modesty and to cover 

the body. In the past, women could not leave home unless they wore 

an abaya; failing to do so could lead to serious problems, even death, 

as the abaya was a symbol of honour (Al Khars, et al ,2003).  

According to Al-Maghribi (2006), ‘It is one of the most important 

dresses for women. Without it, women could never go out. It is a 
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symbol of the Kuwaiti and Gulf women’ (p 41). Kuwaiti women, 

Bedouin and Urban, prefer to wear the plain black abaya in daily life, 

and keep the heavily decorated ones for special occasions. Different 

types of silk and woven wool were used to make the abaya (Scarce, 

1985).  

 

There are differences between the abaya and the bisht, which men 

wear. The bisht features short sleeves and it is larger when opened 

out. The abaya also has different detailing and is cheaper than the 

men’s bisht (Al-Maghribi, 2006).  

 

In the past, women wore different types of abaya, such as: 

 

• The abaya shawl made of wool and usually used in the winter 

(Al-Maghribi, 2006).  

• The abaya shad is expensive, worn on joyful occasions and 

adorned with special silk-thread embroidery around the inner 

edges (Al-Maghribi, 2006).  

• The abaya drbowia, usually worn by brides at weddings, is 

more expensive and adorned with gold zari embroidery in 

straight lines (Al-Fahad, 2009). 
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Figure 3.1: (Left) Kuwaiti woman wearing the abaya to cover their colourful 
undergarments (Ross, 1981, p.50); (Right) The traditional abaya  

(Scarce, 1985, p.77). 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3. 2: Abaya drbowia (Al-Maghribi, 1986, p.225) 
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b. Al-thawb (the overdress) 
 
The thawb is a wide, gauzy and closed robe (Figure 3.3). Kuwaiti 

women traditionally wore it on top of their other clothes. The thawb 

has wide sleeves and an oval-shaped neckline (Al-Khars et al., 

2003). There are different kinds of thawb depending on the occasion, 

such as wedding parties or any happy events. Kuwaiti women usually 

wear black or a brightly colourful of thawb in red, green, blue or multi-

coloured, and adorned by lavish gold or silver embroidery. However, 

when women work at home or when it is time to sleep, they choose to 

wear a thawb that is less adorned and lighter in colour (Al-Maghribi, 

2006). 
 
Scarce (1985, pp.75–76) observed that: 

 

Black gauze and net in varying thickness were also used in the 

town to make thawbs. The most brilliant versions were reserved 

for festivals and wedding parties and were made of transparent 

silks and gauzes in vivid colours - scarlet, green, violet, blue - 

and lavishly embroidered in gold and silver. 

 

The thawb was made in one size to be worn over other clothes, 

giving the wearer freedom of movement while obscuring the details of 

her figure. This was especially necessary when a woman lived with 

her husband's family, so that other men in the family, such as a 

brother-in-law or other male relatives not of the first degree, could not 

see her figure. (Al-Bassam, 1985). 
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Figure 3.3: The thawb as traditional Kuwaiti dress (Al-Sabah, 2001, p.80). 

 

This research focuses on the thawb and has inspired the practical 

element of this thesis. Chapter 4 presents more detail concerning the 

Kuwaiti thawb. 

 

C. Al-darra’a and Al Nafnoof (the dress) 
1- Al-darra’a 
Al-darra’a is a basic traditional kind of dress or robe which Kuwaiti 

women often wear under the thawb, as a daily dress or party dress.   

 

It [Al-Darra’a] was traditionally a simple construction with front 

and back formed either of one long rectangular piece folded 

over at the shoulders or of two pieces joined at the shoulders. 
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Long tight sleeves were set in at armhole level and then the 

sides were seamed together. 

 

Al-darra’a is a long dress with long sleeves. It is similar to the 

dishdash worn by men, but the darra’a is adorned with a different kind 

of zari. The Al-darra’a was sewn together with multiple kinds of 

textiles, depending on the occasion for the dress. Some darra'a were 

lightly adorned and made of inexpensive fabrics, such as cotton and 

voile, while for others more expensive and luxurious fabrics such as 

embroidered fabric or fine silk were used (Scarce, 1985). 

 

Older Kuwaiti women prefer dark colours, while the youth often 

choose vivid colours. According to Ross (1981, p.57): 

 

The Arabian woman’s love of colour is expressed by her choice 

of dress textiles. Dark colours are worn but generally reserved 

for elders. Whether deep or vivid, pale or dark, the base colour 

of the chosen textile is generally enlivened with contrasting 

coloured motifs - especially for party wear - and these often 

sparkle from the lurex content or the addition of metal thread 

work, beading and sequins. 

 

The darra’a is decorated by zari or pieces made from various fabrics 

in multiple colours (Al-Khars et al., 2003, p.29). There were different 

types of darra’a, which derived their names from the fabrics used to 

make them or the ornamentation and embroidery used to adorn them. 

For example: 
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• The darra’a wail was practical, cheap, made of plain voile fabric 

and often worn at home (Al-Maghribi, 2006). 

• Darra’a Moukhawarah is adorned by a special type of 

embroidery made with a wooden tool called al Karkhana, a 

technique widely used in Kuwait. The textile is stretched and 

steadied on a rectangular wooden frame and then embroidered 

with silver or gold metal, called Zari, or silk yarns. This type of 

darra’a is expensive and used on special occasions (Al-Sabah, 

2001). 

• Darra’a Zari Manthoor: this kind of darra'a was embellished by 

decorative motifs sewn with zari, or silk threads over the 

entirety of the al-darra’a. It was very expensive and worn on 

occasions, such as weddings (Al-Maghribi, 2006, p.67). 

 

 
Figure 3.4: Wool darra’a and darra’a moukhawarah adorned with zari  

(Al Maghribi, 2006, p.65). 
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2- Al Nafnoof  
 
Al-Maghribi (2006, p.61) describes the nafnoof as a garment with a 

more fitted bodice, waistline and shapely sleeves. Its style appeared 

because the use of the al-darra’a was influenced by the gradual 

impact of Western dress. The style and form of the nafnoof has 

changed to keep up with Western fashion trends. 

 

Al-Maghribi (2006, p.70) describes the nafnoof as the most elegant 

and beautiful version of the darra’a. By the end of the 1930s, Kuwaiti 

women wore different types of nafnoof adorned with zari and 

embroidery. According to Al Al-Maghribi (2006, p.70):  

 

In the past, the Kuwaiti women competed in embroidering this 

type of dress. Some women were famous for sewing and 

selling them at Souk Wagif (the women’s market); others made 

them to order in return for certain fees. At that early time there 

were no shops selling ready-made garments. Therefore sewing 

machines were rife in most households to sew children’s, men’s 

and women’s costumes.  

 

There were many kinds of nafnoof such as:  

• Zam nafnoof, which was practical, worn daily and followed a 

basic pattern of a bodice attached to a pleated skirt (Al-

Maghribi, 2006, p.71). 

• Buqaiysh nafnoof, a kind of nafnoof that was expensive and 

adorned with zari motifs around the waist. It was made of luxury 
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textiles, such as fine silk and shiny satin, and was usually worn 

by brides at weddings (Figure 3.5). 

• Imfahah nafnoof (multi coloured dress) is a garment sewn from 

different textiles in multiple colours, often bright, such as blue, 

green and scarlet. Women wore this kind of nafnoof on festive 

occasions (Al-Maghribi, 2006, p.71). 

 

 
Figure 3.5: (Left) Buqaiysh nafnoof (Al-Maghribi, 2006, p.74); 

 (Right) Nafnoof with zari and zam (Al-Sabah, 2001, p.84). 
 
 

Head Dress 
Burga and Bushiya (the veil) 
Head covering and face veiling is an ancient tradition that originated a 

long time before the appearance of Islam, as it is referred to in 

Assyrian records (since 1,500 BC) (Al-Anjari, 2011, p.33). In Arab 

countries, the veil was used to cover the head and face and as 

protection against the harsh climate, particularly in desert regions. 

However, after the advent of Islam, the veil became a religious duty, 
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so Arab and Islamic women wore the veil as a mark of respect and 

modesty as described in the Holy Quran: 

 

And tell the believing women to reduce [some] of their vision 

and guard their private parts and not expose their adornment 

except that which [necessarily] appears thereof and to wrap [a 

portion of] their head, cover their chests and not expose their 

adornment except to their husbands, their fathers, their 

husbands’ fathers. (Surat An-Nūr [The Light], verse 31). 

 

Veiling is a common custom in most Arab countries, but there are 

regional variations (Al-Anjary, 2003). There were two kinds of face 

veils and head coverings common in Kuwait before the discovery of 

oil. The Bedouin women wore al-shaila as a head covering with the 

burqa, which is face veil. They wore burqa most of the time so they 

could freely move among the tents. In addition, in most Arab 

countries, the women used to wear coloured and adorned burqa 

while Kuwaiti Bedouin women usually wore only black burqa without 

adornments. 

 

The women who lived in towns wore al-milfa to cover their heads and 

al-bushiya to cover their whole faces. They would often hang at the 

front, accessible to the waist (Al-Maghribi, 1986, p.34). Both al-shaila  

and  al-bushiya  were made of light, black fabric, such as gauze, both 

were worn with a black abaya when the women left the house 

(Scarce, 1985). According to Ross (1981, p.47), a burqa totally 

covers the face but leaves two slits or openings for the eyes. Scarce 
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(1985, p.76) noted that headscarves were known as milfa and shaila, 

and recorded:    

        

In the town, a length of black gauze, milfa, was wrapped and 

twisted around the head like a wimple, framing the face tightly 

to conceal the hair. A bedu woman could also wear the milfa 

but usually preferred a sheileh, a close-fitting hood made of four 

pieces of black cloth joined to form a triangular shape and 

seamed under the chin. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3.6: (Left) Al-burqa; (Right) Al-bushiya (Scarce, 1985, p.77). 

 

 

In fact, most Kuwaiti women who originate from urban areas 

abandoned the bushiya after the oil boom, while the Bedouin women 

still wear the burqa as tradition and habit. 
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The bukhnagh (unmarried woman’s and girl’s head-dress) 
The bukhnagh is a traditional headdress usually used by young girls 

between seven and 14 years of age. The bukhnagh is usually made 

from black gauze. As shown in Figure 3.7, it is sewn from one side to 

cover the head and side of the face, and descends across the 

shoulders, chest and three-quarters of the body (Al-Anjary, 2003). 

 

 
Figure 3.7: The bukhnagh as traditional Kuwaiti dress (Al-Sabah, 2001, p. 76). 

 

The bukhnagh is usually short in the front, does not exceed the waist 

and is longer in the back, where it can reach to the legs or is slightly 

shorter so as not to hinder the girl's movement when playing with her 

companions. It is often adorned by gold thread and sequins around 

the face opening, and often, over the head and back there is a large 

embossed design called qbakb, which is a form of lobster. The 
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purpose of wearing the bukhnagh is to educate girls on modesty from 

an early age (Al-Bateny, 1986). 

 

There are three different types of al-bukhnagh. Some are used daily 

and others for happy occasions: 

1. Shash (gauze) bukhnagh: This kind of low-cost bukhnagh is 

sewn with gauze fabric and worn daily (Al-Maghribi, 2006, p.30). 

2. Bu Hilal (Crescent) bukhnagh: This kind of bukhnagh is 

adorned by zari (golden embroidery) in the form of a hilal 

(crescent). It is more expensive than other kinds and worn on 

special occasions (Al-Anjary, 2003, p.109). 

3. Shaham wa Laham bukhnagh: Meaning fat and meat, this kind 

of bukhnagh is adorned with silver and gold zari embroidery, 

where Shaham is represented by silver embroidery and Laham 

by gold embroidery. It is worn for decoration at weddings and 

on other occasions (Al-Maghribi, 2006, p.34). 

 

Under dress 
Al-sirwal 
Al-sirwal is a Persian word derived from sirbal, which means 

‘trousers’ (Khalo, 2005). Al-sirwal is used as a basic and essential 

garment in Arab countries. Kuwaiti women often wear the sirwal 

under the darra’a and nafnoof, where it is practical to use in a modest 

style (Al-Maghribi, 2006). According to Al-Anjari (2003), the sirwal has 

the special feature of ankle band embroidery made of heavy silver 

and gold metal or coloured cotton and silk threads depending on the 

occasion. Women could choose to wear the short or long form of the 
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sirwal. Bedouin women usually wore long sirwal, adorned by zari 

around the ankle band while Kuwaiti women with Iranian or Iraqi 

ancestry wore striped and ruffled sirwal (Al-Khars et al., 2003).  

 

There are many kinds of sirwal including:  

• Bu Mahruma sirwal: A long pair of trousers sewn with an 

additional triangular patch of fabric to shape a crotch gusset for 

easier movement and greater comfort (Scarce, 1985). 

• Zari Sirwal: This kind of sirwal is embellished and includes 

richly detailed zari. Kuwaiti women wear the zari sirwal for 

adornment at occasions (Al-Maghribi, 2006). 

• Teli (teal) sirwal: The ankle bands are adorned by a special 

type of embroidery, often made of gold or silver metal wires 

known as teli (Al-Maghribi, 2006). 

 

 
Figure3. 8: Long sirwal (Al-Maghribi, 2006, p.84). 
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Al-gomlag (under dress) and Al-zakhmah (brassiere) 
 

Before the oil boom, unless they could afford to have them sewn by 

someone else, Kuwaiti women sewed their own under dresses using 

manual sewing machines. They sewed these garments with light, soft 

and comfortable fabrics, such as absorbent cotton and fine voile. 

Kuwaiti women’s undergarments were mostly plain, with no detailed 

embroidery. There were three main items: Al-zakhmah (brassiere), 

Al-gomlag (underskirt) and Al-sirwal. Al-zakhmah is sometimes 

known as sidaireeya and it was used as a brassiere and sewn in 

multiple colours and made from various light fabrics (Al-Maghribi, 

2006). 

 

In addition, al-gomlag was an undergarment serving as a chemise or 

petticoat without sleeves. Some were full-length with a blouse, similar 

to a bodice, and connected to a pleated skirt. Other kinds were half-

slips. Sometimes they were made of silk or satin in multiple colours. 

Married women used this garment as a nightgown (Al-Maghribi, 

2006). 

 

History of textiles in Kuwait 
Kuwaiti women in the town (urban people) did not work as much in 

weaving the Sadu as Bedouin women because the lifestyle in the 

town was different. The women in the town could buy imported exotic 

textiles and they received gifts of textiles from relatives working in the 

trade or as sailors or convoy traders (Al Turki, 1997). Kuwaiti urban 

people could choose from a wide range of imported textiles, with 
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many kinds and qualities. There were many sources of imported 

textiles: cotton was imported by Egypt, Syria and Iran; silk and 

embroidered luxurious fabrics were imported by India; and some 

textiles and Zari yarn were imported by Persia, France and the United 

Kingdom (Al Turki, 1997; Gillow, 2009). As for the places where the 

old Kuwaiti women could buy textiles, Al-Bassam (1985) showed how 

they used to obtain the textiles from acquaintances who work as 

dealers. 

 

According to Scarce (1985, p.74), women of the wealthy dealer class 

also had access to a more limited range of goods. Groups of them 

would sell goods privately among themselves, such as luxurious 

fabrics, perfumes and cosmetics that their menfolk brought directly to 

them from India. Despite the lack of a specific market for textiles in 

the past, the major market (souq) was where most of the women in 

the town bought their fabrics.  

 

However, Khalil Al-Qattan, one of the famous Kuwaiti merchants, 

established the first textile market in Kuwait in 1916. This market was 

called Jewish Market because most of the textile traders were Jewish 

(Omar, 2001, p.209). In the late 1920s, there had been another textile 

market established by some Kuwaiti traders from the Al-Rashdan 

family: Souq Ibn Rashdan (Jamal, 2009). Then, after the oil boom, 

there were many modern textile markets established in Kuwait, such 

as the Blockat markets and Safat market. 
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Kuwaiti women cover their entire body with a black abaya (a robe-like 

dress worn over clothing). If we look at what women wear under their 

abaya, it would reveal how much Kuwaiti women adore wearing many 

kinds of textiles, including luxurious ones in vivid colours. Some 

factors, such as a woman's age or the occasion, might affect the 

selection of colours. Elderly women usually choose dark coloured 

fabrics, like dark blue, brown and dark grey, which show modesty and 

gravity. Middle-aged and younger women usually choose bright or 

vivid colours, such as blue, green, red and violet, as well as metallic 

colours, such as gold and silver (Omar, 2001, p.200). 

 

Kuwaiti women’s selection of fabrics also depends on the purpose of 

use for the fabric, such as daily housework, adornment or a special 

occasion. Some traditional textile names differ from those names 

used today because they usually derived from factors like the 

decoration form used on the textile, the place of origin or even the 

purpose for use. For example, the textile bu haila’s motif is from haila, 

which mean cardamom spice (Omar, 2001, p.207). The fabric called 

Jaz, meaning silk fabric, derived its name from the worm, which 

produces the silk yarns (Omar, 2001, p.204). Some fabrics are 

named after the place of origin, such as Egyptian cotton (Al-Bassam, 

1985, p.100). 

 

Al-Maghribi (1986) showed some traditional fabric used by Kuwaiti 

women and named after their motifs: 

 

• Bu Nojoom: This fabric’s motif is Nojoom, which mean stars. 
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• Bu Finjan: This fabric’s motif is Finjan, which is the name called 

on an Arabian coffee cup. 

• Imshajar: RTI fabric decorated by a distinct mixture of motifs, 

often plants, in various colours called Imshajar. 

• Zari: This kind of fabric is adorned with motifs of a metallic 

golden colour. 

 

 
Figure 3.9: Textile decorated by zari (Al-Maghribi, 1986, p.19). 

 

Some fabrics, used in traditional Kuwaiti women's dress such as 

Darra’a, derive their names from the materials underlying the textile: 

 

• Fanila: This kind of soft fabric is made from woollen fibres and 

is usually used in the winter (Omar, 2001, p.203). 

• Kattan: This kind of fabric is woven from a natural British plant, 

called Kattan (Al-Maghribi, 1986, p.1). 

• Shash: This is a light, gauze black fabric only used to cover 

women’s head (Al-Bassam, 1985). 



	 94	

• Brisim: This is a Persian word meaning silk (Al-Maghribi, 1986, 

p.126). 

 

Some fabric is named after its place of origin, such as: 

• Kashmir or (Cashmere): A kind of soft woollen textile made by 

hair of the Kashmir goat (Al-Maghribi, 1986).  

 
 
The evolution of clothing in Kuwait 
Based on what is historically known, Kuwaiti women are very 

interested in their heritage and tradition. They adhere to values and 

pay careful attention to traditional style and dress. Moreover, Kuwaiti 

women are proud of their history and heritage, especially with respect 

to identity—this is clear in their clothes and manner of dress. Today, 

we can see these clothes used as a part of tradition and identity. 

There is a sense that old traditions die hard. They are related to the 

identity of people and their heritage, which distinguishes them from 

others. Thus, there is awareness in some countries of the importance 

of attention to cultural identity. 

 

However, Kuwaiti women’s clothing has not remained the same over 

time. Dressing has evolved and the rate of this development appears 

to have accelerated in recent years. This section contains a series of 

images that focus on the evolution of clothing in Kuwait from 1930 to 

the present day with related notes provided.  
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From 1930 to 1950, dress featured simplicity and functionality based 

on tradition. Figure 3.10 shows three women totally covered with 

black abayas, while the men wore white clothing (Dishdasha) to 

reflect heat while working outside. The women usually wore black 

abayas because they were indoors most of the time.  

 
Figure 3.10: Kuwaiti women wearing black abayas in the city in 1930 

(http://alwatan.kuwait.tt/articledetails.aspx?id=452251&yearquarter=20154). 

 

Figure 3.11: Urban Kuwaiti women in Kuwait city in 1950 (Photo by F.H Andrus,  
http://www.flickriver.com/photos/21734563@N04/sets/72157605296820969/). 
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Generally, from 1938 to 1950, although oil was discovered and 

prosperity increased, the majority of people in Kuwait still wore 

traditional clothing. However, there were a few families, such as the 

traders, who started to change their way of dressing. This was due to 

the education of Kuwaiti women and the enlightened men who 

travelled for their trade.   

 

During the researcher’s interview with Al Ayoubi, he argued that 

Kuwaiti women, since the early 1950s, wore the bushiya and abaya. 

However, after a group of girls under the leadership of Fatmah 

Hussein held certain events, they burned the bushiya. This act 

represented their demand for the emancipation from traditional 

clothing and their attempt to change their traditional dress style that 

customs and social traditions had imposed on them. As a result of 

openness to other cultures, they were influenced by Arab expatriates, 

such as those from Egypt, Syria and Lebanon, who supported their 

desire for liberation, renewal and change. In addition, geographical 

location played a significant role, as did the trading between India, 

Lebanon, Iraq and Egypt, which made Kuwait one of the centres of 

trade and a fashion hub for the latest clothing items in the world  

(2016). 

 

Figure 3.12 shows the change in Kuwaiti women’s identity in their 

dress. Women stopped wearing the abaya and al-bushiya and wore 

Western dress, which included short dresses and short skirts with 

blouses in multiple colours and fabrics. According to Fekri (2010, 

p.101), Western fashion offered different types of clothes that were 
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practical and comfortable to wear when at work. However, Kuwaiti 

women wore these clothes for work and then changed back into 

traditional dress when visiting family or neighbours. 

 

Figure 3.12 also shows a clear change between 1960 and 1970, 

when some Kuwaiti women wore Western fashions, such as short 

skirts and blouses or mini-dresses and many women abandoned the 

wearing of a veil. While some women continued to wear the abaya 

after the oil boom, there were drastic changes to Kuwait’s economic, 

social and cultural status, which led Kuwaiti women out of the home 

and into the workplace.  

