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			the Al Khalifa, the Baharna,

			and those who found sanctuary and homeland in these charming islands.

		

	
		
			Preface

			Examining the internal strives and synergies of the Gulf ruling houses has always been taboo and likely punishable. The royal history in the region abounds with atrocities and controversies, most of which are considered inhuman in the modern day. Delving into the history of a region with an intense attachment to its past is challenging, especially when sensitive and unspoken events are scrutinised.

			Tribal monarchical rule is a key feature of the region. Understanding the past of the ruling tribes and shaykhs will provide a clear insight into their present and, in a way, predict their future. One of the foremost characteristics of the ruling tribes in the Gulf – now known as royal families – is a strict commitment to norms and conventions, which necessitates holding on to the past and preserving traditions, regardless of how obsolete or backward they may seem. Despite their liberal appearance and the steps they have taken to modernise, these tribes/families remain politically conservative.

			This work has constituted almost a decade of research; however, its focal questions had been brewing for much longer. The initial aim was to answer several self-posed questions which had aroused my interest since the uprising in the 1990s, regarding when and why the indigenous Shi‘i inhabitants of Bahrain (the Baharna) antagonised their rulers (the Al Khalifa), and when and why the Al Khalifa marginalised them. I was still too young then to understand the profound and prolonged sociopolitical conflict, which had a visible impact on almost every person in the country. A new dimension of questions was unveiled in the aftermath of the National Action Charter (2001), when freedom of expression was at its peak. This climate encouraged everyone to engage in discussion. Many of the supressed voices had a great opportunity to express their opinions, regardless of how bold or extreme they were. The country transformed into an arena for open debate on every aspect of national politics. Unfortunately, after the uprising in 2011, the country became tense, and freedom of expression was drastically limited. Bahrain was – and remains – embroiled in a conflict between the ruling class and insubordinate citizens, which has repeated itself almost every decade since the 1920s. Many have volunteered to explain its roots and have linked it to sectarian discord, state oppression or external influence. However, fundamentally, these justifications have been unconvincing: they were the symptoms, not the causes. With the apparent possibility of another wave of upheaval in Bahrain, one might ask why this conflict endures and how the Al Khalifa could maintain their rule for more than two centuries, while they have also witnessed severe intra-tribal schisms and infighting. Every communal group in Bahrain adheres to an oral narrative which is inherited through generations, thus passing on latent hatred and provocative ideologies.

			It is clear that Bahrain lacks consensus on its political history. Neither the official history is accepted by the Baharna, nor is their chronicle adopted by the state. There is a sharp discrepancy between the two versions. The official narrative depicts the rulers as glorious saviours, noble defenders and generous fathers, without whom the country would have been ruined and modern civilisation would not exist – while the local Baharna population has opposing accounts of the rulers, describing them as illegitimate usurpers, disgraceful pretenders, greedy brigands and merciless persecutors. Both groups have lived together in the same small country for more than two centuries, and yet they have seemingly never agreed on the past or the future. Such a harmony would be historic! Indeed, the official and local histories of Bahrain need to be rewritten, not by merging or bargaining between the two but thanks to a methodology that is not purposely designed to protect or neglect any of the current narratives. I would conceive that a fabricated or exaggerated history would lead to a delusive present and therefore a misguided future.

			I found the experience of conducting this study tremendous, from shaping the main questions to phrasing the final title. The journey through the British Archives was both stimulating and strenuous: the more I observed, the more I wanted to observe. Diving into the archives transported me deep into periods where conflicts were settled with the sword and ambitions were fulfilled through bloodshed. I found myself breathing around those moments: there was no way to avoid or disregard what I have touched across numerous accounts of such events, from battles to concords, and through horror and glory. By the end of writing this work, I realised that it has, in fact, changed me and transformed my theories and perspectives on history and politics in the Gulf. Currently, I neither feel satisfied, nor do I consider my mission complete. In fact, my investigation and conclusions have prompted more questions than they answered.

			I would like to express my profound gratitude to my esteemed supervisor and mentor, Professor Marc Valeri, at the University of Exeter, who guided me through the PhD process from the early stages of preparing the proposal to publishing my work. His clear advice was highly influential in shaping my study experience and elevating my academic and critical thinking skills. Furthermore, I would like to thank Professor William Gallois at the University of Exeter for his guidance and insights, which have made my journey through history and historiography an inspiring experience. I would also like to thank Professor Abdulhadi Khalaf, Senior Lecturer of Sociology at Lund University, for his encouragement and insightful comments and suggestions on narrowing my research area. Moreover, I would like to thank all the researchers, academics and writers who inspired me to pose new questions and provide new answers. Their approaches and ideas intrigued me and revealed various dimensions to explore and challenge. I am also deeply indebted to my father, Mohsin, who engaged me in political discussion at a very young age. He introduced me to the world of politics, wherein each event carries motives and generates consequences. Ultimately, this work would not have been written without the support of my family and friends. Their boundless understanding and encouragement over the past few years rendered my study more enjoyable.