 

 

Figure 3.12: (Left) Group of Kuwaiti teachers on a visit to London, Summer 1964 

(Al-Hajri, 2013); (Right) Kuwaiti women in 1964 

(http://allq8.com/kuwait_society) 
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Consequently, traditional clothing was replaced by a modern 

European style of dress, which was more suited to the workplace. 

There was greater openness to the outside world and Kuwaiti women 

travelled abroad for study or tourism, where they received most of 

their rights to freedom and education. Expatriates from other Arab 

countries also affected them.   

 

While in the 1970s there were dramatic changes in Kuwaiti women’s 

style, there was much impact by Western dress because of the great 

openness in this period. Nassar (2014) explained that the Kuwaiti 

lifestyle in the 1960s and 1970s showed through the young people’s 

hairstyles and clothes. The fashion trend of the period leaned towards 

lengthening hair, wearing tight-fitting shirts and some kind of trousers, 

such as palazzo pants and loon pants (Nassar, 2014). Women 

preferred short dresses and mini skirts with the shoes and handbags 

in the same colour. Figure 3.13 is from the Kuwaiti play Lost the 

Rooster in 1971 which shows the change in Kuwaiti women's dress 

and the extent of Western influence on Kuwaiti fashion: young 

women wore short dresses without sleeves and jackets with trousers, 

while their mothers still wore traditional dress. 
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Figure 3.13: Kuwaiti play Lost the Rooster in 1971 (http://www.elcinema.com/). 

 

 

In the 1980s, the impact of globalisation and modernisation appeared 

in many shops. Ready-made dresses and fashion magazines left 

women free to choose the type and colour of fabrics suitable for 

design and in accordance with their tastes. Kuwaiti women added 

modifications to the design commensurate with their taste, traditional 

habit and Islamic values. In this period, traditional dress decreased 

because Kuwaiti women depended on sewing modern dresses and 

ready-made Western dresses. Al Sheikha Latifa Al-Fahad (cited in 

Salam, 2009) indicates their ‘... reliance on Indian and Pakistani 

tailors and to a dependence on ready-made Western clothes, which 

were of different shapes and colours ‘ (p.6).  
 

During this period, more Kuwaiti women wore the abaya. According 

to Al-Maghribi (2006, p.41), 
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In the past women in Kuwait wore the cloak for modesty 

accompanied by the veil for covering the face. The aba'ah is an 

Islamic dress recommended to conceal the attraction of the 

female body. At the outset of the 1960s it became associated 

with underdevelopment, and reactionism in Kuwait. Kuwaiti 

women burnt it and called for development and removal of the 

veil, yet in the 1980s, many women began wearing it and young 

girls still wear it outdoors for their daily work. 

 
 

 
 
 

Figure 3.14: Kuwaiti women at Kuwait University, 1980. We can see the students 

wore different kinds of Western dress (http://acakuw.com). 

 

When Iraq occupied Kuwait in 1990, the Kuwaiti people were 

dispersed to different countries. By the time they returned to Kuwait, 
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those countries had influenced them. This influence led to an 

increased diversity of clothing, whether from the Gulf, other Arab 

countries or other parts of the world. Besides the technology which 

attracted the Kuwaitis’ attention, they were influenced by military 

uniforms, national clothes (such as t-shirts bearing the slogan ‘Free 

Kuwait’), other national slogans and the Marine hairstyle, all of which 

became major trends in Kuwait for a period after the liberation in 

February 1991 (Figure 3.15). 

 

 
Figure 3.15: Kuwaiti women in the 1990s. A women’s demonstration  

in London during the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait 

(http://alwatan.kuwait.tt/ArticleDetails.aspx?Id=31763). 
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Figure 3.16: Taken on March 5, 1991, young Kuwaiti women depart from FKC 
headquarters at 41 Porchester Terrace in London for Bahrain to join the Kuwait 

Red Crescent community (the Islamic Red Cross). They wore sweaters declaring 
‘Kuwait Is Free’. (http://freekuwait.org.kw/photos.php?page=075801_March-5,-1991). 

 

 
Figure 3.17: Shirts worn by Kuwaiti people bearing the slogan ‘Free Kuwait’ 

(http://www.usmilitariaforum.com/forums/index.php?/topic/209714-more-desert-storm-
bring-backs/). 
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While some Kuwaiti women stayed with their family through the Iraqi 

invasion, others stayed in Saudi Arabia where they were influenced 

by Saudi women’s clothing. For example, after the Kuwaiti liberation a 

new kind of face cover, called the nikab, appeared. This face cover 

bore a similarity to the burqa; however, the nikab was one small 

rectangular piece covering the face and fixed under the eyes while 

the burqa totally covered the face but left two openings for the eyes. 

Figure 3.18 shows how the young women wore the nikab while the 

older women retained the burqa.  

 
 

 
Figure 3.18: (Left) Kuwaiti women wearing the burqa; (Right) Kuwaiti women 

wearing the nikab. (http://marebpress.net/articles.php?id=10645&lng=arabic). 



	 104	

 
Figure 3.19: Bedouin Kuwaiti woman catches in her hand the Kuwaiti flag and 

celebrates the joy of Kuwait’s liberation in 1991. 

(https://www.flickr.com/photos/8538991@N03/sets/72157622643323249). 

 

 

 
Figure 3.20: Example of the development of Kuwaiti clothes, 1980–1990 

(http://www.babnews.com/inp/Upload/835136_120807055428016%5B1%5D.jpg) 
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Figure 3.21: Women in Kuwait in 1992 (http://www.fn-team.com/?p=65). 

 

 

 
Figure 3.22: Kuwaiti women demanding the vote in 1996. They wore  

different kinds of Western fashion in multiple colours.  
(http://www.channel4learning.com/portal/content/sites/lifestuff/content/whorules/s

ystems/whorules_ps _rram.html) [accessed 7/8/2016]. 
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In the 21st century, we have thus far found that Kuwaiti women’s 

clothing is similar to Western women’s clothing.  Figures 3.23–3.24 

show how Kuwaiti women wear whatever they want. Some male 

family members, however, still try to control their wives, daughters 

and sisters, but their impact is waning because of modernisation and 

social media’s influence.  Figure 3.25 illustrates some elements that 

impact Kuwaiti women’s identity and dress.  

 

Throughout the interview, Fahad Al Ayoubi 	 (see Appendix 2: the 

designer interviews) referred to contemporary fashion’s extensive 

influence on Kuwaiti society. He assessed that its influence is 

apparent in all its images. Because Kuwaiti society is one of the most 

fashionable societies in the world, it is understandable that 

contemporary fashion is such a prominent focus. Additionally, Kuwaiti 

society is up-to-date with the world’s latest fashions. Because of the 

country’s financial conditions, citizens are able to buy items, and they 

are able to travel around the world to see the latest fashion trends 

first-hand. Moreover, technology and social media greatly factor into 

contemporary fashion’s influence (2016). 

 

Saad Al Dawas also noted that fashion has influenced contemporary 

Kuwaiti society and that generations’ tastes have differed. For 

example, there are three types of generations: 1. the classic 

generation, which still dress from the perspective of decency, 

traditions and customs to which they are accustomed; 2. a middle 

generation that takes this perspective into account and considers 
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fashion at the same time; 3. the modern generation, which follows 

fashion and is influenced by the presence of fashion in the different 

means of social communication and by international stars, as well as 

new releases from global fashion houses (2016).  

 
Figure 3.23: Liberal women in Kuwait 

(http://s1.reutersmedia.net/resources/r/?m=02&d=20121201&t=2&i=680151450&
w=644&fh=&fw=&ll=&pl=&r=CDEE8B018CO00; 

http://graphics8.nytimes.com/images/2005/05/16/international/kuwait.184.1.450.jpg) 
 

 
Figure 3.24: Present-day Kuwaiti women 

(http://www.njoomnews.com/multi/220508.html) 
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The elements, which impact on Kuwaiti women’s 
identity and dress 
 

 
Figure 3.25: the elements which impact on Kuwaiti women’s identity and dress  

 
 
Desire to Change 

 
The issue sparked controversy in the Kuwaiti press during the late 

1940s and early 1950s, because the financial and political changes 

trickled down the social strata of Kuwait. This led to the opening of 

social and cultural clubs. These played a significant role in changing 

the intellectual movement in Kuwait by inviting thinkers and writers 

from all over the Arab world to give seminars and lectures. Among 

these were writers who were oriented to modern thinking, especially 

those who completed a university education abroad and who see the 

headscarf as an old custom that should change with the changes in 

society and economics following the discovery of oil. Some were 
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encouraged by the libertarian articles of progressive writers which 

reached and influenced some girls’ high schools. 

 

Fatima Hussein is a Kuwaiti writer. Known as Fatima, she is famous 

in the history of Kuwait society. She was the first Kuwaiti woman to 

take off the abaya and demand freedom for women. She achieved an 

overwhelming number of bids for the leadership of the student 

movement and the women's movement, volunteer work and the 

media sector. Kuwaiti journalists said ‘she has world ample 

dimensions’ while others called her ‘Minister without portfolio’. Her 

experience spans nearly half a century (Al Madani, 2014). 
 

Fatima (cited Al Riadh, 2007) wrote in her notes that in the 1950s, 

Kuwait was undergoing dramatic change. By this time, the country 

had shed the negative effects of World War II and the oil industry had 

begun to bear financial fruit. These financial and political changes 

trickled down the social classes of Kuwait. They led to the opening of 

social and cultural clubs which were often hosted at schools like the 

Al-Shuwaikh High School, where many thinkers and writers came 

from different Arab countries to give seminars and lectures (Al 

Madani, 2014). 
 
 

Fatima and her friends had, at that time, never crossed the Kuwaiti 

border. They consulted their teachers about a trip to Baghdad, but 

they knew they could not join the trip with other non-Kuwaiti students 

because they wore the busheya to cover their faces. That was a 

strong motivation for Fatima and her friends to plan a public event 
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during a class break and to burn the busheya. The event was not to 

challenge the dress code itself, but instead to challenge the position 

and condition of Kuwaiti women isolated from the rest of the world (Al 

Madani, 2014). 
 
 

This attempt failed. However, after Fatima and her friends finished 

their undergraduate studies in Cairo, they returned to Kuwait. Fatima 

and two of her friends decided to dispense with the abaya. Fatima 

argued that, “We were blindly following tradition by wearing the 

abaya.” (Cited in Al Riadh, 2007).  She also noted that they did not 

lose their respect or modesty when they took off the abaya and veil; 

as long as the change in dress code did not include a clear violation 

of decorum, then it was tolerated (cited in Al Riadh, 2007). 
 

Fatima argued that when she and her friends arrived in Kuwait and 

their families received them and saw them not wearing the abaya, 

they were puzzled and silent. That reception encouraged Fatima and 

her friends to continue their lives without the abaya. Fatima 

suggested two reasons for the quietness of their families. First, their 

parents (mainly their mothers) saw that there was a gap between 

them and their daughters. Their mothers did not attend school, unlike 

their daughters who were learning at school and university (Al Riadh, 

2007). 
 

The second reason was related to the development of events in 

Kuwait in 1950. Kuwait underwent much change and development. 

As long as any change (including a change in dress code) did not 
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include a clear harm, then it was tolerated. Fatima believed the 

change in dress was a sign of maturity and not an indication of 

rebellion. The fast changes they lived through forced them to adapt to 

these changes. Fatima also believed that Kuwaiti heritage should be 

documented through all the ways and means possible, but not 

necessarily through adhering to traditional dress. She believed the 

abaya restricted women in movement and in ability to actively 

participate in society. Fatima showed she respected the traditional 

dress but she believed it did not reflect the identity; therefore, Kuwaiti 

women could express their identity through behaviours and the way 

of dealing with others (Al Riadh, 2007; Al Madani, 2014). 

 

Wealth  
Hamoudi (2015) wrote an article characterising Kuwait's economy by 

its strength compared to other Arab economies. It is the second 

economy in terms of growth in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). 

However, lower oil prices remains the major challenge for the 

economy, especially as oil revenues constitute export earnings 

column (Hamoudi, 2015). 

 

Kuwait's economy mainly depends on oil as a commodity. The 

country has reserves of about 102 billion barrels, or about 7.4% of the 

crude oil reserves in the world, and about 21.6% of the crude oil 

reserves in the GCC, representing revenue of hydrocarbon (oil and 

gas) at about 93% of Kuwait's total revenues. Current production 

levels stand at about 2.263 million barrels a day. The oil accounts for 

about 50% of gross domestic product, 95% of total export earnings 
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and 80% of government revenues. According to a report by the Arab 

Institution for Investment Guarantee and Export Credit, Kuwait was 

classified in second place among GCC countries in per capita income 

after the State of Qatar, as Kuwait's per capita income in 2014 

amounted to about $47,800 (Hamoudi, 2015) 

 

The study of Kuwaiti women’s clothing cannot ignore the country’s 

enormous wealth. The Kuwaiti people have one of the highest per 

capita incomes in the world. However, wealth has not only impacted 

on Kuwaiti women’s clothing and identity, but has influenced women 

as consumers. Besides creating an increasingly open community, 

wealth affords the Kuwaiti women opportunities to become 

consumers conscious of high global fashion trends and brands, 

whether by virtue of study or travel abroad, because of the 

development of modern lifestyles in Kuwait. 
 

Al-Azemi (2013) notes that nearly 14% of Kuwaiti women have 

studied abroad, with nearly 71% travelling to Europe at least once a 

year and about 9.3% travelling to Europe more than once per year. 

Regarding price, due to higher per capita income, there is a natural 

increase in purchasing power. Kuwaiti women spend between 100 

and 300 KD on clothing for a particular occasion, while 13% spend 

less than that and 23% spend more than 100 to 300 KD. Indeed, only 

7% of Kuwaiti women indicated that a satisfactory price affected their 

choices (Al-Azemi, 2013). 
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According to Kuwaiti designer Al Ayoubi (2016), Kuwaiti women have 

the edge on an advanced and different view of fashion and style. This 

is due to the openness of the Kuwaiti community, as well as the 

wealth that allows them more options as a consumer group.  
 

However, Al Dawas addressed the extent of the impact of Kuwaiti 

society and Kuwaiti women's identity when selecting clothing. As he 

argued, "We are in a society that often evaluates people by 

appearance; we find that Kuwaiti women are always keen on their 

appearance as Gulf women more than women in the rest of the Gulf 

countries, and an Arab woman more generously spends money and 

time on her clothes". He added that they are different from European 

women and from other women in the world. She does not take into 

account that clothes have to be practical and comfortable, which 

European and foreign women often consider. Instead, her first and 

most important concern is her appearance (2016). 
 

Additionally, Ansam Alkhalaf confirmed that the Kuwaiti woman is 

interested in modern fashion to the point of obsession. Many women 

travel to European countries. In addition to visiting the monuments of 

the country, they are present at the latest fashion shows to learn 

more about the latest fashions. Moreover, many female designers are 

keen to attend the shows in all countries (2017). 

 
Globalisation and Modernisation 
With globalisation, more Western outlets and chains opened up 

stores in what had become one of the richest countries in the world. 
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Achieving a balance between Kuwaiti and Western culture has not 

been a simple task. As indicated below, Kuwaiti women have, where 

possible, made compromises, experimented and, in some situations, 

accepted the most obvious of contradictions in the context of fashion. 

Although globalisation and modernisation play a major role in 

discarding traditional dress and changing the pattern of clothing in 

Kuwait, Kuwaiti women strive to conserve their identity and traditional 

dress.  

 

Al Dawas stated that it is possible that contemporary modern Kuwaiti 

women no longer have a prominent, clear identity in their clothes 

because they moved away from wearing the abaya and from wearing 

traditional clothing such as the darra’a and the baggy (wide dresses 

that were worn by their mothers in the past). Their identity has 

changed due to the evolution of life, the existence of globalisation and 

the modernisation of clothes and fashion. However, there is a 

category of Kuwaiti women that we can recognise because their 

clothes are decent, loose and close to the public Gulf taste. He added 

that, in most cases, they are veiled, and even if they are not veiled, 

we find that the overall appearance is dominated by decency and 

respect. This is an identity and the main characteristic found in 

Kuwaiti women from the classic generation or from the subsequent 

generation. The current generation has become more open, which is 

why there is an accompanying loss of distinct identity. Moreover, he 

explained that if a woman is not veiled, we cannot be certain about 

her identity in terms of whether she is from the Gulf or is an Arab or a 

Kuwaiti. The current generation does not have a distinguishable 
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identity; we can only determine that they belong to a society that has 

social prosperity. They are characterised as wearing highly expensive 

brands and good-looking clothes. They have the ability to be elegant 

most of the time, and the accessories they wear distinguish them as 

well. European women care less about accessories and clothing 

embellishments. That is to say, European women wear expensive 

accessories on special occasions. However, for Kuwaiti women, 

these are essential things to have; they wear expensive accessories 

daily, including to work. They even boast to their friends about them. 

We can distinguish them and discover their tastes through this 

characteristic (2016). 

 

Al Dawas emphasises that the Kuwaiti woman is very interested in 

world fashion and all categories of fashion. This interest in, and 

following of, fashion is due to living in an open society. The Kuwaiti 

woman also has the financial means that enable her to pursue and 

select clothing items. In addition, Kuwaiti society has a kind of 

competition between women, which, he considered, is also found in 

other societies. The competition makes her more open, modern and 

interested in the latest fashion trends. She also becomes more 

creative with her own tastes and her special line in fashion. She might 

pick from certain regular brands or significant world brands, choose 

an item according to her personal taste and wear it in her own way. 

She may also add accessories in her own way, and if the clothes are 

open or bare, she can add a jacket or wear something underneath it 

to cover her body. The Kuwaiti woman is interested in fashion and 
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stays knowledgeable of fashion; at the same time, she creates and 

adds to fashion according to her own taste (2016). 

 

Aldawas confirms that globalisation and modernisation have played a 

significant role in the changing of Kuwaiti women’s identity. 

Specifically, these factors influenced their wearing of traditional dress. 

He expresses the following argument: 

 

 The Kuwaiti identity is at risk, and it is possible that the 

 spread of the fashion leads to the blurring of identity. The 

 identity is becoming really less clear, and it is at risk 

 because a generation after the other began to not wear the 

 traditional clothing because it does not represent their taste 

 and does not represent their personalities. They became 

 led by the influence of the European tastes by virtue of their 

 nature as young people and the nature of their life. 

 (2016). 

 

Al Ayoubi’s view differs from that of Aldawas. Al Ayoubi strongly 

denies that the Kuwaiti identity is in danger, and he offers this 

explanation: 

  I don’t think [the] Kuwaiti identity is in danger because 

 Kuwaiti women do wear traditional clothes for special 

 occasions; we have special occasions when we can 

 express ourselves. For example, in Yalwa, in Dazah, in 

 Ramadan and in a Haj reception, they wear the traditional 

 Kuwaiti clothes, so the identity is not in danger. During 
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 Kuwait National Day, we also wear these types of clothes, 

 so there is no danger. (2016,10)  

 

Social Media  
Kelly (2010) explains how social media impacted Kuwaiti women’s 

dress. Kuwaiti women can see the latest fashions in print and via 

electronic media. They can readily buy Vogue, Elle, and Marie Claire 

magazines from the supermarket, both in Arabic and English 

language, or, if they prefer uncensored publications, subscribe to 

them. Fashion TV also is carried through the local cable company 

and is watched on occasion (Kelly, 2010). 

 

A few elite groups of Kuwaiti women—who are very wealthy, highly 

elegant and have time to spare because they do not need to work —

attend fashion shows in Paris and Milan. They buy haute couture and 

are personally known to famous designers. As for the others, 

however, local shopping is a favourite hobby and mall displays 

function as the basic guide for what to buy. With little else available in 

the way of concerts, movies and other entertainment, going to the 

mall is seen as the major antidote to boredom (Kelly, 2010). 

 

Kelly has shown that two factors in Kuwait add to the passion for 

shopping: climate and population size. Because ‘summer’ lasts for 

about two-thirds of the year, the difference in clothing required is 

limited. Kuwaiti women report feeling bored with wearing the same 

clothes all the time and are thus eager to find something new and 

varied. However, many Kuwaiti women do not want to wear what 
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others may have which can be difficult to achieve with the limited 

number of retail venues on offer. The population in Kuwait totals 2.7 

million, and 1.7 million are non-nationals (Central Intelligence 

Agency, 2013). Kelly (2010, p.227) confirms that:  

in a society where everyone knows everyone else, duplication 

is quickly detected. Reportedly, if asked where a clothing item 

has been purchased, the wearer may deliberately avoid giving 

the name of the local store and claim it was purchased abroad 

so as to prevent others from immediately having access to the 

item—though everyone soon finds out on the next trip to the 

mall. 

 

Another alternative to shopping in retail stores is buying online. Many 

popular sites have appeared, such as www.net-a-porter.com in 1999, 

providing a selection of clothes, shoes, bags and accessories. Mostly 

photographed on runway models, the products of many designers are 

available to shoppers with distinct prices. The goods are shipped 

from the UK, and arrive in Kuwait within a week. They can be 

returned for a refund if necessary. 

 

Two features appeal to Kuwaiti shoppers: the restriction on quantities 

available to buy (which of course reduces the chance of duality) and 

the addition of modern items every week (which expands the choice 

and, again, lessens duplication). While older women as well as the 

larger-sized women may view the clothes as inappropriate, they were 

reported as finding the bags and shoes attractive (Kelly, 2010). 
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Additionally, the designer Alkhalaf pointed out that the Kuwaiti woman 

is well-informed about the latest fashion trends and chooses her 

clothes very carefully. She follows the fashion lines online if she does 

not find them in the Kuwaiti markets, and she rushes to order them 

from the commercial websites and foreign markets. In addition, 

designers also create different kinds of clothes by tailoring the design 

to the taste of the woman and the occasion.  The Kuwaiti woman 

spends a lot of time and money on choosing her clothes. She always 

looks elegant, whether she is going to work, shopping, or playing a 

sport, and the details of each of her outfits are carefully selected and 

coordinated (2017). 

 

Contact and Influence of Other Cultures  
In 1970, Kuwaiti women saw many dynamic and obvious changes in 

the social sector. These changes made a radical difference to the 

evolving image and situation of Kuwaiti women in a modern country. 

There was a stark contrast between Kuwaiti women and expatriate 

women who came from Palestine, because the Kuwaiti women were 

conservative, modest, and less educated than Palestinian women. 

Palestinian women were more open, better-educated, and were 

‘conspicuously accessible and uncovered’ (Longva, 2006, p.171). 

 

Palestinian expatriate women working as teachers in Kuwaiti girls’ 

schools became role models for Kuwaiti girls. In the mid-1970s, the 

expatriate society in Kuwait became more versatile and most of them 

came from the Asian sub-continent.  
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Although there were a variety in the Kuwaiti community, the image of 

the Kuwaiti woman became one where she was seen as ‘rich’ and 

‘sophisticated’ with time for leisure, giving power in the form of a 

sponsor for migrant labour (Longva, 2006, p.172). Given this case, 

along with less experience of any powerful incentive to become 

salaried employees, many Kuwaiti women preferred to stay at home. 

The increasing use of domestic labour for housework and childcare 

allowed Kuwaitis more time to socialise and led to a greater sense of 

freedom.  They spent a lot of time shopping. However, it was also an 

era of increased awareness of fashion among modern wealthy 

Kuwaiti women. Fashion became the only outlet for Kuwaiti women 

where they could express their individuality within a very small group 

of people (Kelly, 2010). According to Kelly (2010, p.226),  

Clothes play a fundamental part in how Kuwaitis assess each 

other’s social identity and status. Indeed, they explicitly and 

repeatedly say so. 

 

It is significant that Kuwaiti women were also very conscious of their 

Islamic, Arabic and Kuwaiti identity—although not necessarily in this 

order.  

 
Rights of Women  
Kuwaiti women have enjoyed access to higher education since 1960, 

with the relative freedom to demand improved economic and cultural 

rights. However, if we compare them with women in neighbouring 

countries, we find that Kuwaiti women’s organisations were the first of 

their kind in the region. They actively lobbied for the wider 
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participation of women in the labour market, with political rights and 

greater opportunities in cultural education.  

 

The Iraqi occupation of Kuwait in 1990 served as a catalyst for 

women’s ultimate freedom in terms of political and social rights. 

During this period, many women assumed significant social 

responsibilities and were instrumental in ensuring the survival of their 

besieged society. Some volunteered in hospitals to compensate for 

the shortage of medical staff, while others played a prominent role in 

smuggling food, money and weapons across military checkpoints. 

The ousted government made many public promises that, after 

Kuwait was liberated, women would ‘play a greater role and make 

more noble contributions’ to the state which they had helped to 

defend, and therefore they would be granted rights on a par with 

those of men (Kelly and Breslin, 2010).  

 

After the liberation of Kuwait in 1991, women attained new and 

supposedly effective titles, including university rector, vice-president 

of the KOC and even ambassador. In 1993, Nabila al-Mulla was 

appointed the first woman ambassador in the Gulf area. True political 

equality, however, remained elusive, as the Election Law No. 35 of 

1962 continued to ban political rights for women for another decade. 

Moreover, in 1999, between parliamentary sessions, the emir of 

Kuwait promulgated a decree that granted women the right to vote 

and run for office in the parliamentary and municipal elections. 

However, parliament overturned this after only a few months which  

resulted in many demonstrations by civilian activists, and hundreds of 
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Kuwaiti women stormed the voter registration offices and attempted 

to vote at elections (Kelly and Breslin, 2010). 

 

The parliamentary action was also challenged in court with the hope 

that the judiciary would consider the election law unconstitutional. 

However, these cases were rejected on technicalities, which resulted 

in mass demonstrations, which brought the case into the international 

arena. In 2003, another government-sponsored bill giving women the 

right to vote and run for municipal council was rejected by Parliament. 

Kuwaiti women insisted on being effective partners in the 

reconstruction of their country, and sought to achieve equality with 

men in terms of both rights and duties as one of the foundations of 

democracy. Thus, they claimed their right to education and 

employment. In 2005, women won the right to vote and hold public 

office from the Kuwaiti Parliament. Hence, women began to occupy 

many positions within government. According to Ebadah (2014, p.20), 

 

Kuwaiti women insisted on playing the role of active partners in 

building the state, and their responsibilities ranged from the 

social to the economic and political. Finally, they won the right 

to run for political office in 2005 after a long struggle against 

reactionary forces which attempted to invoke Islamic law in 

order to return to the era of the harem. 

 

In 2009, the women’s movement achieved a milestone in the election 

of female candidates to Parliament. However, activists today continue 

to face challenges, as female voter turnout has been consistently 
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decreasing. There were eight Kuwaiti women among the 306 

candidates for the Kuwaiti parliamentary elections. Only four women 

won seats in 2009, while the Parliament was rescinded in 2012. This 

was linked with the political instability and discrimination within the 

community (Eidan, 2013). 

 

Despite these important developments, Kuwaiti women continue to 

face discrimination in certain areas of life. They are still forbidden 

from entering several occupations, such as the judiciary and military 

service. Moreover, they have fewer marital rights than their husband 

and cannot extend their Kuwaiti nationality to their children or foreign-

born husband. They also lack equal legal rights with regard to social 

insurance, pensions and inheritance. The provisions relating to 

inheritance, in particular, originate from the Koran, according to which 

men bear the legal, social and financial responsibility for their family. 

Therefore, it is unlikely that these provisions will be changed in the 

near future (Kelly and Breslin, 2010).  

 

Still, the advocacy for Kuwaiti women’s rights has been powerful and 

visible in the last few years, especially concerning political 

participation. Kuwaiti women today have more freedom than in the 

past; they have freedom similar to Western women and are liberated 

from much of the strict tradition. The voice of Kuwaiti women is very 

strong. Most Kuwaiti women today have the freedom to select their 

own clothing; however, some male family members still try to control 

their wives, sisters and daughters. This circumstance is particularly 
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evident in Kuwaiti families of Bedouin origin. Yet, this issue is waning 

because of the change in the habits of society.  

 

From Al Dawas’s perspective, the Kuwaiti woman of nomadic origins 

is more interested in wearing Kuwaiti traditional clothing.  However, it 

is possible that she is not interested and that, instead, these clothes 

are imposed upon her. In addition, it is possible that she is interested 

so as not to cross the limits of tribal customs that apply to her, and 

she is interested so as not to be criticised for being liberal, indecent, 

blatant or bold. This is why we find that she supports the preservation 

of the traditional outfit (2016). 

 

Summary: 
This chapter presents and analyses the different kinds of Kuwaiti 

traditional women dress, mainly in the period prior to the discovery of 

oil in Kuwait. It sheds light on the distinct characteristics of the 

Kuwaiti women’s dress before the oil boom in Kuwait. The main 

distinctive characteristics of women’s traditional clothes were 

influenced by the surrounding environment and the cultures of people 

from different countries. 

 

The materials and textiles were imported from India, Persia and 

Egypt, with exclusive materials such as zari threads imported from 

France and Britain. Embroidery and textile adornment was common 

among Kuwaiti women, especially urban women who lived in the city. 

They used special kinds of threads for the embroidery called zari, 

which are gold or silver metallic threads (Al- Sabah, 2001, pp.71-72), 



	 125	

while Sadu weaving was common among Bedouin women. Their 

surroundings inspired them and this was reflected in the patterns and 

motifs created on the textile or dress. These motifs included trees, 

shells, stars, plant leaves, geometric patterns and desert animals 

such as camels.  

 

In this context, Kuwaiti women’s identity was limited by their cultural 

identity at this time—i.e. the time during which Kuwaiti women had to 

fully cover themselves with a loose black abaya when they went out 

of their homes. However, under this abaya, they wore clothing of 

different colours; they had the liberty to express their personal identity 

as demonstrated by their choice of available fabrics, colours and 

designs. After the discovery of oil, the economy of Kuwait was 

thriving and it became one of richest countries in the world with a high 

income per capita. Furthermore, it resulted in a rapid growth in 

women’s personal income, which in turn indicated the emergence of 

a wealthy middle class. During this time, Kuwaiti women began to 

advertise their new lifestyle as professional, working women with 

financial independence. 

 

This change also led to the redefining of Kuwaiti women’s identity and 

social place in the dramatically changing world around them. A 

phenomenon occurred in the Kuwaiti community, particularly among 

the women; one’s personality and identity are defined through what 

one wears, regardless of one’s social background or class. As a 

result, the cultural identity, in terms of society’s perception of 

women’s clothes as symbolic, underwent changes. Kuwaiti women 
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began to abandon their beautiful traditional garments, which was a 

transitional step before Kuwaiti women progressed to discard almost 

all of their traditional clothes and replaced them with more 

Westernised fashion items (Kelly, 2010). The openness and 

modernity resulting from globalisation and education influenced 

Kuwaiti women to change their attire and lifestyles. Other key factors 

contributed to the change in Kuwaiti identity and influenced women’s 

clothing preferences so that they adapted to modern life. This chapter 

uses images and written work to explain how fashion has developed 

among Kuwaiti women over 85 years - particularly how Western 

fashion has changed women’s identity. The next chapter focuses on 

the Kuwaiti thawb as a part of Kuwaiti women’s identity and Kuwaiti 

heritage. It presents more detail about Kuwaiti thawb types and uses  

and illustrates how the thawb has developed to adapt to the modern 

lifestyle of Kuwaiti women after the discovery of oil .  
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Chapter 4 Al-thawb (The overdress)  
Introduction  
In this chapter, the researcher focuses on the thawb and presents 

more details about the Kuwaiti thawb as part of Kuwaiti heritage. The 

thawb is a Kuwaiti luxury garment that has religious and social 

values. Moreover it has retained the same form and design style over 

the centuries. As such, the researcher focuses on the thawb to 

contextualize the practical component of the thesis. 

 

In an article published in Kay Hardy’s Aramco World titled ‘The Gown 

that Steals Your Heart’, Campbell (2016) explained that the	al-thawb 

is a type of garment, which, in the Arabic language, refers to a dress. 

It is often worn by women, and occasionally by men, particularly in 

Saudi Arabia. The al-thawb was the prime item of dress for women in 

the past throughout the Arabian Gulf; there have been some slight 

differences in the thawb patterns (Campbell, 2016). 

 

The thawbs of women in the Gulf area share a few basic 

characteristics: cuts that are large and square, or nearly square; side 

panels that open to form billowing sleeves (some with beautifully 

decorative gussets); in many cases, a tail that is long enough in the 

back to trail behind on the floor. Designed for versatility, a thawb 

allows a woman to lift its neck open to cover her head; in addition, 

she can drape one sleeve or both sleeves over her head. Such a 

seemingly living thing flows and sometimes wraps back onto itself. 

However, the origins of the women’s thawb are unknown. Some view 
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its origin in the voluminous festive overdress worn in the courts during 

the Umayyad and Abbasid periods, while others see it as going back 

even further, such as to Byzantine times (Campbell, 2016). 

 

 
Figure 4.1. The sleeves of thawbs are extra wide, in part so that they can be 

draped over one’s head for a quick cover. Source: Campbell (2016, p. 29). 

 

The thawb comes in one size, and is typically made of gauzy fabric 

and is wide enough to be worn over a dress. It is often seen in black; 

however, there have been many kinds of thawbs, including those with 

bright, colourful patterns (Al-Maghribi, 2006). Al Maghribi (2006, p. 

45) offered the following description: 

 

[The] al-thawb is quite voluminous, reflecting its Islamic origin 

and conceals the beauty of the female body unlike many other 

female garments or gowns. Kuwaiti and Gulf women often wear 

al-thawbs at home over their clothes when they receive visitors. 
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Their al-thawbs have wide sleeves and may even cover her 

face. This indicates the Kuwaiti conservative and religious 

nature. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.2. Kuwaiti thawb. Source: Al-Maghribi (1986, p. 82). 

 

Scarce (1985, p. 75) indicates that the thawb is a voluminous, 

graceful overdress. Furthermore, Al-Maghribi (2006, p. 44) provided 

the following overview of the garment: 

[The] al-thawb mirrored the nature of life in traditional Kuwaiti 

society. Types of cultivation and architecture were embroidered 

in al-thawb. Even when it was stretched on the ground, it 

resembled the parts of a traditional house: the chest opening 
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represented the gate; the sleeves represented the arcade; the 

middle part represented the courtyard. Even the maritime 

environment was represented such as the sea, stars in addition 

to heavenly bodies such as Pleiades. 

Figure 4.3 (below) presents the basic parts of the Kuwaiti thawb. 

 

Figure 4.3. Pattern of a Kuwaiti thawb. Source: Al-Bateny (1986, p. 160). 

 

The basic parts of the Kuwaiti thawb 

The basic parts of the Kuwaiti thawb include the following: 

1. The bodice (centre panel) runs down the middle, both at the 

front and the back. It is a rectangular piece of shoulder-width 

fabric that reaches the heels in length.  
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2. The al-chomoom (the sleeves) are the most distinctive parts of 

the thawb due to their unique form.  

3. The al-tinfayah are two rectangular pieces sewn under the 

sleeves. 

4. The al-abat (the underarm gussets) are two triangular pieces 

sewn under the sleeves. The purpose of these pieces is to 

provide more width, which allows for the smoother movement of 

the arms. They also help to maintain the thawb’s form and 

silhouette. Moreover, the underarm gussets are adorned with 

different types of decoration and embroidery, including golden 

or silver sequins (see Figure 4.4) or different coloured pieces or 

textiles. Such lavish designs are usually worn at weddings or on 

other special occasions (Al-Maghribi, 2006). 

 
Figure 4.4. (left) The underarm gusset. Source: Al-Maghribi (2006, p. 47);  

(right) The Kuwaiti traditional thawb with tail.  
Source: http://	http://costumehistoryisfun.blogspot.co.uk/2010/07/brides-of-arab-

world-kuwait-and-qatar.html [accessed 6/8/2016] 
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5. The al-thail (the tail) is the bottom part of the thawb. The front 

part covers the feet, while the back part is usually much longer 

and thus drags due to the neckline’s open design. See Figure 

4.4 (i.e. the image on the right). 

In the early twentieth century, it was common for a Kuwaiti woman to 

sew her own clothes as well as those of her children and husband. 

She was skilled in sewing, crafts and weaving the Sadu (Al Sabah, 

2000). However, only a few women made thawbs because they were 

time-consuming to embroider and sew; additionally, the embroidery 

required a high level of skill, which not everyone possessed. 

According to Kuwaiti social historian Yousef Al Qinai,  ‘[W]omen who 

mastered tailoring and embroidery were few compared to those who 

did not know the craft’ (as cited in Al Sabah, 2001, p. 71).  

 

Kuwait’s geographical location and importance for trade played a 

significant role in the development of the craft of embroidery and in 

enriching the repertoire of styles and patterns, which borrowed 

extensively from Indian and Persian artistic traditions (Al Sabah, 

2000, p. 75). Al Sabah (2001, p. 71) confirmed the following: 

 

[M]any of the raw materials, such as gold thread and cotton, 

were imported from India as well as from Iran and France. The 

growth of the country and its commercial prosperity under the 

reign of Sheikh Mubarak Al Sabah between 1896 and 1915 

attracted numerous immigrants from Persia and Basra, many of 

whom assisted in the development of this craft.  



	 133	

Many techniques, tools and materials are involved in embroidery, 

such as the karkhana, which is a Persian word meaning ‘place of 

work’. A karkhana is a wooden tool used in embroidery. Also, gold or 

silver metallic threads, such as zari, are used in this kind of 

embroidery (Al-Sabah, 2001, pp. 71–72). 

 

 
Figure 4.5. Karkhana. Source: Al-Maghribi (1986, p. 275). 

Also common in embroidery is the teli, which is used for silver 

embroidery. The term teli is a Turkish word meaning ‘silver or gold 

metal wire’, and it is used on various thawbs and head coverings (Al 

Sabah, 2001, p. 75). There was a range of designs available in zari, 

as described by Al-Sabah (2001, p. 75): 

Ariyah, a zari design usually found on the lower sleeves of the 

women’s thobe or overdress; kurar, a special style of 

embroidery used in the front of overdresses; derghal, a simple 

gold stitch used along the border of a young girl’s headscarf 

(bukhnagh). 
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According to Al Sabah (2001, p. 88), Awasha Al Bashir was one of 

the Kuwaiti women in the past who was interested in working on 

needlework and embroidery. She was born in 1917 in Kuwait and 

learned various stiches and techniques by the time she was seven 

years of age. Her daughter Mariam Al Agruga explained that her 

mother was very influenced by her Jewish neighbours in the Sharq 

district of the city. At that time, there were a few members of the 

Jewish society who had moved to Kuwait in the late 1800s from areas 

such as Al Basra, Iraq and Iran. They were known for their work in 

gold and silver embroidery (Al Sabah, 2001). 

 

Al Bashir became a skilled practitioner in her manual craft, and she 

began to earn a considerable amount of money as a result of her 

work, especially in teal as embroidery, which was one of the most 

lucrative craft projects for women at that time. Al Agruga (as cited in 

Al Sabah, 2001, p. 89) offered this information:  

 

The teal thobe was priced according to the weight of the silver 

thread, by the tola. For example, the cost of twelve grams of 

teal silver thread was five rupees, and the price of a full thoub 

or overdress ranged from 300 to 500 rupees, according to its 

weight. That sum would sometimes equal the price of a house. 

It was truly a very profitable craft. 

 

Renowned merchants like Ahmed Al Melifi, Al Marshoud and Daram, 

who often imported their merchandise from India, purchased teal 

thread locally. However, the best threads were imported from France. 
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Al Bashir created many thawbs and over dresses for several women 

from major Kuwaiti families such as Shaikha Lulwa Al Nasser Al 

Sabah, Shaikha Bibi Al Salem Al Sabah and women from other 

families such as Al Humeizi and Al Ghanim. Awasha discontinued 

embroidery work in 1955 because of her poor health and failing 

eyesight (Al Sabah, 2001). 

 

Contrary to the widely-held belief that embroidery was confined to 

urban women who lived in the city, Bedouin women also tailored and 

embroidered some of their clothes and their family clothing as well. 

The Bedouins refer to women's embroidery as khawwar. 

 

According to Al Sabah (2001, p. 89) two women in particular 

specialised in this handicraft. Noura Jaber, commonly referred to as 

Umm Jaber, is 65 years of age. She learned needlework, embroidery 

and how to sew her own clothes from her mother. Umm Jaber stated 

that few women were proficient in the techniques of embroidery, and 

most of them would commission richly embroidered pieces such as 

bridal over dresses and thawbs. Many of the sewing tools were 

bought from Kuwait, Al Hasa or Qatar, such as silk, coloured silk 

yarns (brisim) and gold yarns (zari).  It was standard practice for the 

clothing and gowns to be made using proficiently coloured textiles 

that were pre-embroidered and bought ready-made from the cities. 

 

The shaham lahm embroidery, which was made in white and red 

cotton or silk yarn, was bought ready-made and was usually 

presented to the bride as part of her trousseau. The embroidered 



	 136	

items were then sewn on the sleeves and pocket of the bride's dress. 

Additionally, the colour of the wedding over dress (thawb) was usually 

either red or blue, and the bride wore the dress underneath. 

However, the embroidery that adorned the Bedouin women’s dress 

was often on the tip of the sleeve or along the bottom of the trousers 

that were worn under the dress. It was often in coloured silk yarns. 

The patterns themselves were significantly linear and geometrical 

with various stitches, though mainly the chevron and basic stitch. 

 

In addition, Al Sabah notes that, in 1940, Bedouin women of the 

Awazim tribe embroidered their own dresses as well as their family 

members’ clothes. They basically used silk yarns, which they bought 

from souks in Kuwait or from Qatif in Al Hasa. Most Bedouin women, 

such as Abab Farhan (also called Umm Nasser), used to buy pre 

made thawbs to embroider from nearby cities, such as Kuwait and Al 

Hasa in the eastern province of Saudi Arabia. They bought black 

thawbs from Kuwait, while the Al Hasa thawbs were striped. 

Moreover, the Bedouin women embroidered their veils (burqa). The 

motifs were multi-patterned, with either stylised plants or animals or 

geometrical designs. Bedouin women used certain important 

patterns: shak al qerdala, which means continuous double triangles, 

shak al zubairiah, which is a zigzag line called uwerjan, shak al 

omania and shak al harzoun (Al Sabah, 2001). 

 

In the past, Kuwaiti women wore different types of thawbs. For 

example, some types, which were worn daily at home, were made of 

inexpensive, light fabric and were adorned with either simple 
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embroidery or none at all. Others were worn only in the afternoon and 

were adorned with different types of embroidery that were more 

ornate than those typically worn in the home. Another type of thawb 

was worn at weddings and was adorned with numerous sequins and 

embroidery (Al-Khars et al., 2003). 

 

According to Al-Sabah (2000, p. 78), the decoration used to adorn the 

thawb includes patterns, shapes and motifs inspired by the 

surrounding environment, such as stars, birds, crescents, shells, 

scorpions, trees and shrubs. Such motifs are embroidered on the 

thawb with zari yarn, coloured cotton and albraisam yarn (silk). The 

thawb is also embroidered with gold and silver zari sequins. For 

instance, Figure 4.6 shows a thawb adorned with a tomato-plant 

pattern embroidered with gold zari yarn and sequins. 

 

 
Figure 4.6. A thawb adorned with a tomato plant pattern. Source: Al-Sabah 

(2000, p. 77) 
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Figure 4.7. Celery-leaf motif. Source: Al-Maghribi (1986, p. 369). 

 

Varieties of the thawb 

Many kinds of thawbs exist, some of which are named after the fabric 

from which they are sewn. The most well known include the following: 

 

1- Zari thawb: This thawb is sewn from zari fabric with gold 

threads woven into the cloth; it is used for visits and simple 

decoration (Al-Maghribi, 2006). 

2- Wail thawb: This thawb is made from a variety of cotton wail 

fabrics, which is a kind of cotton known in Kuwait. The quality 

and price for this kind of thawb varies (Al-Maghribi, 1986). 

3- Mardhoof thawb: This is a thick thawb that women in the past 

wore daily. It is sewn with cheap cotton fabric called mardhoof 

(Al-Maghribi, 1986). 
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4- Toor thawb: This kind of thawb is sewn from different coloured 

toor fabrics, such as red, white and black. Kuwaiti women wear 

it on festive occasions (Al-Maghribi, 2006).  

5- Jaz thawb: This type of thawb is made of woolly jaz fabric, 

which is an expensive fabric; thus, Kuwaiti women wear it in the 

winter on happy occasions  (Al-Maghribi, 1986). 

6-  Bunoonah thawb: Women wear this kind of thawb on certain 

occasions, and it is used for adornment; the thread of this 

expensive, spotted toor fabric contains points called noonah 

(Al-Maghribi, 2006). 

7-  Jarjais thawbs: This kind of thawb is made of a soft silk chiffon 

fabric called jarjaise (Al-Maghribi, 2006). 

8- Al Afandi thawb: This kind of thawb is sewn from al afandi fabric 

and features a crest; it is created of silk mixed with nylon (Al-

Maghribi, 2006). 

9- Shash thawb: This is a cheap kind of thawb; women wear it 

daily for service in Kuwaiti homes (Al-Maghribi, 2006). 

10-Malmal thawb: This type of thawb is worn during prayer and   

  when sleeping; it is sewn using a light cotton fabric, called  

      malmal, that is available in multiple colours(Al-Maghribi, 2006). 
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Figure 4.8. (left) Bunoonah thawb. Source: Al-Maghribi (2006, p. 55).  

(right) Jarjais thawb. Source: Al-Sabah (2001). 

 

The thawb is often adorned with heavy, richly embroidered silver or 

gold, with zari yarn and sequins on the front panel and billowing fabric 

in the back. Some thawbs are named according to the type or form of 

embroidery used. Examples appear below: 

1- I'iriyah thawb: This is named for a type of embroidery called 

Iiriyah. It has straight lines embroidered in twisted threads on 

either side around the head opening as well as at the joins of 

the sleeves and sides. In addition, underarm gussets are 

embroidered with zari. The zari embroidering is designed using 

the kourer method, which is a kind of manual sewing  (Al-

Maghribi, 2006). 
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2- Moukhawwas thawb: This kind of thawb is expensive; it 

includes silk or chiffon fabrics, striped with gold threads on 

each side and an underarm gusset with tomato plant or celery 

leaf motifs (Al-Maghribi, 2006). 
3- Manthoor thawb: Women wear this type of thawb for 

adornment; it features zari and tiny silver spangles scattered on 

various parts (Al-Bateny, 1986). 
4- Talli thawb: This is a simple and cheap garment worn in the 

afternoon and for certain occasions. It features silver or golden, 

cheap and simple zari braids called talli (Al-Maghribi, 1986). 

5- Bujaib thawb: This kind of thawb includes zari inscriptions 

around the neckline and on the pockets (Al-Maghribi, 2006). 
6- Mishajar thawb: This type of thawb is made from white cotton 

wail fabric or branchy silk jerjais; this garment has patterns of 

tree leaf motifs in various colours (Al-Maghribi, 2006). 

7- Bu Zinjeel thawb: Women wear this kind of thawb on informal 

occasions; it is decorated with zigzag stripes called bu zinjeel 

(Al-Maghribi, 2006). 
8- Bu Hilal thawb: This kind of thawb features zari in the shape of 

a hilal which means crescent.  

9- Minajam thawb: This type of thawb is embroidered with a star 

motif referred to as najam (Al-Maghribi, 2006). 

10- Bu Mashbak thawb: This thawb is decorated with a golden  

 button called mashbak used to close the open neckline (Al- 

 Maghribi, 2006). 
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Figure 4.9. (left) I’iriyah jaz thawb. Source: Al-Maghribi (2006, p. 57). 

(in the middle) Al-manthoor thawb. Source: Al-Maghribi (2006, p. 52). 

(right) Kuwaiti thawb Moukhawwas. Source: Al-Maghribi (2006, p. 49). 

 
Prior to the oil boom, Kuwaiti women wore some expensive thawbs: 

 

1. Misarrahis thawb: This thawb is not only more costly but also 

more beautiful than the others. It is worn at special events, 

including weddings. This thawb is made of jerjais fabric and 

features straight lines made of zari threads on the each side 

called sarrayeh (Al-Maghribi, 2006). 

2. Althuriyya thawb: This kind of thawb is the most expensive, 

and Kuwaiti women only wear it for their wedding party. It is 

adorned with gold discs around the open neckline. Bedouin 
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women occasionally adorn the neckline with coloured pieces of 

zari and beads (Al-Maghribi, 1986). 
3. Imfahah thawb:  Kuwaiti women wore this kind of thawb in the 

past on different occasions. This thawb is made from many 

pieces of various coloured fabrics. It can include the remnants 

of some fabrics. The colours are called fohooha, which means 

stripes. In the middle of the garment is a red colour, and green 

and purple colours are on each side. The sleeves are multi-

coloured (Al-Bateny, 1986; Al-Maghribi, 2006). 
 

 
 

Figure 4.10 (left) Althuriyya thawb. Source: Al-Maghribi (2006, p. 51). 

(right) Imfahah thawb. Source: Al-Maghribi (2006, p. 60) 

 

Since discovering the oil and wealth in Kuwait there have been 

developments in various fields in the country, and women’s lifestyles 

and their identities were affected in a positive way. In addition, the 
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education of women played a major role in the identity change, as 

women started to go to work and began searching for a new style of 

clothing that was more modern, elegant and suitable for their new 

lives. Women also travelled abroad to study or as tourists. The many 

societies and cultures influenced them and enabled them to build a 

strong personality and a new identity, which differs from Kuwaiti 

women of previous generations.    

The traditional Kuwaiti women’s dress was influenced by Western 

fashion after the oil boom and wealth. The modernity and high 

income led to a change in the style of dress, especially in wearing the 

thawb. Although the thawb was one of the basic clothes of Kuwaiti 

women in the past, worn daily, it became non-basic clothing and is 

worn for some traditional occasions today.  

The thawb’s relationship to the practical work 

The thawb is one of the basic garments of traditional dress that 

Kuwaiti women wore daily before the discovery of oil. The thawb 

expresses authenticity and has high social and religious value. Also, 

the thawb is symbolic, cherished and is a source of pride for Kuwaiti 

women. Moreover, it is a reflection of Kuwaiti women’s identity. Al 

Maghribi explained that the thawb ‘is quite voluminous, reflecting its 

Islamic origin and conceals the beauty of the female body unlike 

many other female garments or gowns’. The thawb maintains its 

shape and size over time, perhaps because it is worn infrequently, 

especially since the discovery of oil. 
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According to Al-Sabah (2001, p. 88), Noura Al Nashmi was one of the 

Kuwaiti women who worked on embroidery and created thawbs in the 

past. She discontinued this work in the early 1950s and explained her 

reasons for doing so: 

Embroidery is very time-consuming, and with the new affluence 

that came about after the discovery of oil, many women gave 

up embroidery. Furthermore, the demand for hand embroidery 

decreased as machine-made embroidery was made available 

at cheap prices. 

Moreover, many Kuwaiti women stopped working on the embroidery 

in the mid-1950s.  

Al Maghribi (2006) states that the thawb disappeared in the mid-

1950s, except among the elderly who kept it long after that. Changes 

and modernity had an effect on the Kuwaiti lifestyle, especially for the 

women. Women became educated and employed; they enjoyed their 

freedom and the mixing with other nationalities. Western dress also 

had an impact on them. They began to look for new styles of dress 

that were more practical, elegant and suitable to adapt to their new 

lives. However, Kuwaiti women still wear the thawb for special 

occasions, such as wedding parties and national days. 

The researcher selected this traditional garment as a practical way of 

understanding how traditional clothing such as the thawb can both 

reflect the change in Kuwaiti society and be adapted to modern life.  

 



	 146	

Summary:  
The purpose of this chapter is to present the Kuwaiti thawb as a part 

of Kuwaiti heritage; the thawb is the best way to express the state of 

the people and their identity; it carries the essence of the ancestors 

and it narrates the culture of the past and present of the people 

(Osrati, 2015). The thawb also reflected the Kuwaiti women’s identity 

especially before the oil boom, when the women wore the thawb daily 

over their dress. This chapter has shown more details about the 

thawb and why the Kuwaiti women wore it in the past and reveals its 

many different types, each carrying a special name. It also varies its 

uses depending on how it is decorated: the thawb that is decorated 

by zari thread and sequins can be used by women at home or to visit 

relatives and neighbours. Furthermore, this chapter presents the 

basic parts of the Kuwaiti thawb, which include four panels: the 

bodice (centre panel), the al-chomoom (sleeves), the al-tinfayah and 

the al-abat (the underarm gussets). Moreover, the chapter explains 

the embroidery used and how Kuwaiti women selected the motifs, 

which are inspired by the Kuwaiti environment and Kuwaiti culture, 

and the tools that are used on the embroidery such as ‘Karkhana’ (Al 

Maghribi, 2006).  

 

Along with stories of both urban and Bedouin elderly Kuwaiti women 

working on thawbs in the past, finally this chapter shows why the 

thawb was selected for practical work. It is a widely-held belief that 

embroidery was confined to urban women who lived in the city. 

However, the Bedouin women also tailored and embroidered some of 

their clothes and their family clothing as well, and the thawb was worn 
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by both urban and Bedouin women. The next chapter will provide 

more information about the Kuwaiti thawb through an interview 

conducted by the researcher with one of the Kuwaiti women who 

works in the trade selling Kuwaiti thawbs in the market Hareem. Um 

Hussein will talk in more detail about the Kuwaiti thawbs, the types 

that Kuwaiti women prefer and how they evolved and changed to 

adapt to our lives today. 
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Chapter 5 Um Hussein and the thawb trade 

Introduction 

It is important to discuss the extent to which Western attire influenced 

Kuwaiti women’s identity and dress after the discovery of oil and the 

associated accumulation of wealth. It is also valuable to address 

Kuwaiti women’s interest in the traditional thawb and their wearing of 

it. Doing so can aid in the identification of the nature of traditional 

markets in regard to the sale of Kuwaiti thawbs. It also provides 

insight into how often Kuwaiti women purchase these thawbs and into 

the development of these thawbs to adapt to modern fashion. Given 

this, what follows is an account of an interview conducted with Mrs. 

Um Hussein, a wholesale dealer of Kuwaiti traditional dress including 

thawbs. 

Um Hussein spoke openly about how she initially worked as a seller 

at the Kuwaiti Hareem Market. She also noted the changes that had 

had an effect on the Kuwaiti traditional market as well as what has 

prompted Kuwaiti women to buy traditional dress, particularly Kuwaiti 

thawbs. Moreover, she commented on how the Kuwaiti thawb has 

developed to adapt to modern fashion.  

 

The following section includes a summary of an interview conducted 

with Um Hussein at her pitch (basta) in the Kuwaiti Hareem Market 

on 23/07/2017. The interview lasted for one and a half hours and was 

conducted in Arabic.  The aims of the interview were to identify the 

nature of traditional markets in regard to the sale of Kuwaiti thawbs, 
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to determine the extent to which Kuwaiti women purchase Kuwaiti 

thawbs and to better understand the development of these thawbs.  

 

Information about Um Hussein:  
Um Hussein is a 55-year-old woman who owns pitch (basta) No. 6, 

which is referred to as Ateej Al-Souf, meaning 'old wool'. Her stretch 

is located in the Kuwaiti Hareem Market in Kuwait City, one of the 

most famous women's markets in Kuwait. It is located between the 

streets of Mubarak al-Jabir, Ahmad Al-Jaber and Ali Al-Salem. For 

over 200 years, this market has been a popular souq and continues 

to offer its visitors a traditional style of shopping in Kuwait.  

 

Um Hussein did not want to reveal her first name. According to a 

longstanding tradition as well as habits in Kuwait, after a woman 

marries, she is usually called um ("first her son") such as Um Hussein 

where the oldest son for her is Hussein. This tradition is a means for 

her to be appreciated and treated respectfully among people. As 

such, it is acceptable for people to refer to her as Um Hussein.  
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Figure 5.1. Um Hussein sits in her basta (photograph taken by the  

researcher, 2017) 

 
She inherited her profession of trading Kuwaiti thawbs from her 

mother. She was one of the first Kuwaitis in the market since the late 

Sheikha Moudi Al-Sabah distributed stretches to women in 1952. Um 

Hussein (2017) stated the following: 

 
We were young children when my mother received the stretch. 

After finishing school, we left our books in the house in the 

Sharq area, and we came on foot to our mother in the market to 

help [her], as the distance was close between the market and 

the house. This is how I gained experience in the field of selling 

conventional and Kuwaiti thawbs.  

 

Um Hussein also mentioned that some of the most popular goods 

that are sold in her stretch are al-darra’as, thawbs, the bukhnagh, 

dishdashas and al-sirwal for elder women, al-milfa (i.e. hair covers) 
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and face veils such as burga and bushiya. Other goods include 

women’s traditional accessories that were used in the past such as a 

Kohl device called makhalah, Kohl, dairam, henna, toothpicks and old 

wood combs. 

 

Kuwaiti women and thawbs prior to the discovery of oil  
The thawb is a basic element among Kuwaiti women’s dress. Before 

the oil discovery, women did not take off their thawbs. As Um 

Hussein explained, in the past, women wore black thawbs in their 

homes, regardless of whether they were great grandmothers or 

mothers. In addition, all the daughters wore thawbs and al-milfa at 

home and did not take them off until bedtime, when they changed into 

lighter gowns for sleeping.  

 
Um Hussein said that in old Kuwait, when a woman was engaged to 

be married, and before the groom’s family sent her a wedding gift 

(dazza), they bought a Kuwaiti thawb prior to buying gold because 

the thawb was a key element for the bride. She wore it on her 

wedding day. This thawb is referred to as ‘moukhawwas’, and its 

value may now reach 400 KWD, (nearly 944 GBP) whereas in the 

past it was 200 KWD. Um Hussein also mentioned that ‘the Bedouin 

were more committed to buying the Kuwaiti thawb than the urbans’ 

(2017). 

 

Additionally, Um Hussein explained that some types of ancient 

Kuwaiti thawbs, such as the al-areeja thawb, are distinguishable due 

to their general lack of embroidery, with the exception of embroidery 
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that appeared on the sleeves and the chest area. The singer Aisha 

Al-Martaa wore the moukhawwas thawb, which contains thread and 

sequins in the front part of the thawb and is typically used for the 

Samri dance. There is also the manthoor thawb, which has threads 

and sequins in various locations on the thawb. Finally, there is the 

regular thawb that Kuwaiti married women wear on a daily basis; this 

thawb does not contain threads.  

 

Um Hussein and the trade of thawbs 
After she took over her mother’s stretch (basta), she continued to 

trade traditional goods, especially the thawb, as this provided both a 

livelihood and represented a symbol of pride related to Kuwaiti 

heritage. Um Hussein stated that she sells different types of thawbs 

and that their price and quality vary. For instance, prices range from 

400 KWD to 350, 200 and 150; there are also types that are priced at 

50 and 35 and others that cost 15, 10, and 5 KWD. The quality of the 

thawbs varies according to the embroidery and the quality of the cloth 

and thread used. As Um Hussein mentioned, for dancing at 

weddings, the mother of the bride or groom usually purchases thawbs 

that cost 10 or 15 KWD because they will buy a quantity of 5 or 6 for 

women attending the wedding for the Samri dance. If the thawb is for 

personal wear, she will choose a higher quality thawb (see the figures 

5.2 to 5.5).  

 
Um Hussein mentioned that the Kuwaiti thawbs she sells are made 

from expensive bisht golden threads (zari al bushut). She stated, ‘I 

deal with a woman who sews the Kuwaiti thawb; [she makes them by 
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hand) using “tulle”.  The making of the Kuwaiti thawb takes about four 

months and is expensive and costs about 400 KWD. Therefore, not 

many people buy it’.  In addition, these thawbs are high-priced, and 

not many people have an interest in them, except during national 

holidays. 

 

Today, she imports thawbs embroidered with coloured threads from 

India which are usually cheaper. The toor thawb is imported from the 

UAE. Its cost varies - expensive ones are typically of high quality, 

with prices ranging from 150 KWD to 200 KWD. The other type is of a 

lesser quality, with prices ranging from 10 to 15 KWD for the Samri 

dances that occur at weddings. Um Hussein provided the following 

explanation: 

 

The thawbs [cost different amounts]. [Their cost is associated 

with] the type of thread used to make them. The Kuwaiti thawb 

consists of the same thread used in high quality bishts . . . 

Therefore, we find that the thawb costs a lot because of the 

quality of the thread. 

 

Figures 5.2 - 5.5 illustrate that the quality of Kuwaiti thawbs depends 

on the fabric and amount of embroidery with zari yarn. 
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Figure 5.2. A thawb imported from India. This thawb is inexpensive because of 

the process of embroidering with plain yarn rather than zari yarn. The cost of this 

thawb is 10 KWD (photograph taken by the researcher, 2017). 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 



	 155	

 
Figure 5.3. The Kuwaiti thawb mokhawwas; it costs 150 KWD 

(photograph taken by the researcher, 2017). 
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Figure 5.4. A modern red Kuwaiti thawb; the cost is 350 KWD 

(photograph taken by the researcher, 2017). 
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Figure 5.5 This modern Kuwaiti thawb is more expensive and of high quality; it 

costs 400 KWD (photograph taken by the researcher, 2017). 

 

Um Hussein (2017) confirmed the following: 

I do not import fabrics from abroad. I buy them entirely 

embroidered from the UAE, India and Bahrain. They have 

workshops, and I contact them [and] specify the required 

quantity of thawbs and the types. [I also] choose the colours 

and send them the appropriate engravings for both designs and 

embroidery, and then they send them to me after finishing the 

order. 
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As for the motifs that are embroidered on the thawb, she explained 

that she chooses and draws the appropriate engravings for the 

thawbs and selects certain colours. She then sends her order to the 

workshop, which in turn embroiders the designs on the thawbs. She 

chooses the engravings based on Kuwaiti heritage and traditional 

thawbs, such as the al-warda (rose) thawb and the al-areeja thawb. 

The latter features certain elements, such as the shape of the old 

Kuwaiti eigal knot. On al-areeja and al-moukhaws thawbs, she 

includes the shapes of grape trees and roses. The thawbs have 

evolved considerably so that the positions of the engravings have 

changed. The demand for the thawbs continues since Kuwaiti 

weddings feature the Samri dance, which requires new thawbs that 

are suitable for this particular dance. 

 

She added that some of the new engravings were inspired by the 

Kuwaiti heritage, and the positions of the engravings on the thawb 

have changed. According to Um Hussein, the quality of the 

embroidery varies today. With developments and technology, the 

chain is now sewed, and high quality embroidery machines in 

workshops create many forms of modern stitches. Additionally, in 

contemporary society, the demand for the thawb of the flag (i.e. the 

flag of Kuwait) has increased, which is worn on National Day, as the 

demand from schools has increased regarding National Day 

celebrations and folk dancing. Similarly, during the period of 

Gargee’an in Ramadan, they tend to wear traditional clothing in 

general, including the thawb. According to Um Hussein, ‘the thawb’s 

ideas and decorations [stem] from the Kuwaiti culture and ancient 
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thawbs’. Additionally, the demand for thawbs increases during certain 

times. As Um Hussein (2017) noted, ‘There is a lot of interest in 

Kuwaiti thawbs during Gargee’an and national holidays’. 

 

The fabrics traditionally used for the thawb include soft fabrics such 

as chiffon, georgette, tulle, light organza, and crepe. Today, a variety 

of light fabrics are used in the thawb industry, though manufacturers 

also continue to use ordinary georgette, plain tulle, embroidered tulle 

and chiffon. As Um Hussein mentioned, “In the past, the black colour 

was the predominant colour in the making of thawbs. But, today, 

colours vary and new designs have emerged like the Bahraini thawb 

in different colours such as white, red and blue. They used to bring it 

from Bahrain, but today it [is] embroidered [using] machines in the 

workshops in Kuwait. It is called [the] Bahraini thawb [because] the 

engravings were taken and inspired from the Bahraini thawb’ (2017). 

 

Today, there are many modern designs of the thawb which differ from 

those of the old ones. A good example is the thawb with the name of 

a Kuwaiti woman and her family embroidered on it—this is the kind of 

thawb used for the wedding dress. It is usually made of toor fabric, 

and women use it to dance Al samri as well. She mentioned that 

many women buy thawbs and then they take them to a workshop to 

add some changes influenced by the Moroccan design. For instance, 

they add Moroccan belts and hats and, as a result, increase the 

quality and expense of the thawb. Modern workshops also open the 

thawb from the front so that it is similar to the design of the bisht. Due 

to applying this feature, the thawb has a new look and is more 
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acceptable among people. Women in Kuwait love to change and 

update their clothes and, in this way, they get new pieces of 

traditional clothing. 

 

However, Um Hussein commented that she did not think about 

adding designs to the thawb, and she added that the thawb does not 

need a change in design. She stated that she only added new fabrics 

and new colours and engravings from the heritage of Kuwait and that 

she changed the positions of engravings. She then added the 

following:  

 

Despite the efforts of many designers to change and add new 

[features] to the Kuwaiti thawb, the old Kuwaiti thawb is still 

desired by many people, as they prefer old designs [instead of] 

modern ones, since modern designs have a limited period or a 

certain season and then [wearers] return to the old thawb. For 

example, I used some Swarovski small crystals to decorate the 

thawb. However, this was for a particular period, and then I 

found that women returned again after a while to the traditional 

thawb embroidered with sequins, and some prefer it without 

sequins (2017).  
 

 

Um Hussein said that the consumers' interest in the thawb is good, 

especially during particular occasions, traditional wedding 

ceremonies or henna (as they prefer to buy green clothes for this 

occasion for the bride and green thawbs for the girls around her).  
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Interest in the Kuwaiti traditional market  
Um Hussein stated the following:  

Today, Kuwait is working on the development of traditional 

markets and is interested in them as a fundamental part of the 

heritage of Kuwait and its history. Today, we find great interest 

in these heritage markets and the return to the beautiful past, 

which has led to the increase in the number of consumers and 

the visitors of these markets. For example, for the national 

holidays, we find that Kuwaiti embassies in different countries 

are interested in buying Kuwaiti thawbs of high quality at a high 

price; their employees [wear these thawbs] on national 

occasions. They take pride in, and cherish, the Kuwaiti thawb 

as a symbol of Kuwaiti identity. 

 

Um Hussein also said that the thawb trade has not changed 

regarding its sales, but the interest increases during the month of 

Ramadan and during national holidays. She also mentioned that the 

Kuwaiti Hareem Market is known worldwide, as tourists also come to 

the market and buy Kuwaiti traditional clothing from different 

countries— especially Gulf countries such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, 

the UAE, and Bahrain. Though different kinds of thawbs are available 

in these countries, they prefer to get them from Kuwait. In addition, 

foreign tourists from different countries come to the Hareem Market to 

buy thawbs, scarves and veils, as the Kuwaiti thawb is known as a 

symbol of Kuwaiti heritage. She added that customers from different 

classes also visit the Hareem Market. Some famous artists also visit 

the market to select the colours of the thawbs they use in films and 
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TV series about traditional Kuwait and Kuwaiti heritage. 

Ambassadors also buy Kuwaiti thawbs that embassy employees and 

wives of ambassadors wear on the national holiday and during 

receptions.  

 

In addition, Um Hussein stated that there are many shops and 

designers who are interested in thawbs. They design and sell the 

thawb for and during specific seasons and traditional occasions such 

as Gargee’an. However, the sellers in the Al-Hareem Market continue 

to sell thawbs all year long, though they too find that thawbs are 

popular during the national day, the period of Gargee’an, as well as 

for traditional weddings and henna parties. 

 

Contemporary Kuwaiti women and thawbs  
Um Hussein explained that Kuwaiti women today prefer to wear 

Western clothes such as trousers and t-shirts, as they are in line with 

modern times. However, they still hold on to the ancient Kuwaiti 

heritage and wear thawbs on different occasions. For example, 

during national holidays and traditional weddings (Yalwah - Henna), 

women prefer to wear developed or traditional green thawbs. 

Moreover, for Gargee’an, women prefer the coloured thawbs. During 

the days of Gargee’an, women wear thawbs and shaila with the 

darra’a and bring the tabars which are baskets made from frond. 

They put Gargee’an in the tabars; different types of sweets are given 

to children during this event. During this celebration, for three days a 

year, they return to the past; for the rest of the year, they are not as 
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interested in traditional clothes as they were in the past. Um Hussein 

(2017) offered this explanation: 

 

Today, we returned to the past; we are interested in [the] 

Kuwaiti thawb. The habit of wearing the thawb is stable until 

now, but in the last five years [it has] become more desirable 

than in the past and the reason for this is that no matter [how] 

humans develops, [they] must return to the past and the love of 

[their] Kuwaiti heritage and of their ancestors has not changed, 

but remains constant. 

 

From Um Hussein’s point of view, women in general are interested in 

the traditional thawb. She explained that urban people today buy 

traditional thawbs as often as Bedouin women buy them, especially 

older women, who buy the milfa and the long pants – sirwal - worn 

under the darra’a. On the other hand, with regard to the wearing of 

the traditional thawb, she said that the Bedouins are committed to the 

traditional thawb just as they are with the milfa and the burqa, which 

women do not remove from their faces except during night time, while 

sleeping. She also mentioned that Bedouin women wear the burqa all 

the time, even when they are at home with their children. It is not 

removed until bedtime. She is accustomed to these habits imposed 

by Bedouin lifestyle, habits and traditions. 

 

Today, young Bedouin women have changed as they are more 

civilized and open. As such, only a very small group of them wear the 

burqa. Most of them wear the nikab to cover their faces. 
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As for the age categories of women who are interested in wearing the 

thawb, Um Hussein explained that Kuwaiti women of different ages 

are interested in purchasing and wearing it. For example, young age 

groups, such as 7 to 14 year-olds, buy thawbs for school celebrations 

associated with the national day and Gargee’an. Women in their 

twenties and thirties buy thawbs for wedding parties, for the Samri 

dance and for the period of Gargee’an. Women continue to buy 

thawbs for various traditional occasions. 

 

Um Hussein said that though the new generation is interested in the 

traditional thawb for celebrations and occasions, they do not wear 

thawbs on a consistent basis. Instead, they wear Western clothes 

such as trousers and skirts and reserve traditional clothing items such 

as scarves, thawbs, and darra’a for weddings and banquets. In 

addition, girls use Gargee’an bags. Today, if women want to go to 

parks or markets, they do not wear traditional clothes. Instead, they 

wear Western clothes because these clothes are more practical and 

modern. 

 

Um Hussein stated that today the old Kuwaiti thawbs have undergone 

changes and that we have returned to the past through the use of the 

first engravings of the thawb, especially for traditional occasions. For 

instance, during the days of the Gargee’an, women wear traditional 

thawbs, such as moukhawwas and manthoor thawbs. Also, the 

thawbs that Kuwaiti women wear today vary according to their 

personal tastes. They choose a thawb based on their personal 
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preferences. Some women like to wear a thawb that features large 

engravings and a lot of embroidery on it. Other women prefer small 

engravings and light embroidery on their thawbs. Um Hussein also 

mentioned that on traditional occasions such as Gargee’an, women 

prefer traditional thawbs, but for weddings, receptions and feasts, 

they prefer new types and designs from their thawbs. 

 

Um Hussein said that women are interested in the two thawbs made 

from tulle and chiffon fabrics. If the woman wanted to reveal her 

clothes under the thawb, she would choose the tulle. On the other 

hand, if she wanted to draw attention to the thawb and did not want to 

reveal the clothes underneath, she would prefer chiffon with heavy 

embroidery to focus on the beauty of the piece.  

 

Um Hussein explained that she does not sell short thawbs, but she is 

committed to the shape and size of the old thawb in regard to the 

goods that she sells. According to her, the thawb should be wide, 

large and long, which preserves its traditional shape and size. 

However, there are some designers and Kuwaiti workshops today 

that have changed the size and length of the thawb to become short, 

so that it is the same length as a dress. In the past, women would tie 

the thawb from behind to make it short while working at home so as 

not to get it dirty. She also explained that many of the women in the 

workshops made the thawb shorter to be suitable for the developed 

clothes. This was the case with the late actress Mariam Al-

Ghadhban, who used to wear a short black tulle thawb that was the 

same length as her clothes. She chose a tulle to show the Western 
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clothes that she wore beneath it. She also pointed out that the 

engravings on the thawb have changed, as they now use new 

engravings inspired by Kuwaiti heritage and ancient engravings, and 

the positions of the engravings have altered. 

 

One of the distinguishing features of thawbs is women’s role in 

selecting them. The type of thawb a woman wears depends on her 

taste and financial income. As for colours, women prefer black 

instead of other colours, even though many colours of thawbs are 

available, such as red, green and blue. The selection of a thawb is 

based on the occasion during which a woman intends to wear it. As 

previously mentioned, women who participate in traditional weddings 

prefer the colour green for the bride and for girls around her. In the 

case of the Samri dance, women prefer different colours such as 

blue, green, red and white. Today, many colours exist and the types 

and colours of fabrics used during the construction of the Kuwaiti 

thawb have increased. However, women are more interested in the 

colour black because it works with all the other colours. As for the 

decoration of the thawb, there are thawbs decorated with heavy 

decorations and others that have simple decorations. As noted, the 

customer chooses a thawb based on what suits her according to her 

taste and financial means. 

 

The Kuwaiti thawb and identity  
From Um Hussein’s point of view, there is a relationship between 

Kuwaiti identity and fashion: she mentioned that the identity has 

changed, and that the present has become more dominant than the 
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past. However, women in the past used to wear the darra’a, shaila, 

and bushiya and thawb. Today, with the exception of older 

generations, they wear Western clothes such as trousers. 

 

Um Hussein mentioned that she thinks the Kuwaiti identity is not in 

danger and that people are still very conservative and in touch with 

the past.  The thawb today is a means for women to express their 

identity. As mentioned, they wear thawbs during traditional events, 

such as Gargee’an, receptions, weddings and celebrations in 

schools. Additionally, nurseries and kindergartens buy some 

traditional clothes, such as thawb, darra'a and accessories, such as 

derm and Kohl tools to teach the children. The aim is for the children 

to become familiar with the features of Kuwaiti women's clothing and 

the tools used by Kuwaiti women as part of their culture.  

 

Summary 
In this chapter, the researcher shared sections of an interview with 

Um Hussein who is a Kuwaiti wholesale trader of traditional Kuwaiti 

thawbs at a traditional market - a harem souk. She stated that Kuwaiti 

women’s identity and clothing were influenced by Western dress after 

the discovery of the oil and the accumulation of wealth. The 

researcher discussed Kuwaiti women’s interest in the traditional 

thawb. The chapter also detailed the nature of traditional markets 

regarding the sale of Kuwaiti thawbs, and the extent to which Kuwaiti 

women buy thawbs. Moreover, the adaptation of these thawbs to 

modern fashion was addressed.  
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Clothing can serve as a symbol of Kuwaiti identity. Thawbs are a 

means for Kuwaiti women to convey their pride and to preserve 

tradition. As Um Hussein argued, ‘The Kuwaiti identity is not in 

danger; we are still very conservative and are in touch with the past’, 

such as by continuing to wear the Kuwaiti dress and realising its 

cultural value. It is also important for future generations to do the 

same. 

 

Moreover, the Kuwaiti women are aware of the cultural value of the 

dress. However, because of the changes that Kuwaiti women have 

experienced since the discovery of the oil, they have searched for 

new clothes that fit their new lives as educated and career-focused 

women. A Kuwaiti woman needs to wear modern clothes that tie in 

with her new life, though she continues to wear the traditional thawb 

for special occasions. 

 

The results of the interviews (to be found in the appendices - see 

Appendix 3 and 4) are categorised into various themes to provide 

deeper insight into Kuwaiti women’s identity and her dress especially 

in regard to the thawb, and the extent to which women are conscious 

of their appearance and identities through fashion. 

 

The responses to the interviews have played an important role and 

contributed significantly to clarifying the ideas for the practical 

component, and making suitable decisions for the practical stage of 

this research, which includes the status of the Kuwaiti thawb 

according to fashion and traditional dress and the stages of how it 
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has changed. This will be present in the next chapter where it will be 

shown how the findings helped the researcher to understand the 

tastes of women and the styles and kinds of thawb preferred by 

Kuwaiti women. It will also detail how these findings helped the 

researcher to create a new idea for the thawb that reflects the Kuwaiti 

women's identity, whilst at the same time adapting it to be compatible 

with modern fashion. 
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Chapter 6: Rethinking the Thawb  
Introduction 
This chapter focuses on the practical element of this project. The 

researcher has endeavoured to bring her findings to visual life by 

applying them to the thawb. The practical work reflects on, and 

extends, the theoretical findings detailed in this study.  

 

This work is based on theories of fashion, as well as material related 

to Kuwaiti designers and wholesalers of thawbs to help answer the 

research questions and validate the hypothesis. The designs reveal 

the development and changes in awareness of Kuwaiti women 

concerning fashion and their identities over 65 years. This is done 

through explanations and measurements of the changes to the 

Kuwaiti thawb, especially after the discovery of oil in Kuwait and the 

country’s resulting wealth.  

 

Prior to the oil boom, Kuwait was a ‘closed’ desert country. For 

women, life was quite difficult, and they lacked personal choices.	

Women lacked the freedom to choose important matters in their lives 

such as education and marriage as well as their clothes. After the 

discovery of oil, Kuwait became a wealthy country, which increased 

emigration and the impact of a growing number of expatriates. 

Education has become available for men and women, and the 

situation has steadily improved. Before the oil boom, education was 

not as readily available to women as it had been to men. Only a few 
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women were able to beat the male-dominated system and get access 

to education, and along with this liberty came riches. 

 

The influence of globalisation and access to the Internet and 

international trade led to the opening of Kuwait to the outside world. 

This foreign impact affected all aspects of life, including women's 

fashion. This modernity and high economic income, as well as 

women's exit to work, meant that Kuwaiti women were no longer 

obliged to wear traditional clothes; as such, they now had more 

freedom to select their clothes from Western fashion, which is 

characterised as practical, elegant and more suitable to their new life. 

These preferences are consistent with how modern identity is 

constructed. 

 

What the researcher did find is that Kuwaiti women are no longer 

committed to wearing the traditional clothes as they were in the past. 

Today, Kuwaiti women select their clothes according to contemporary 

fashionable developments appropriate to their taste and traditional 

habits. The increase of wealth and the improving national and 

personal evolution have led to a greater pride in the nation. Kuwaiti 

women share that same pride regardless of how they dress, whether 

in a traditional or modern way.  

 

Although a Kuwaiti woman might have an avid interest in fashion, she 

does not neglect wearing the traditional dress such as the thawb. 

While she still wears some types of thawbs for special occasions, 

they are more adapted to modern life. In this project, the researcher 
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finds expressions that embrace all these changes in the form of four 

thawb designs. These reflect and explain the changes in the Kuwaiti 

thawb style. Some images and materials of dressing are needed to 

reflect the elevated case of women in Kuwait and the change in 

attitude to fashion. Therefore, the aim of this practical element is to 

show these changes in a single garment: the Kuwaiti thawb. 

 

The four stages of development of the Kuwaiti thawb 
 
In this section, the researcher examines ideas about the development 

of Kuwaiti women’s identity through dress. The project includes four 

thawb designs that reveal the changes to the thawb in line with 

modern fashion. The project also reviews the extent that Western 

fashion has influenced the Kuwaiti thawb, both in its wear and in its 

figure over time. The thawb has been a basic element of Kuwaiti 

women’s clothing before the discovery of oil, and Kuwaiti women 

wore it daily. Since the discovery of oil, the thawb is more often worn 

on certain occasions. In this section, the researcher will explore the 

thawb and its adaptation to the changes after the oil boom and 

wealth, the new life enjoyed by women and the status of the Kuwaiti 

thawb among Kuwaiti women today. 

 

The researcher selected the varieties of thawb that are worn on 

certain occasions. These styles are favoured by Kuwaiti women 

today, and the occasions on which they are worn include:  
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- National days (25 and 26 February): Some Kuwaiti women 

prefer to return to traditional dress, such as the darra’a and 

the thawb, on this occasion. They wear short or long thawbs 

with the Kuwaiti flag and mix them with modern dress, such 

as jeans, a short dress and a modern darra’a. According to 

Um Hussein (2017), ‘in the national holidays, we find that 

Kuwaiti embassies in different countries are interested in 

buying Kuwaiti thawbs at a high price, to be worn by their 

employees on this national occasion, they take pride in and 

cherish the Kuwaiti thawb’ (2017).  

 

- Ramadan month: Ramadan is the ninth month of the 

Islamic lunar calendar, when Muslims all over the world fast 

daily from sunrise to sunset. Fasting during Ramadan is 

called the sawm, which means ‘to refrain’. It is not just about 

food and drink but also ‘abstaining’ from evil actions, 

thoughts or words. Usually during Ramadan the Kuwaiti 

women buy traditional dresses, such as darra'a and abaya: 

they wear the abaya to the mosque and the Darra'a with 

thawb to family gatherings afterwards, which are small meals 

called Al Kabgah (Yousef, 2017). 

 

- Al Gargee’an: This is one of the prominent annual heritage 

occasions celebrated by the Kuwaiti people on the 13, 14 

and 15 of Ramadan. The families and neighbours gather at 

night to celebrate this occasion.  Children participate with 

feelings of joy. There is an intimate spirit among the people. 
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The word Gargee’an means clap, which is the sound of solid 

materials like iron pots that are carrying nuts and sweets 

while the children hit them together. Dr Yacoub Al-Ghoneim, 

a researcher of Kuwaiti heritage, explains that al Gargee’an 

is a popular word in Kuwaiti dialect that means a mixture and 

multitude of varieties, including nuts mixed with candy (Al 

Shemeri and Al Thaher, 2011). Children and women often 

wear special clothes for this occasion. Males wear the 

dishdasha, which is a long garment with long sleeves, which 

opens and closes in the centre of the front panel with 

buttons, and it is usually white.  This costume reflects the 

identity of the Kuwaiti male (Al Maghribi, 1986, p 150). The 

boys also have a bag to hang around their neck to collect the 

nuts and sweets. Girls wear a modern style of darra'a, which 

is a long dress with long sleeves adorned with embroidery 

and bakhnaq, which is a head cover for young girls adorned 

with embroidery around the face (Al Maghribi, 1986) with a 

bag to hang around their neck, and they adorn their hands 

and feet with henna. Women do wear the modern style of al 

darra'a and thawb, and every year, the women try to add 

new and modern touches to their clothing. 

 

- Greash: This is a popular Kuwaiti tradition in which people 

bid farewell to the month of Shaaban and welcome the 

month of Ramadan. It is the custom of women, in particular, 

during the last week of Shaaban, to celebrate Greash at 

home or at a restaurant with family. The women usually wear 
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traditional dress such as the darra’a and thawb for this 

occasion and present many kinds of food (Al Shemeri and Al 

Thaher, 2011). 

 

- Wedding Party: Today, the Kuwaiti wedding is not without 

songs and dance. Al samri involves singing, music and folk 

dance. There is a famous and beloved dance for Kuwaiti 

women, both young and old. Al samri song and dance is 

usually performed at wedding parties. Women wear the 

thawb and cover half of their face with one side of the 

sleeves of the thawb. Then they move slowly forward and 

backward, shaking their waists slowly. Then they lift the 

thawb from their heads and face to show their hair to dance 

by their hair to the tune of the song (Kuna, 2014). 
 

- Traditional wedding party 

 

Kuwaiti traditional wedding ceremonies include:   
 

1 - Henna night: This is a small, private party for women 

one or two days before the wedding.  It is a family session 

that includes relatives, close friends of the family and 

neighbours, in her parents’ house. At this party, the bride 

usually wears a green dress with a green thawb of chiffon or 

silk that is adorned by heavy zari embroidery and sequins. 

In accordance with the old customs and traditions, the bride 

covers her head and face with khedrah, which is a large 
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piece of green silk fabric that has heavy embroidery. It was 

worn like abaya to cover her head and body, with the aim 

that nobody can distinguish her from the guests, except in 

her full elegance in her wedding dress the next day. The 

other women usually wear a darra’a that is embroidered with 

zari and sequins, and a black thawb or a thawb of vivid 

colours, such as red, blue and orange adorned and 

embroidered with golden filaments, such as zari sequins (Al-

Sabah, 2000). A relative of the bride kneads the henna with 

rose water and then decorates the bride’s hands with henna. 

Other girls are decorated too. The women usually sing 

traditional songs during this occasion (Kuna, 2014).  

 

 
Figure 6.1: Kuwaiti traditional wedding. Source:  http://www.kuwait-

history.net/vb/showthread.php?t=1778 (12-11-2017). 
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There are many traditional habits in Kuwaiti society that are still 

fixed. However, some have evolved and others have 

disappeared because of the changes in lifestyle created by the 

oil boom. Today, the henna night is no longer a small party as 

in the past. Many brides have dispensed with the henna party 

because the Kuwaiti society loves appearances and the display 

of luxury, so this ceremony has become very expensive and 

occurs in special halls for celebrations in hotels.  

 

The henna party still keeps with the same traditions, habits and 

methods with traditional songs but in a modern style, while 

some brides prefer the traditional style of dress such as the 

green dress with green thawb. This is adorned by modern 

heavy embroidery, and others may prefer a modern style of 

dress such as the green modern design of dress made with 

satin or silk fabric and adorned with heavy embroidery, like that 

which used to adorn the thawb. The bride selects the design of 

her dress according to her taste and modern fashion as shown 

in the image in Figure 6.2. In addition, the guests will choose 

their clothes according to their taste, whether in traditional or 

modern style. 
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Figure 6.2: A modern dress design for henna night. Source	by 

http://www.imgrum.org/user/yalwaa/710386787/633298671426597514

_710386787 (14-11-2017). 

 

2- Al Yalwa: This is a basic part of the traditional wedding party 

in the era before the oil boom. Moreover, the old Kuwaiti 

wedding is not without al Yalwa. It is usually al Yalwa that 

happens at the beginning of the wedding party. This describes 

the bride sitting on a chair in the middle of the room. Four 

women come with a wide green colour square cloth 

embroidered with golden threads, zari and sequins and some 

phrases such as ‘Hab Al Saad’ and other happy words. One of 

four women has a piece of cloth and begins to lift the piece 

and drop it over the head of the bride. The rest of the women 

surround these four women and the bride, singing a special 
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traditional song for this happy occasion (Kuna, 2014). The 

bride wears a red dress with usually a green thawb adorned 

by a heavy zari with sequins, and her hands and legs would 

be adorned with henna (Kuna, 2014). 

 

As Al Nashmi notes, in the past, a Kuwaiti bride would wear a 

red dress embroidered with zari and sequins, and a thawb of 

bright colours, such as green or red adorned and embroidered 

with golden filaments, such as zari sequins (cited in Al-Sabah, 

2000, p. 92). She also wore many kinds of gold including: al 

hamah (a gold piece used to adorn the vertex, which mean the 

top of a head), al tarachi (earrings), al baqmah (a gold necklace 

with different embellished units put together with chains at each 

fob and chatelaine), the rings and the al madhai’d (bracelets 

with six to 12 gold straps coiled around the bride’s wrist), al 

qayish (a wide belt of gold) and al hujool (a gold bracelet worn 

on the legs) (Al-Maghribi, 2004). The other women wore the 

darra’a with a black thawb or a bright-coloured thawb such as 

blue, orange and red adorned by heavy embroidery and 

sequins.  

 

Since Kuwaiti independence in 1961, brides have increasingly opted 

for white wedding dresses that are common in the West. Recently, 

they have begun reintegrating traditional dresses into their festivities, 

wearing the thawb and darra’a for one part of the ceremony through 

the al Yalwa party, then changing in to a white dress for another 

(Kennedy Center, 2009).  
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Figure 6.3: Traditional Kuwaiti wedding (Al Yalwa)  

(Source: Al Watan, 2013 available at 

http://alwatan.kuwait.tt/articledetails.aspx?id=266346&yearquarter=20132 

[accessed 6/8/2016]). 

 

The researcher found that Kuwaiti identity is a dynamic process and 

continues to develop. Since people began to come into contact with 

other people and cultures, they borrow and are inspired as well as 

exchange and modify many cultural items, including clothing items. 

Moreover, people begin to imagine and develop a new method and 

style of creativity and adornment for their clothing. This part of the 

research shows the Kuwaiti identity and the changes that occurred 

after the oil discovery and wealth, on the Kuwaiti dress (such as the 

thawb) and how these changes have affected the design of the 

Kuwaiti thawb over time. 
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The role of identity and fashion theories in the context 
of thawb design 
 

The thawb designs mentioned above reflect Kuwaiti identity and are 

based on the underlying theoretical frameworks of national identity 

and fashion. This part of the project describes how those theories 

were incorporated into the designs of the thawb. As pointed out in 

Chapter 2, there is no substantial and indisputable theory of national 

identity. However, despite this complexity, the theoretical 

perspectives that were adopted in this study have guided the thawb 

designs. Accordingly, the principal guidelines followed in the designs 

of the thawb are consistent with the dynamic and evolving nature of 

national identity that some writers have advanced, such as Anderson 

(1983), Smith (1991; 1998) and Gellner (1983). 

 

Benedict Anderson embraces a group of assumptions pertaining to 

culture in his famous notion that the nation can be considered an 

‘imagined community’, united by a ‘deep, horizontal comradeship’ 

(1983, p. 7), where the national co-fellows are thought to possess a 

bounded, ‘natural’ entity. The key to Anderson’s argument is the 

invention of print journalism and the subsequent rise of print media -

the provision of a technology - means a widely spread idea of the 

nation (Anderson, 1983, p. 7). 

 

Social media today has a significant role in spreading cultural identity 

among societies and facilitates openness and influence from other 
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societies. Throughout the interview, Fahad Al Ayoubi referred to 

contemporary fashion’s extensive influence on Kuwaiti society. He 

assessed that its influence is apparent in all its images. Because 

Kuwaiti society is one of the most fashionable societies in the world, it 

is understandable that contemporary fashion is such a prominent 

focus. In addition, Kuwaiti society is up-to-date with the latest 

fashions in the world. Because of the country’s financial conditions, 

citizens can buy items, and they can travel the world to see the latest 

fashions. Moreover, technology and social media greatly factor into 

contemporary fashion’s influence (Al Ayoubi, 2016).  

 

Saad Al Dawas also noted that fashion has influenced the 

contemporary Kuwaiti society and that generations’ tastes have 

differed. For example, there are three types of generations: 1) the 

classic generation, which still dresses with the perspective of 

decency, traditions and customs to which they are accustomed; 2) a 

middle generation that takes this perspective into account and 

considers fashion at the same time; 3) the modern generation, which 

follows fashion and is influenced by the presence of fashion in 

different ways of social communication and by international stars as 

well as new releases from global fashion houses (2016).  

 

Smith (1998, p. 155) explains that when any common group of 

symbols seems visible, it may be necessary to determine ‘multiple’ 

symbols so that diverse groups can be encouraged to emphasise 

their allegiance to the national project. As Smith (1998) states, it is 

important to focus on myths of common ancestry, common historical 
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memories, religious beliefs, habits and languages that postulate a 

reductive view of culture. 

 

The project of developing traditional clothing as a garment is an 

important project for the Kuwait government, which adopts small 

projects and encourages them, especially those serving Kuwaiti 

heritage. It reflects the original history. The symbols draw the 

decorations from ancient heritage, whether derived from old clothes, 

which are used in ancient times, or through the environment in which 

Kuwaitis live, whether Bedouin or urban.  

 

The thawb design process also considered the Kuwaiti government's 

major role in the construction of the national identity of the state. This 

means that the historical past (including factors such as culture and 

religion) cannot be ignored, and related factors had to be included in 

the designs. The current state of affairs in Kuwait, which is 

represented by codes of opulence, luxury, prosperity and 

globalisation, in addition to the enhanced national identity following 

the discovery of oil and modernity, also contributed to the application 

of identity theory to the thawb design, as illustrated below. According 

to Um Hussein (2017), 

 

Today, Kuwait is working on the development of traditional 

markets and is interested in them as a fundamental part of the 

heritage of Kuwait and its history. Today, we find great interest 

in these heritage markets and the return to the beautiful past, 

which has led to the increase in the number of consumers and 
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visitors of these markets, for example, in the national holidays, 

we find that Kuwaiti embassies in different countries are 

interested in buying Kuwaiti thawbs at a high price, to be worn 

by their employees on this national occasion; they take pride in 

and cherish the Kuwaiti thawb.  

 

This is consistent with the assumptions about national identity that 

scholars such as Smith (1998) and Gellner (1983) express. Despite 

its wealth, Kuwait’s national identity has, to an extent, been shaped 

by factors such as history and heritage. This clearly shows the 

relationship between identity and heritage. Modernist writers, such as 

Gellner (1983), view the past and the present as being significant. 

According to Al-Sabah (2000, p. 78), the decoration used to adorn the 

thawb utilises patterns, shapes and motifs inspired by the 

surrounding environment. For the first thawb design, the researcher 

used some of the traditional codes and shapes in the designs, which 

reflect Kuwaiti traditional culture. Um Hussein (2017) also showed 

that some shapes are inspired by Kuwaiti culture and its natural 

environment such as various plants, flowers, vegetables and 

geometric shapes. The motifs that adorn the Kuwaiti thawb draw from 

the Kuwaiti culture and environment so that the relationship between 

identity and heritage is very strong. 

 

Therefore, particular nations must depend on a diverse selection of 

cultural resources to construct cultural ‘common denominators’ 

(Eriksen, 1998), while others can depend on a more common group 

of resources. He also refers to the historical inconsistencies where 
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various ethnic traditions are brought together, while others are 

neglected or erased. Yet, most importantly, he recognises that 

cultural elements must be credible and must speak to common sense 

if they want to be accepted through national subjects. There is, then, 

a suggestion that a national cultural dominance must be achievable 

and must provide reasonable points of identification instead of being 

implemented by a cultural elite to whom an unable mass is in thrall. 

Instead, elites should (re)construct ‘a conceptual language within 

which members of pre-existing ethnic, linguistic or political 

communities could express a sense of their collective being’ (Cubitt, 

1998, p. 2). 

 

Ansam Al khalaf shows that Kuwaiti women recognise the importance 

of cultural identity and that they usually present their identity through 

their clothes. She asserts, therefore, that the Kuwaiti identity is not at 

risk. According to Ansam Alkhalaf (2017), 

 

I do not believe that the Kuwaiti identity is at risk. The Kuwaiti 

woman loves her traditional heritage and traditional clothes, 

especially the Kuwaiti thawb and Darra’a. She is keen, on 

special occasions such as the National Day, Ramadan, Eid Al-

Fitr, and Eid Al-Adha, to wear the traditional Kuwaiti dress. As a 

mother, she is keen to teach her daughters to wear the 

traditional Kuwaiti clothes.  

 

She added that Kuwaiti women care about, and love to wear, 

traditional dress. Sometimes she wears it without modifications, and 
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sometimes she modifies it to cope with the fashion. We find the 

Kuwaiti designers compete to introduce the Kuwaiti dress and the 

Darra’a in their designs (2017).  

 

Al Ayoubi strongly denies that the Kuwaiti identity is in danger. As he 

stated, ‘I don’t think Kuwaiti identity is in danger because Kuwaiti 

women do wear traditional clothes for special occasions; we have 

special occasions when we can express ourselves. For example, in 

Yalwa, in Dazah, in Ramadan and in a Haj reception, they wear the 

traditional Kuwaiti clothes, so the identity is not in danger. During 

Kuwait National Days, we also wear these types of clothes, so there 

is no danger’ (2016).  

 

Al Dawas’s view differs from that of Ayoubi and Al Khalaf. He 

confirms that ‘[t]he Kuwaiti identity is at risk, and it is possible that the 

spread of the fashion leads to the blurring of identity. The identity is 

becoming less clear and it is at risk because a generation has begun 

to shun the traditional clothing as it does not represent their taste and 

their personalities. They have become led by the influence of the 

European tastes by virtue of their natures as young people and the 

nature of their life’ (2016). So the national cultural dominance in 

Kuwait is where people are realising the importance of cultural 

identity and they are still adhering to many of the traditional habits, 

including traditional dress. 

 

The researcher returns to the main fashion theories that depend on 

the designs of Western fashion, to support thawb design in this 
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research. To some prominent writers, such as Veblen (1899, 

reprinted 1992), Simmel (1904) and Blumer (1968; 1969), this drives 

them. Writers such as Rüling (2000) and Craik (2009) have clarified 

others. Each of these theories is rooted in the concept of 

‘distinctiveness’ among humans. The most commonly cited distinctive 

factors include language, collective modes of living, forms of social 

exchange and symbolic systems. 

 

The thawb designs indicate that fashion is a multi-perspective and 

multi-disciplinary notion. It is reflected in various views of the theory 

that prominent writers like Veblen (1899, reprinted 1992), Simmel 

(1904) and Blumer (1968, 1969) have presented.  

 

Veblen’s ‘trickle-down’ theory has its roots in the social class system, 

which identifies and reinforces the upper classes according to their 

lifestyles. He articulates the view that waste and ostentatious 

consumption have become symbols of wealth and class. In addition, 

innovation has been a feature of upper class individuals who self-

consciously want to appear different from others, including through 

the creation of new shapes of garments and ornaments. Meanwhile, 

the lower classes began to imitate the upper classes’ behaviour and 

dress.  

 

Though today Veblen’s class system theory may appear to be 

‘politically incorrect’ and inapplicable in today’s world, it still remains. 

A considerable amount of imitation goes on, as evidenced by the 
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impact that celebrities have on fashion. One can say that 

contemporary celebrities have simply replaced the rich class.  

 

In addition, the focus is on appearance for people in some cultures, 

such as in Kuwait. For example, Al Ayoubi believes that today’s 

Bedouins are more interested than the Hadhar in keeping themselves 

modern because they are entirely different. They have the power to 

purchase, and they are free to think. The Bedouins attempt to 

observe what the Hadhar are doing and then imitate them to appear 

more modern (2016). Moreover, Al Dawas confirms that the 

designers do not consider the concept of the poor, as they are not the 

customers. However, for the middle class and the rich, the difference 

does not exist among Kuwaiti women, and they are all dressed at the 

same level (2016).  

 

Al Khalaf (2017) presents a different view: 

There is no difference between the Bedouins and the urban in 

terms of design. The difference depends on the taste of the 

individual; sometimes the Bedouin woman prefers simple 

models, and sometimes she prefers the exaggerated models. 

The same goes for the urbans. As for the rich and the poor, of 

course a woman with poor financial resources resorts to 

inexpensive models in terms of design and quality of work. 

However, sometimes she saves all she has to buy a precious 

piece. As for the rich woman, she is interested in the expensive 

models even if it is simple, and she is keen to distinguish 
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herself with one piece that is designed especially for her even if 

it costs her so much. (2017) 

 

Simmel prefers to explain fashion by the concepts of social distinction 

and integration that, according to Simmel ‘represent two fundamental 

motives for individual action: The whole history of society is reflected 

in the conflict, the compromise, the reconciliations, [...] that appear 

between adaptation to our social group and individual elevation from 

it’ (Simmel, 1997, p. 187). Fashion represents a central social 

process insofar as it demonstrates social distinction and adherence.  

The dynamic sides of fashion emerge from a process in which elite 

groups (typically, but not necessarily, social classes) are imitated and 

thus create modern fashions to retain demarcation. 

 

Fashion is the imitation of a given pattern and thus satisfies the 

need for social adaptation; it leads the individual onto the path 

that everyone travels, it furnishes a general condition that 

resolves the conduct of every individual into a mere example. 

At the same time, and to no less a degree, it satisfies the need 

for distinction, the tendency towards differentiation, change and 

individual contrast. It accomplishes the latter, on the one hand, 

by the change in contents—which gives to the fashions of today 

an individual stamp compared with those of yesterday and of 

tomorrow—and even more energetically, on the other hand, by 

the fact that fashions are always class fashions, by the fact that 

that the fashions of the higher strata of society distinguish 

themselves from those of the lower strata, and are abandoned 
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by the former at the moment when the latter begin to 

appropriate them. (Simmel, 1997, p. 188-189) 

Kuwaiti women attempt to balance modern fashion and traditional 

dress to be distinctive and modern in their dress, whether they wear 

modern fashion or traditional dress. They usually try to develop their 

dress to adapt to modern fashion. According to Ansam Al Khalaf 

(2017): 

The Kuwaiti woman was able to adapt to the traditional clothes 

and to modify them to be modern in terms of variation in the 

fabrics used. For example, in the Kuwaiti thawb, instead of 

relying on the traditional tulle fabric commonly used in 

traditional dress, she added lace fabric and make embroideries 

on it, so it became a traditional thawb with a modern spirit.   

 

Kuwaiti women also selected their clothes from fashion that is 

adapted to their religion, culture, economic status and taste. 

 

Al Dawas stated that Kuwaiti women accept world fashion releases 

and wear most of them, but they are completely removed from some 

fashions, such as the ones that represent certain groups and some 

clothes that have slogans that represent specific religious thoughts or 

certain affiliations, such as Ed Hardy’s brand, which features crosses. 

Kuwaiti women keep their distance from these fashions and from 

certain accessories, in accordance with the virtues of their religion 

and culture (Al Dawas, 2016). 
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Crane (2000) also supports this finding. In her post-industrial 

research on fashion and its social agendas, she describes clothes as 

one of the most visible shapes of consumption, which leads to a 

significant role in the social construction of identity. Crane 

demonstrates that dressing choices help researchers examine and 

correlate social norms with suitable appearances at a certain point in 

time. She also explains that clothing in the past and present is an 

index of positions in social structures to which individuals belong and 

negotiate the situation of boundaries. In addition, Craik (2009) argues 

that Edward Sapir, in the 1931 edition of the Encyclopaedia of Social 

Sciences, presented the definition of fashion as a ‘custom in the 

guise of [a] departure from custom’ (p. 140).  

 

Although fashion and clothes tend to be used synonymously, 

Kawamura (2005) and Sapir (1931) differentiate fashion from fads, 

taste and custom, ‘where the very essence of fashion is that it be 

valued as a variation in an understood sequence, as a departure from 

the immediately preceding mode’ (Craik, 2009, p. 141). Blumer’s 

theory also has its roots in economics, but, more importantly, it 

exceeds the works of Veblen and Simmel. The thawb designs 

strongly relied on Blumer’s view of collective taste, which is that taste 

is formed through a social context, defined by consistency with 

others. This indicates that Kuwaiti women have similar tastes, and 

these will evolve into common tastes. Blumer (1969) highlights the 

conditions for the existence of fashion, which are considered in the 

thawb designs.  
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Through these conditions, one can recognise that people are ready to 

change, that fashion always exists with change, that people have the 

opportunity to select clothing and that there is irrational subjectivity. 

The relationship between fashion theory and the thawb designs is 

further described below. 

 

The form of the final designs is linked to a diverse Kuwaiti community. 

It contains many tribes that co-exist. Historically, there was a physical 

wall built around Kuwait to offer protection to the city. The Hadhar, 

who lived near the sea, lived inside the wall. They were wealthy 

traders, more so than the Bedouins, who lived outside the wall and 

were generally nomadic. However, after the oil boom, the Bedouins 

joined the Hadhar to live inside the wall, which resulted in a densely 

populated area. The demolition of the wall occurred in 1950. 

 

The thawb is intended to meet the expectations of and reflect the 

Bedouins and the Hadhar because they prefer to design the thawb in 

different ways according to their tastes. For example, Bedouin 

women usually like intricate details in their clothes, while Hadhar 

women prefer simplicity. Uniqueness is one dimension of national 

identity, and the final designs reflect distinct elements. 
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The Designs  
 
The first design: The Kuwaiti thawb pre-1950s and the discovery 
of oil 
In his paper ‘Theories of Fashion’, Rüling (2000, p 2) emphasises that 

the concept of ‘fashion’ is not only semantically vague, but also can 

relate to a wide selection of sociological issues. Several theorists 

confirm that fashion acts like a sign and activates forces of 

differentiation from which taste and social identity as cultural capital 

emerge. Fashion has normative strength in setting standards and 

creating uniformity. It activates forces of differentiating one society 

from another; every society has its own cultural identity and habits 

and traditions that distinguish it from others, including the method of 

wearing their dress. 
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The first design represents the traditional lifestyle in Kuwait (pre-oil 

discovery).  

Figure 6.4 Context board of the first design of thawb 

 

According to social tradition and habits in old Kuwait, the girls usually 

started to wear the thawb at age 14—puberty—when she is a suitable 

age for marriage and must conceal her body and dress modestly. 

This reflects the Islamic values that characterise this society. Al 

Maghreb (2006) argues:  
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Al-thawb is quite voluminous, reflecting its Islamic origin and 

conceals the beauty of the female body unlike many other 

female garments or gowns. The Kuwaiti and Gulf woman often 

wears al-thawb at home over her clothes when she receives 

visitors or relatives. Sometimes, she covers her hair by butting 

up her wide sleeves and may even cover her face. This 

indicates the Kuwaiti conservative and religious nature. (p. 45). 

 

The first thawb design is made from red chiffon that is wide and long 

and in this section of the thesis the researcher adopts the role of 

designer in order to explore the changes to the Kuwaiti thawb and 

how it has adapted to modern life. The researcher designed the first 

thawb according to the standards and elements that characterise the 

traditional thawb, using descriptions of the thawb by Kuwaiti writers, 

such as Salwa Al Maghribi and Altaf Al Sabah.  

 

The researcher has taken into account the style and design of the 

traditional thawb, including the pattern, its basic pieces, motifs and 

decorations, sources and the fabrics and colours used. The designer 

designed the first model of the thawb to reflect Kuwaiti women’s 

identity before the discovery of oil, so the age of this design is nearly 

65 years old. This is illustrated in Figure 6.5. 
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Figure 6.5-Concept board of the first design of thawb 1:1 

 

The researcher created the pattern of the thawb to explain the pieces 

of the first design. In fact, the thawb usually comes in one size, 

making the process of sewing and detail easier and suitable for all 

women. According to Almaghribi (2006 p. 45), ‘the thawb usually 

comes in one size’. 
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The designer created the thawb by using the following sizes. The 

total width of the thawb is 146cm and the total length is 166cm; it is 

comprised of four pieces. The first piece is a centre panel and is 

nearly 336cm in length. It is folded in the middle to give the form of 

the front and back of the thawb panels. The upper part of the front 

usually leaves a distance of 20cm, then the panel neckline opens. 

This is to give the thawb train (the tail) at the bottom part of the 

thawb. The front part covers the feet, while the back part is usually 

much longer and thus drags (due to the neckline’s open design). 

Also, the researcher, in this part, focuses on the oval form of the open 

line. According to Al Maghribi (2006, p. 44), ‘the Kuwaiti thawb is 

different from the other Gulf ones. It has an oval opening for the 

head’. This is a characteristic of the Kuwaiti traditional thawb.  

 

The second panel is the sleeves which are long, low and wide. They 

are the most distinctive part of the thawb because of their unique 

form. The third piece is the al-tinfayah, which consists of two 

rectangular pieces sewn under the sleeves and stretched to the end 

of the thawb. The fourth piece is the godet panel, which consists of 

two triangular pieces sewn under the sleeves. The purpose of these 

pieces is to provide more width, which allows for a smoother 

movement of the arms. See Figure 6.5. 

 

The researcher also found that what is interesting about the thawb is 

its economical use of fabric due to its distinctive cutting process, 

where the pieces of fabric are cut in the longitudinal plates then 

folded in the middle to give the two sides of the thawb - the front and 
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back - with the same method used to cut the sleeves. Although the 

process of cutting the thawb is relatively easy, the next stage is not: 

that is the embroidery. It is one of the most difficult stages because it 

takes time and effort and also needs experience in the process of 

embroidery.  

 

The researcher selected chiffon fabric to sew this thawb as it is 

usually worn over a dress; it is made from light fabrics such as 

chiffon, silk or toor (as confirmed by Al Maghribi 2006). The designer 

chose to create the thawb in a red colour because the thawb is 

usually made of black, as well as the bright colours - red, green and 

blue – preferred for traditional occasions. 
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Figure 6.6 Concept board of the first design of the thawb 1:2 
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The designer adorned the thawb with heavy embroidery in the front 

panel in the middle, from the top to the bottom, which include motifs 

inspired by Kuwaiti culture, such as plants including the eggplant and 

geometric shapes such as circular motifs. The designer also added 

the motif embroidery around the open neckline and the sleeves and 

included small pieces of motif embroideries. These are scattered over 

the fabric in the front and back panel. The motifs were inspired by 

Kuwaiti culture, in particular the motifs that are found on one of the 

traditional garments of Jeeb Darra’a. See Figure 6.7 According to Al 

Sabah (2001, p. 75):  

patterns and motifs found in traditional embroidery were often 

inspired by the surrounding environment. These included 

stylized plants and trees, shrubs, birds, crescents and stars, 

shells, scorpions and bullets. These motifs and designs were 

repeated on dresses, thawbs, and cushions.  

 
Figure (6.7): Jeeb Daraa’a (Source: Al Maghribi 1986, p. 90) 
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The researcher finds that the use of chiffon for this design was due to 

it being a light fabric; cotton organdie was usually used below the 

embroidered fabric to give the desired shape and texture. A wooden 

tool called Karkhanh was used on the fabric to facilitate the process 

of embroidery. As the fabric is very light, it tightens the fabric to give a 

good texture of embroidery and is easier to embroider the piece when 

using golden thread to make the traditional stitch of chains. 

 

After sewing, the garment was adorned by sequins to give beauty 

and shine to the piece. As in the past, although the chiffon fabric is 

light, most used a slip fabric. The sewing was done by hand rather 

than with the overlocking machine, which did not exist at that time. 
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 Figure 6.8:  Development board of the first design of thawb  
 

This board shows the stages and development of the first design of 

thawb which include :  

 

1- Preparing the fabric for cutting by placing it on a flat table to 

facilitate the process of cutting the fabric 
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2- Marking the fabric in a different colour so as to facilitate the 

process of sewing 

3- Installing the pieces of the thawb together by pins in a cross-

section to facilitate the process of tailoring the thawb 

4- Embroidering the thawb by using old techniques and methods 

through using a traditional chain stitch 

5- Decorating the thawb with sequins to give it a beautiful and 

luxurious feel  

 

 
Figure 6.9 The final shape of the first design of the thawb  
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The second design: 
The Kuwaiti thawb 1950–1990 
 
Following the discovery of oil, Kuwait experienced great economic 

and urban growth, civilisation and resurgence in all areas of life. The 

change was reflected in Kuwaiti women's lifestyles. With the 

emergence of oil and modernity, Kuwaiti women were freed from 

many of the strict social customs and led to them gaining their rights 

in education and work. The entrance of women into the workforce 

and their openness to other parts of society was an incentive to 

replace traditional clothing with clothes that were more practical, 

diverse and suitable for modern life.  

 

Blumer (1968, p. 286) argues that fashion can only exist in instances 

where people are ready to change. He adds that it is a psychological 

perspective that forces people to decide whether a certain shape of 

life is ‘up to date’ or ‘outmoded’.  

 

Moreover, wearing traditional dress was affected - especially 

regarding the thawb - which Kuwaiti women wore daily before the oil 

discovery and afterwards, only at special occasions. There was less 

demand for the thawb and women were reluctant to sew it because it 

took time and effort to make. Noura Al Nashmi argued that 

‘Embroidery is very time consuming, and with the new affluence that 

came about after the discovery of oil, many women commissioned it 

instead, rather than doing it themselves’ (Al-Sabah, 2001, p. 88) 

Writers and researchers stopped writing about the Kuwaiti thawb after 
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the oil boom, suggesting that the thawb disappeared in the mid-1950s 

except among the elderly (Al Maghribi, 2006, p. 45).  

 

Figure 6.10: The context board of the second design of thawb 
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However, the researcher worked to explore the thawb in this period 

by returning to old sources, garments and images to discover the 

facts not narrated by writers.  The researcher believes that in the mid-

1950s there arose a conflict between traditional clothing and fashion, 

which became a starting point to improve traditional clothing to adapt 

to modern fashion and a new way of life. 

 

On the one hand, it is natural that older people do not accept 

changes to their clothing. They uphold their heritage, their traditional 

dress and their old traditions and habits to which they have been 

accustomed since childhood. The researcher reviewed archives of 

old photos to find important information to help the researcher design 

the thawb in this stage. 

 

 
Figure 6.11: Kuwaiti singers wearing the traditional thawb in 1954 (source: 

http://photagram.org/tag/, accessed 14 June 2017). 

 

For example, Figure 6.11 shows Kuwaiti singers Aowda Al Mahana 

and Ayshah Al Martaa. On the left, Al Mahana wears traditional dress 
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with a black toor thawb. On the right, Al Martaa wears Western dress 

with a short black toor thawb. This picture is clear evidence of the 

impact of Western fashion on the Kuwaiti woman to adapt to the 

development of different aspects of life; in addition, she is committed 

to wearing a traditional dress that reflects her cultural identity. She 

also modifies the thawb by changing its size, whether in width or 

length, to adapt to modern fashion. 

 

The researcher concluded that there is a group of young Kuwaiti 

women who are committed to wearing the thawb as a symbol of their 

Kuwaiti identity and pride in their heritage, wearing it for many 

occasions and female gatherings. Despite the openness and Western 

fashion influence on wearing traditional clothing, we find not only 

older people deciding to wear the traditional clothes, but also young 

women who pride themselves on their dress and have never given 

up. A good example is Figure 6.12, which depicts Kuwaiti actress 

Maryam Al Gathban. She preferred to wear the thawb in most of her 

work in television serials and the theatre. She was proud to wear the 

traditional black toor thawb as a symbol of Kuwaiti identity.  
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Figure 6.12: From the television serial Family in 1990, the actress Maryam Al 

Gathban wears a short dress with a short thawb  

(source: http://www.fn-team.com, accessed 12 June 2017). 

 

The researcher concluded the following facts to design the second 

thawb. Most thawbs worn at this time were the black toor thawb. 

Women wanted to show Western modern clothes under the thawb. 

According to Um Hussein (2017), women were interested in two 

thawbs: one made from tulle and the other made from chiffon fabrics. 

If the woman wanted to reveal her clothes under the thawb, then she 

would choose tulle. If she focused on the thawb and did not want to 

reveal the clothes underneath, she preferred chiffon, with heavy 

embroidery to focus on the beauty of the piece (Um Hussein, 2017). 

There were many reasons to use the toor thawb, including: 
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- Thawb toor is a very light thawb without any embroidery, and 

it is more suitable for both young and old women as it is 

more comfortable and practical. 

- The pride of some women in traditional clothing, like the 

thawb, as a symbol of their cultural identity. 

- The use of the toor thawb to dance the Samri because it is 

light. Um Hussein (2017) shows that for the Samri dance, 

there are special types of thawbs, like the plain embroidered 

thawb used for dancing because the Kuwaiti thawb is heavy, 

so women do not wear the thawb with heavy threads for the 

Samri dance. 

- The appearance of many ready-to-sew toor fabrics, which 

are decorated with zari yarns and small roses. Dotted fabrics 

and sequins are scattered in the fabric. See figure 6.13.  

 

 
Figure 6.13: Different kinds of short toor thawbs 

(source: Um Hussein, 2017) 
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Figure 6.14: Women wore thawb toor to reveal their Western modern 

clothes under the thawb (source: Um Hussein, 2017) 

 

The designer notes that after the discovery of oil, in 1950, women 

were less likely to wear the chiffon thawb, which is characterised by 

heavy embroidery. This was due, firstly, to the reluctance of women 

to sew the embroidery as it took a great deal of time to make and, 

secondly, because women were starting to wear Western fashion. 

They preferred to wear the toor thawb in this period, which does not 

obscure the clothes underneath.  Also, women changed the sizes of 

the thawb design to adapt to the new clothes, so they shortened the 

thawb, making it more appropriate for the length of the modern dress 

with its shorter skirt. 
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The researcher created the second design from toor fabric in black, 

which was the prevailing colour at that time. The researcher changed 

some elements in the thawb pattern such as its the length and width: 

the designer created it to be wide and short, with a total width of 

137cm and length of 108cm, as illustrated in Figure 6.15. 

 

Figure 6.15: Concept board of second design of thawb 2:1 

 

	



	 212	

In the second design, the researcher used toor fabric, which has a 

small repeated spot motif; the Kuwaiti women used this fabric in the 

past to make the thawb and they called this kind of fabric Bo noonah 

(Al Maghribi 2006). 

 

The researcher designed the thawb to be in four pieces: the sleeve 

panels, centre panels, Godet panels and al-tinfayah (rectangular 

pieces sewn under the sleeves) but did not change the shape of the 

sleeve; the thawb has long, low sleeves and the neckline is a 

traditional scoop neck. The researcher sewed this thawb two-fold in 

the same size, then sewed it using sewing machine. The researcher 

showed that Kuwaiti women used a hand-operated sewing machine 

to make this thawb. Also in this period, Kuwaiti women moved away 

from sewing their own clothes in general, and instead depended on 

Asian tailors from India and Pakistan. In the tailoring shop, the 

women tried to develop their traditional clothes through creating a 

new design that includes modern items to adapt with modern fashion 

and at the same time show the women’s identity and taste. In the 

view of Sheikha Latifa Al-Fahad, the president of the Committee for 

Women's Affairs and head of the Union of Women's Associations, 

this indicates that the loss of traditional dress can also be linked to 

the demise of the sewing profession. This, in turn, led to a reliance on 

both Indian and Pakistani tailors and on ready-made Western clothes, 

which were of different shapes and colours (cited in Salam, 2009, p. 

6).  
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Moreover, the researcher notes that the first design differs from the 

second in the type of cloth and colour used. The first uses a red 

chiffon cloth and the second a black toor. There is a significant 

difference in the size of the pattern. The length and the width are 

smaller in the second design to adapt to the changes that happened 

on the clothing. Also, less embroidery was used, and where it was 

used there appeared to be new black fabrics embroidered and simple 

sequins, dotted fabrics and flowered fabrics by zari thread were 

added.  
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Figure 6.16: Concept board for second design of thawb board 2:2 
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Figure 6.17: Development board of second design of thawb  

 

The technique used in the garment industry was different; it was 

hand-sewn and embroidered with a wooden tool like a Karkhana. The 

second design was sewn using the sewing machine, which was 

easier and faster in tailoring. 

 

This board shows the stages and development of the second design 

of thawb which include :  
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1- Preparing the fabric for cutting by placing it on a flat table to 

facilitate the process of cutting the fabric 

2- Making the marks in a colour contrary to the fabric color so as 

to facilitate the process of sewing 

3- Installing the pieces of the thawb together by pins in a cross-

section to facilitate the process of tailoring the thawb 

4-  Sewing the thawb and cleaning the end 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.18: Final shape of second design of thawb 
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The Kuwaiti traditional thawb: a brand inherited through the 
generations 
 
Figures 6.19 - 6.23 show the extent to which the Kuwaiti government 

and state officials were interested in Kuwait's heritage and in the 

Kuwaiti thawb as a symbol of the state. The Kuwaiti thawb was 

presented as a symbolic gift to dignitaries who visited Kuwait. The 

following pictures show visitors, such as Egyptian singer Om 

Kalthoum, Egyptian actress Faten Hamama and Diana, Princess of 

Wales, appearing in various forms of the Kuwaiti thawb.  
 

 
Figure 6.19: The Egyptian singer, Om Kalthoum, also known as ‘East Planet’, 

during a visit to Kuwait in 1955. She wore a black chiffon thawb adorned by 

golden zari (Source: https://rinnoo.net/ar/article/ famous/2017/04/18/5156/om-

koulthoum-visit-to-kuwait-november-1955, accessed 12 June 2017). 
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Figure 6.20: Egyptian actress Faten Hamama, also known as the ‘Lady of the 

Arabic Screen’, during a visit to Kuwait in 1976  

(Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/22/arts/faten-hamama-actress-hailed-

as-lady-of-the-arabic-screen-dies-at-83.html/ accessed 12 June 2017). 
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Figure 6.21: Diana, Princess of Wales, during her tour to the Kuwait 

Handicapped Society in 1981. She wore the traditional Kuwaiti thawb adorned 

with zari and sequins  

(Source: https://princessdianabookboutique.wordpress.com/category/princess-

diana/page/6/ accessed 15 June 2017). 
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Figure 6.22: National Day Celebration by students 

(Source: http://www.fn-team.com accessed 12 June 2017). 

 

These pictures show that through the 1980s there was a great 

interest in wearing the thawb in the national celebrations held by the 

Ministry of Education in Kuwaiti schools. At these events, folklore 

parties, as well as dancing and singing that reflect Kuwaiti history and 

identity were offered. 
 

In addition, Kuwaiti singers are also interested in wearing traditional 

clothes when singing national songs - a sign of national loyalty and 

adherence to national identity. 
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Figure 6.23: The singer Nawal Kuwaiti with Huda Hussein in a national song in 

1987 (Source: http://www.fn-team.com, accessed 12 June 2017). 

 

 

The third design: The Kuwaiti thawb 2000-2007 
 
Many people think that traditional dress never changes; however, a 

change in these clothes does occur. As people come into contact with 

other people and groups, they borrow from, are inspired by, 

exchange and modify many cultural items, including clothing (Eicher, 

1995). In the past 15 years, Kuwaiti women’s interest in wearing 

traditional clothes has increased. The result is that Kuwaiti women 

are aware of the importance of traditional dress as a symbol of 

Kuwaiti identity and pride in their heritage. This led to the return of 

traditional dress for different occasions. Kuwaiti fashion designer 

Ansam Al Khalaf (2017) confirms: 
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I find that traditional dress is increasing in terms of the appeal 

to wear it. Fifteen years ago, young girls did not want to wear 

the traditional thawb, but in recent years, both the demand to 

wear it and the competition to choose the best colours and 

embroideries has increased.  

 

With technological development, many kinds of modern fabrics 

became available in multiple colours. This encouraged designers and 

women in Kuwait to develop the Kuwaiti thawb using elements and 

tools, such as modern designs, embroidery motifs and trims, which 

differed from what was used in the past. They also changed the 

location of embroidery on the thawb to appear as a new look and 

stopped using sequins, instead using many kinds of modern trims 

and crystals. 
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Figure 6.24: Context board of third design of thawb 
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Furthermore, in this design, the researcher shows some of the 

elements that have changed in the thawb patterns, while maintaining 

the general form of the thawb, to adapt to modern fashion, which we 

can see in the third design. According to Al Khalaf (2017),  

 

The Kuwaiti woman was able to adapt the traditional clothes 

and modernize them in terms of variation in the fabrics used. 

For example, in the Kuwaiti thawb, instead of relying on the 

traditional tulle fabric (toor) commonly used in traditional dress, 

lace fabric and embroidery was added, so it became a 

traditional thawb with a modern spirit.  
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Figure 6.25: Concept board of third design of thawb 3:1  
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The researcher created this thawb to be a long, wide robe. The total 

length is 150cm and the total width is 157cm. This design consists of 

three pieces: centre panel, sleeve panels and al tanafi (which is a 

rectangular form). There are some changes in this design, which has 

dispensed with the godet panels with small pieces in triangle forms. 

Also, the researcher made a change in the neckline form into a kaftan 

neckline as a kind of renewal of the thawb design, as influenced by 

other cultures, as happened with the Bahraini thawb design. 

According to Um Hussein (2017), today, new designs emerge like the 

Bahraini thawb, in different colours such as white, red and blue. They 

used to bring it from Bahrain, but today machines in Kuwaiti 

workshops embroider it, and it is called Bahraini thawb because the 

engravings were taken from and inspired by the Bahraini thawb. 
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Figure 6.26: Concept board of third design of thawb 3:2 
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As Figure 6.26 shows, this thawb is made from chiffon fabric in a 

turquoise colour, though there are many kinds of chiffon in multiple 

colours. The manufacturers depend not only on bright colours, but 

also on different ones, such as light and new colours never used 

before. Kuwaiti women choose colours to suit their tastes and modern 

fashion. Um Hussein (2017) argues that, despite the variety of 

colours such as red, blue and green, in the past, black was the 

prevailing colour. Today, however, we have many colours, and 

designers are using new colours with different shades. 
 

As for the motifs that are used to adorn the thawb, the researcher 

inspired some motifs from old ones from Kuwaiti culture, such as the 

figure of plants, flowers and eggplant embroidered with gold zari that 

adorned the neckline, the end of the sleeves and along the bottom 

part of the front of the thawb.  

 

Um Hussein (2017) explained that she chooses and draws the 

appropriate engravings for the thawbs and colours, and then she 

sends them to the workshop. The workshop, in turn, embroiders 

engravings from Kuwaiti heritage and old thawbs, such as the Al-

Warda (Rose) Thawb and Al-Areeja Thawb, which have engravings 

like the shape of the old Kuwaiti Eigal knot; it is called Al-Areeja and 

Al-Moukhaws Thawb, in which she put the shapes of the grape tree 

and roses. The thawbs have evolved and the positions of the 

engravings have changed.  
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In the third thawb, the places of the embroidery differ from the 

traditional thawb, where the heavy embroidery was on the front 

panels of thawbs used for occasions. In the modern design, the 

embroidery depends on the woman’s taste: whether she likes heavy 

or little embroidery. The modern techniques used in the embroidery of 

the thawb also differ from those used in the past, as the latter was 

handmade with a needle and a circular wood tool called karkhana. 

The modern thawb is adorned with embroidery made using modern 

technology in sewing and embroidery machines.  
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Figure 6.27: Development board of third design of thawb 

 
This board shows the stages and development of the third design of 

thawb which include :  

 

1- Preparing the fabric for cutting by placing it on a flat table to 

facilitate the process of cutting the fabric 
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2- Making the marks in a colour contrary to the fabric colour so as 

to facilitate the process of sewing 

3- Installing the pieces of the thawb together by pins in a cross-

section to facilitate the process of tailoring the thawb 

4- Embroidering the thawb using modern techniques and methods 

through using a modern embroidery machine  

 
 

 
Figure 6.28: Final design of third thawb 
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The fourth design: The Kuwaiti thawb 2015-2017 
 
Today, the Kuwaiti thawb expresses itself as a piece of art and also 

confirms national identity. It has appeared in a new way to reach all 

Arab and Western people because it comes in a modern design that 

can be worn by any woman at any age. Therefore, the world must 

recognise Kuwaiti identity and culture. As Sana Al Kharaz argued in 

her interview in Osrati Magazine (2015), 

The modernized traditional thawb is suitable for the new 

generation of girls, so I was keen on modernizing the Multi-

Hilali thawb in its attractive light colours as a new form, as 

these modern-looking thawbs help to satisfy the wishes of the 

girls while preserving the old embroidery of the thawbs. (p. 

260).  

 

Al Kharaz added that ‘The development of thawbs increased their 

value and significance, especially as they are convenient for all 

occasions’ (Osrati, 2015, p. 260). Today, women are more interested 

in wearing the thawb at special occasions, such as in Gargee’an and 

at weddings, as they prefer the traditional style of the Gargee’an 

because it is a traditional occasion. For weddings they are always 

keen to acquire what is new and distinctive in line with the latest 

fashion trends and colours. New designs are used to develop the 

Kuwaiti thawb to adapt to the modern era and modern fashion. 

 



	 233	

 

Figure 6.29: Context board of the fourth design of thawb 

 

 

For Blumer, fashion is one of the central mechanisms for creating 

order in modern society. Blumer (1969) classified his theory into four 

categories, namely, historical continuity, psychological motivation, 

collective taste and modernity. For him, this advantage was of 
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particular importance, since ‘[f]ashion is always modern; it always 

seeks to keep abreast of the times. It is sensitive to the movement of 

current developments as they take place in its own field, in adjacent 

fields, and in the larger social world’ (Blumer, 1969, p. 283). It can be 

understood as a community comprised of people of different classes 

and tastes where the fashion process involves both a formation and 

an expression of collective taste in the given area of fashion. Today, 

options are open for Kuwaiti women to choose what suits them 

according to their taste and income. Kuwaiti women can also 

consider designs that reflect the modern Kuwaiti identity.  
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Figure 6.30 Concept board fourth design of thawb 4:1 
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Figure 6.30 illustrates a short and wide thawb with long, low sleeves. 

The length is 110cm and the width is 147cm. This design includes 

two pieces for the sleeve panels and the centre panels. They are 

dispensed with godet panels and al-tanafi, which are rectangular 

forms, and it has a simple bend under the sleeves as a kind of 

renovation of the design. This design also has a v-neck. 
 

The researcher selected the light toor in dark pink because with 

modernity, many kinds of toor fabrics appear in multiple colours. The 

thawb is no longer limited to the colour black. Kuwaiti women choose 

what colours they prefer according to their taste, taking into account 

the colour of their skin and modern fashion.  

 

In recent times, when new designs have been used, modern 

technology has been used to embroider the thawbs with many 

modern stitches. This is a result of the influence of Kuwaiti women in 

Western fashion and famous global designers of international brands 

that distinguish themselves with signatures or logos, such as Coco 

Chanel, Gucci and Christian Dior. 
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Figure 6.31 and 6.32 Using brands on the clothes such as a name or logo 

encouraged Kuwaiti women to put their name on the thawb to distinguish 

themselves during the wedding party. Sources:  

https://www.polyvore.com/new_chanel_paris_logo_black/thing?id=69651070 and  

https://crezzyfashion.wordpress.com/2013/04/23/the-top-fashion-brands-in-the-

world/ 

  http://www.refinery29.com/2016/12/134182/gucci-logo-t-shirt-trend 

(Accessed: 12-11-2017) 
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Moreover, Kuwaiti women distinguish themselves with clothes by 

adding a special signature bearing their name and family name on 

the modern thawb to distinguish themselves from other women. For 

example, Figure 6.33 has the name UM Bader. In the Arabic 

language, a woman’s nickname is used if she is married, but for an 

unmarried woman, she would just put her name (such as Nora), 

though some may use their family name. 
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Figure 6.33: Concept board of fourth design of thawb 4:2 
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This design has motifs embroidered such as flowers inspired by 

Kuwaiti culture and motifs that focus on the old traditional jewellery. 

These are adorned with small Swarovski crystals in two colours - blue 

and clear - on the front of the thawb around the neckline and around 

the finished sleeves. The middle of the back of the thawb is adorned 

with the signature of the woman’s name, Um Bader, written in Arabic. 

Some flowers and shiny Swarovski crystals adorn the name.  

 

According to Um Hussein, in an interview with the researcher, it was 

argued that from the Kuwaiti tradition and past habits, it was seen as 

a blemish for a Kuwaiti woman to give her name to any unknown 

person. Additionally, since childhood, her name usually coincided 

with the name of a man - first with her father called bint Ahmad 

(meaning daughter of Ahmad), then after she married with her 

husband Mort Ali (meaning Ali’s wife). After she had children, she 

would take the first son’s name, such as Um Fahad. However, today 

she writes her own name on her thawb. 

 
Figure 6.34: Gold motifs from old traditional jewellery (Al Maghribi, 1986, p 364) 
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Figure 6.35: Development board of fourth design of thawb  
 

This board shows the stages and development of the forth design of 

thawb which include:  

1- Preparing the fabric for cutting by placing it on a flat table to 

facilitate the process of cutting the fabric 
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2- Making the marks in a colour contrary to the fabric colour so as 

to facilitate the process of sewing 

3- Installing the pieces of the thawb together by pins in a cross-

section to facilitate the process of tailoring the thawb 

4- Embroidering the thawb by using modern techniques and 

methods through using a modern embroidery machine  

5-  Decorating  the thawb with Swarovski crystals to give it a 

beautiful and luxurious feel 

 

 
Figure 6.36: Final shape of the third design of thawb 
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The fifth design: The intersection between modernity and 
tradition 
 

In conclusion, the idea of this final design results from the interviews 

with Kuwaiti women customers, designers and wholesalers. The aim 

of this is to create a new design reflecting Kuwaiti women’s identity. 

The researcher relied on fashion theories to create this design. There 

are basic principles the researcher used in the design of the thawb, 

which suggest that it is not logical that it should be developed and 

changed radically, so we might perceive this design as a thawb in 

development. 

 

Moreover, the designer used some modern methods to show the 

thawb in a different way from the techniques and ideas inspired by 

the Kuwaiti culture. The researcher added new elements to the thawb 

design to reflect modern Kuwaiti identity and women’s taste as well 

as adapting to modern fashion. Blumer showed this through a 

historical sequence of fashion features - a line of continuity that 

Blumer calls a ‘fashion trend’ (1969, p. 283). Of special interest to the 

researcher are the terminal points of fashion trends as they typically 

mark a period of experimentation in various directions of potential 

fashion development (Blumer, 1969, p. 283). Fashion is related to 

modernity, and it always reflects the ‘spirit of the times’ (Blumer, 

1969, p. 283). The researcher aims to develop the thawb to be more 

suitable and in line with modern fashion, whilst at the same time 

reflecting the Kuwaiti women’s identity.  
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The vaguest element of Blumer's theory in fashion is collective taste. 

Collective taste functions as a selector for the acceptance or 

repudiation of ideas, and as a formative factor for innovation. He 

considers taste as a product of experience. Collective taste thus 

evolves between ‘people thrown into areas of common interaction 

and having similar runs of experience’ (Blumer, 1969, p. 283). 

Moreover, the researcher develops her ideas according to the 

responses of the interviewees – Kuwaiti women customers, Kuwaiti 

designers and wholesalers. The respondents have wide experience 

of the fashion field, are familiar with the tastes of customers and with 

the changes encountered on the thawb in recent years. 

 

The researcher kept the shape of the traditional thawb, creating a 

longer style in sizes similar to the traditional thawb measurements; 

the width is 146cm and the length is 168cm. The researcher also 

drew on the influence of other cultures to renew the traditional design 

by creating a kaftan neckline (as seen in the Bahraini thawb design). 

See Figure 6.37. 
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Figure 6.37: Concept board of fifth design of thawb 5:1 

Figure 6.37: Front and back of the fifth design of the Kuwaiti thawb. 

 

The designer has abandoned the train (tail) in this design because it 

hampers the movement of women while walking and, when worn to 

dance the Samri, it may be trampled on, causing the woman to fall.  

 

The researcher selected the chiffon fabric in a black colour because it 

is the favourite colour of Kuwaiti women in the past. Um Hussein 
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(2017) argues that ‘As for colours, women prefer the black colour 

more than other colors, despite the many colours of thawb as there 

are red, green and blue. The choice of the thawb differs according to 

the occasion’. Concerning the findings of the researcher's question 

about whether a woman would like to wear the thawb in modern 

fabrics, materials and decorations, and decorating fabrics, or whether 

they prefer the old traditional thawb, we find that about 41% of the 

interviewees prefer to wear the new thawb with new fabrics and 

inscriptions; about 34% prefer to wear the Kuwaiti thawb in its old 

form because it expresses Kuwaiti identity and ancient heritage. 

About 25% of the interviewees prefer both the old and modern thawb, 

as the old is used in traditional events and the modern is used at 

weddings and special events because it contains new and developed 

decorations in line with modern fashion. In addition, 65% of the 

interviewees said they prefer black-coloured thawbs while 33% said 

that they prefer the coloured thawbs. The latter could include bright 

colours or calm, beautiful and attractive colours, in order to be trendy. 

Nearly 2% did not have a preference.  
 

Despite the acceptance of Kuwaiti women of the developed thawb, 

there is a category of people who prefer the traditional form, and they 

stated that they prefer the more developed dress for weddings and 

parties, but the traditional form for national and traditional events. As 

the development of colours and variety of fabrics attracted the 

interest of women in choosing new colours of the thawb, we find that  
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about 65% of the interviewees stated that they prefer the black colour 

because it is more essential and luxurious in style and shape and 

suits all colours of clothing. In contrast, about 33% prefer the 

coloured dress - whether bright, calm or beautiful - as they are trendy 

and can be renewed. 

 

As in the past, Kuwaiti women used the chiffon fabrics to make the 

embroidered thawb, and the designer used the punch pink colour 

because it is a modern contemporary colour that suits all ages and is 

also in line with the taste of modern Kuwaiti women. Moreover, the 

researcher adorned the thawb with motifs inspired by Kuwaiti culture. 

Al Khalaf (2017) argued that 'a woman usually desires to have 

modern embroideries and exotic colors that were not used before'.  

Moreover, most of the interviewees, about 75%, prefer to use the 

decorations of Kuwaiti culture, pointing out that the Kuwaiti culture is 

rich in pictures, beautiful elements and decoration. The local 

decorations represent the Kuwaiti environment, reflect identity and 

give a sense of originality and heritage, as shown in Figure (6.38). 
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Figure 6.38: Motifs used on traditional Darra’a moukhawarah  
Source: Al-Maghribi (2006, p. 65) 

 

 

This form was used to adorn Kuwaiti traditional dress and the 

researcher tried to develop it to be more luxurious, modern, beautiful 

and suitable. 
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Figures 6.39 and 6.40: Stages of development of the motifs the researcher used 

to adorn the thawb; using about 3 different sizes and repeating the figure 
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The idea of this thawb is to make it double faced: the first layer 

reflects traditional Kuwaiti women’s identity in a new style, where the 

thawb is embroidered by heavy embroidery through the latest 

technology using modern embroidery machines. Where it suits the 

taste of Kuwaiti women, it is used for traditional occasions and 

weddings, whilst the other face of the thawb reflects the taste of 

modern Kuwaiti women. See Figure 6.41.  
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Figure 6.41: Concept board of fifth design of thawb 
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It gives a printed picture of the embroidery (the shadow of 

embroidery) as if printed on the fabric and is then decorated with the 

Swarovski crystals. The researcher used this technique because it 

reflects the typographic image of the embroidery - a new idea that 

has not been applied before. It is also helped by the characteristics of 

chiffon fabric in that it is a light cloth; if we use two layers, it does not 

affect the thickness of the fabric and gives it a good texture. It is also 

impossible to print on the second fabric because it will appear as a 

shadow of images on the embroidered fabric and will distort the 

landscape, spoiling the design idea.  
  

 
So the designer took advantage of this technique using modern 

techniques in embroidery to show the desired result. The piece was 

embroidered on the front with zari golden thread and on the other 

side, it has a printed version of the motifs and was decorated in a 

modern style. 
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Figure 6.42: Development board of fifth design of thawb  

 
 

The stages of development and making the thawb:  

1- Installing the pink fabric with the black by tightly pinning to the 

cloth in order to cut the fabrics.  

2- Making the marks in a different colour to the cloth to facilitate 

the process of sewing. 
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3- Embroidering the first piece (black) by using modern techniques 

and an electronic embroidery machine. 

4- Installing the first piece with the second piece by pins and 

sewing them together to give the double face shape of the 

thawb. 

5- Decorating the second side (pink) in Swarovski crystals to give 

the grandeur and beauty of the piece in a modern style. 

 

	 			
	

Figure	6.43:	Final	shape	of	fifth	design	of	thawb	-	side	1	



	 255	

 

 
 

 
Figure 6.44: Final shape of fifth design of thawb - side 2  
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Summary 
 
The traditional clothing of society has been changed to adapt to 

modern life and current fashion so that it may appeal to more people. 

The traditional form has been retained in order to maintain its identity, 

but the added light touches and simple changes will allow the wearer 

to feel more in line with modern fashion. This chapter shows how 

traditional Kuwaiti clothes changed to adapt to a new lifestyle and 

new fashion trends after the emergence of oil and wealth. Through 

this chapter the researcher played two different roles - designer and 

academic researcher - to explore the change and development to the  

Kuwaiti thawb in its attempt to adapt with modern lifestyle and 

fashion. 

 

Traditional dress, for all societies, is the most prominent method to 

express identity, and the style of dress is a combination of personal 

expression and societal rules. What a person wears will be affected 

by an almost infinite multitude of factors, including the dominant 

social values and attitudes of the time and place and the wearer’s 

individual socio-economic status (Davis, 1985). This chapter presents  

an analytical study to identify the change through 65 years of the  

Kuwaiti thawb, exploring its adaptation to modern life and fashion 

trends after the oil boom. This is achieved through the creation of four 

designs of the thawb to explain the development and the change that 

took place in four distinct stages. The first stage started from the pre- 

1950s and the discovery of oil in Kuwait. It describes the traditional 

Kuwaiti thawb: its features, embroidery and tailoring techniques. It is 
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considered a symbol of Kuwaiti identity and reflects the country’s 

customs and culture. The Kuwaiti thawb distinguishes Kuwaiti society 

from other neighboring societies, through the cut of the pattern, such 

as the neckline, as well as the motifs of embroidery patterns inspired 

by the Kuwaiti environment. 

 

The next stage represents the Kuwaiti thawb from 1950 to 1990. The 

oil boom, and the wealth it brought with it, dramatically changed the 

Kuwaiti lifestyle, as well as its economic and social class system. The 

lower class disappeared, replaced by the middle class, forming new 

classes - the high and middle class. 

 

Rüling (2000) emphasises that fashion has normative strength in 

setting standards and creating uniformity. It serves the accumulation 

of symbolic capital through prominent consumption and requires 

renewal and continuous innovation to maintain its featured capacity. 

The high income and education of Kuwaiti women is one of the 

elements that led to Kuwaiti women's preference for a Western style 

of dress over the traditional dress. This new style was needed to 

wear in the new workplace to adapt with a modern lifestyle. At the 

same time, many women who worked in embroidering the thawb 

ceased to do so because, firstly, orders of the thawb were fewer and, 

secondly, because Kuwaiti women were leaning towards modern 

fashion with its suitability, elegance and practicality in the workplace.  

Consequently, women began to adapt the thawb to this new lifestyle 

by changing some elements in its design.  
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The third stage was between 2000 and 2007. After a period of 

modernity and development, new technology led to the appearance 

of different kinds of fabrics in multiple colours. Kuwaiti women and 

designers were encouraged to develop their thawbs and create new 

designs that reflected their taste and their class. The change is very 

clear: the latest electronic embroidery machines are equipped with 

hundreds of beautiful stitches to produce these new effects. 

 

The fourth design of thawb reflects the extent to which Western 

fashion and international brands and designers influenced Kuwaiti 

women. According to Rüling’s (2000) analysis, for Veblen, fashion 

has thus evolved at two contradictory levels - innovation and 

imitation. Veblen (1992/1899) also explains that the upper classes 

struggle for social distinction as the lower classes imitate the 

associated lifestyles. We see this very clearly in the fourth design 

where the Kuwaiti women imitate Western fashion and brands. Ideas 

were borrowed and inspired innovation to the adapt Kuwaiti dress to 

modern fashion trends, such as embroidering a woman’s (or her 

family’s) name on the thawb to distinguish herself from others. 

 

The fifth stage includes a new design of Kuwaiti thawb created by the 

researcher as a result of the interviews conducted with female 

Kuwaiti customers, Kuwaiti designers and wholesalers. The goal of 

this design was to represent the Kuwaiti women's identity. The 

researcher also depended on fashion theories to create this design, 

using modern ways to create the thawb in a different method from the 

techniques and ideas inspired by the Kuwaiti culture. The researcher 
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also added new elements to the design to represent modern Kuwaiti 

identity and women’s taste and, at the same time, adapting with 

modern fashion. 
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Chapter 7 Conclusion  
Oil discovery and production in Kuwait played a significant role in 

elevating the Kuwaiti community from subjugation and poverty to one 

of prosperity. However, this event led to a dramatic change in the 

community's lifestyle due to the economic growth and the emergence 

of a middle class. Moreover, there was a significant change in the 

lifestyle of Kuwaiti women, who are the focal point of this research. 

Women have begun to heavily participate in building modern Kuwait, 

while before the oil boom, women’s education level and role were 

very limited and at most concerned the housework. Therefore, the 

traditional women’s attire was not very convenient if a woman wished 

to practise different careers. Thus, the cultural identity of Kuwaiti 

women had changed in the context of fashion, such as their dress 

code and fashion choices, which have become more westernised and 

seem more suitable for them to practice their new careers and 

lifestyle. 
 

Nowadays, Kuwaiti women’s fashion choices and their perception of 

fashion and brands have rapidly advanced and developed in order to 

fit in with the rest of the community in terms of style and modern 

fashion. Therefore, Kuwaiti women are considered to be fashion 

trendsetters in the Gulf region. Moreover, there is a phenomenon that 

now exists mostly between Kuwaiti women, in which women’s identity 

and social status are determined by their clothes and the visible 

fashion brands they select to wear.  
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This change of Kuwaiti identity is what provoked this research. The 

purpose of this research is to study the role that modernisation and 

global trade in Kuwait has had on Kuwaiti women’s identity and their 

style of dress. In this research, we consider modernisation, 

globalisation, Kuwaiti women’s dress and their identity before the 

discovery of oil. We then identify changes in their style of dress after 

the oil boom, analyse the phenomenon that is Kuwaiti fashion, and 

explain how a thawb expresses the intersection between fashion and 

tradition in the context of Kuwaiti women’s identity.  

 

The creation of designs reflect the changes and events that have 

impacted Kuwaiti women's cultural identity, and the Kuwaiti thawb 

can serve as an example of the change between the time prior to the 

discovery of oil and the present day. Kuwaiti women once wore the 

thawb daily before the oil boom but since the discovery of oil, now 

only wear it on days of special occasion. Since the researcher is also 

a fashion and textile designer, she intended to discover Kuwaiti 

women’s perception of traditional dress and fashion and how women 

try to adapt their dress using modern fashion trends, especially 

regarding the thawb. 
 

 
The researcher identified existing studies on Kuwaiti fashion, yet 

none focused on this aspect. Instead, the researcher concentrated on 

Kuwaiti clothing before the appearance of oil as a symbol of Kuwaiti 

identity. They did not look at the changes that influenced traditional 

clothes profoundly and the conflict between fashion and traditional 

clothes after the appearance of oil and how traditional dress, like the 
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thawb, adapted to modern fashion and Kuwaiti women’s new 

lifestyles. 

 

Thus, a practice-based study was performed where the researcher 

took on two different roles at different stages of the study, one as 

researcher and the other as designer. This method was elected in 

order to create visual elements for the Kuwaiti thawb and explore the 

first changes in over 65 years that the Kuwaiti thawb underwent in 

order to adapt to modern fashion. Furthermore, an analysis of the 

influence of modern fashion on Kuwaiti women was discussed.  

 

Key Findings  

A lack of research on the stages of development of Kuwaiti women’s 

attire has led many to think that Kuwaiti women have abandoned 

traditional dress. However, the present study discovered that Kuwaiti 

women did not entirely abandon traditional garments such as the 

thawb after the discovery of oil, as some writers have suggested, 

although they have struggled to adapt their dress to modern life and 

fashion. Many women still wear the thawb, a cherished symbol of 

their nation, as an expression of cultural identity. The Kuwaiti 

government, which has an interest in the country’s heritage, has 

promoted the thawb as a symbol of the state, bestowing the Kuwaiti 

thawb as a gift to visiting dignitaries, such as Diana, Princess of 

Wales.  

 



	 263	

This study has found a significant growth in the instilling of values, 

ethics, national identity and national loyalty in recent generations in 

Kuwait. This gives them an awareness of the importance of 

traditional, national dress as a symbol of the state and an expression 

of their pride. 

 

Despite its simplicity, the thawb has an intelligent design. Through the 

use of geometric shapes such as triangles, rectangles of different 

sizes and squares, one size is made suitable for women of all shapes 

and sizes. However, the true value of the thawb is in the quality of the 

embroidery, which gives the garment its luxury and beauty. Various 

motifs and shapes are used to embroider the thawb, and the most 

popular motif is that of grape leaves, although grape vines are not 

found in Kuwait. In an interview with Um Hussein about the thawb 

and its marketing, she explained that the grape leaf is known for its 

beautiful shape and that it has been used in traditional Kuwaiti food. 

 

Kuwaiti women and Kuwaiti society in general are aware of the 

significance of cultural identity and patriotism as represented in 

traditional dress. The style of the garment has adapted to modern 

fashion to be more accepted on the street. In an interview with 

Kuwaiti designer Al Dawas, he expressed a refusal to banish the 

traditional dress to museums, such as in those societies whose 

streets have been stripped of their traditional dress. In his opinion, 

this is what distinguishes Kuwait from other societies (2017).  
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The Kuwaiti woman holds traditional apparel such as the thawb as a 

symbol of her identity. However, through her love for, and following 

of, modern fashion, she has adapted the dress to modern life, 

particularly since the oil boom and subsequent wealth acquisition. 

She attempts to distinguish herself through her clothes, taking 

advantage of the emergence of fashion innovations within a 

traditional framework. Blumer (1968, pp. 341–342) views fashion as a 

‘continuing pattern of change in which certain social forms enjoy 

temporary acceptance and respectability only to be replaced by 

others more abreast of the times’. He explains that historical 

continuity, including high fashion, is a developing process, as well as 

the starting of something new once the previous event has reached 

its result. Although there is modernity and innovation in fashion, there 

is also continuity through a historical context (Rüling, 2000, p. 283). 

As Blumer has shown, ‘new fashions are related to, and grow out of, 

their immediate predecessors’ (Rüling, 2000, p. 283).  

 

Likewise, historical continuity exists in the development of the thawb, 

despite differences among styles. Changes in the thawb have 

resulted from changes in the social, economic and political 

environment in Kuwait. For example, the discovery of oil, contact with 

other cultures and modernity have played significant roles in the 

modernisation of the thawb. Fashion changes and evolves 

continuously, but Kuwaiti women are keen to focus on a particular 

aspect during the process of developing the thawb so as not to affect 

the shape of the garment and lose its unique identity. From time to 
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time, Kuwaiti women return to the traditional, old-style thawb; this 

basic design remains fixed and can be worn on all occasions. 

 

The Future of this Research  

It would be beneficial to conduct the same study but with Kuwaiti men  

rather than women and compare the findings with this study. 

Moreover, a similar study could be applied to another Gulf country, in 

the same region, and compare the results with this study. This study 

is under the umbrella of qualitative research, so that it provides in-

depth opinions about the change of Kuwaiti women identity and their 

dress after the discovery of the oil and the wealth. However, another 

study could benefit from the initial findings of this study and build 

upon it with quantitative research, concentrating on certain consumer 

behaviours. Also, a similar research method could be conducted for 

another kind of Kuwaiti traditional dress and the findings could be 

compared with this study. 

 

Moreover, this study offers a number of thoughts and ideas within the 

context of Kuwaiti women’s identity and dress, which could be studied 

and investigated further, such as the impact of social media on 

setting a fashion trend. Furthermore, in Kuwait, there is an overall 

lack of serious research into fashion and textile; thus, any academic 

research in the fashion design field will enrich the field in Kuwait and 

promote future researchers to conduct further studies in the country.  
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