		

	
		
			Note on the Text

			In this work, I have followed the transliteration system employed by the International Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES).

			The definite article (al-) is lowercase everywhere, except when it appears as the first word of a sentence. An exception is also made to the name “Al-Sabah”, which is officially spelled this way in Kuwait.

			‘Ayn and hamza are rendered in transliteration, except for an initial hamza, which is dropped. The letter used for representing ‘ayn is (‘) and the letter used for hamza is (’).

			The Arabic ta’ marbuta (ة، ـة) is rendered as a final (a).

			Some Arabic letters appear as in the Romanised form:

			ت and ط both appear as t.

			د and ض both appear as d.

			ز and ظ both appear as z.

			ح and هـ both appear as h.

			س and ص both appear as s.

			The Arabic shadda (ّ ) above a vowel is rendered as double letter.

		

	
		
			1

			Introduction

			The Arab states of the Gulf have been characterised by a prolonged history of patrimonial rule by tribes and families descending from the eighteenth century. Unlike most other dynastic institutions in the rest of the Middle East, the Gulf’s ruling dynasties have maintained power and are still functioning monarchies, though they have all faced external threats and local pressures. Furthermore, the shaykhdoms of the Gulf have experienced bloody struggles within the ruling tribes. The Al Khalifa of Bahrain epitomises a surviving dynasty that has substituted its extra-constitutional rulership succession for primogeniture and established dispute resolution measures to overcome intra-tribal ambitions for power and wealth.

			Since their control over Bahrain began in 1783 until the British withdrawal from the Gulf in 1971, the Al Khalifa dynasty was led by ten senior ruling shaykhs, seven of whom experienced turbulent successions, and almost all of whom faced both in-house rivalries and power-seeking disputes. Arguably, the in-tribe power struggles began when the senior ruling shaykh ceased – in 1825 – a decades-long practice of joint rule, through which the senior ruling shaykh shared power, territories and wealth with a junior co-ruler. This practice, traces of which can still be observed today, reduced the prospects for any in-tribe rivalry and drew on the unspoken notion that the junior co-ruler was the designated heir, thereby smoothing his accession.

			The turning point in the nature of succession came in 1932, when the Al Khalifa ruling shaykh peacefully acceded to full rulership without any substantial local opposition. In the same year, oil extraction started in Bahrain, with exports beginning in 1934. The pre-oil era raises another question as to how rivals recruited in-tribe supporters and hired alliances from other tribes (all of which were exogenous to Bahrain) to engage in prolonged disputes that produced heavy losses. If one adds the fact that the British Government, as a dominant power in the region, had not made any serious interventions into Bahraini rulership until 1868, and that its first direct involvement in Bahrain’s local affairs only began in the early twentieth century, this raises additional questions: What kind of direct and indirect roles did the British play in outbalancing, mediating and settling the Al Khalifa’s dynastic disputes? How did ambitious Al Khalifa rule-seekers convince external powers to intervene in their favour? Finally, given that the Al Khalifa had no roots in Bahrain before the eighteenth century, how did they interact and coexist with the local (and predominantly non-tribal) inhabitants of the conquered islands who had not thus far totally merged with the de facto ruling institution? Likewise, how did these inhabitants become involved in continual tribal struggles and presumably exclusively tribal matters? The study of the 150-year period (1783–1932) of sustaining suzerainty over a small territory like Bahrain provides a rich illustration and analysis of the internal political dynamics that nourished the survival of the Al Khalifa.

			This work contributes to a better understanding of other Gulf ruling dynasties who share similar origins and tribal culture and have also faced turbulent successions and in-house power struggles, and of survival strategies and ruling practices within these long-ruled dynasties. Covering the period from the extension of the Al Khalifa’s suzerainty over Bahrain in 1783 until the beginning of the undisputed succession era in 1932, it traces and analyses all aspects of power succession and maintenance difficulties in the Al Khalifa shaykhdom. The book begins with an account of the seizing of the islands of Bahrain – a story that has hitherto been fragmented by dissimilar and sometimes contradictory narratives. Defining the nature of this beginning may help understanding the context within which the Al Khalifa prevailed as a ruling tribe. The book explores the timeframe (1783–1932) to determine conflict and conflict resolution trends and dynamics of the familial ruling institution. These delineations provide a detailed political trajectory and power balance analysis to answer the following main questions:

			1)	To what extent did the practice of dual-rule reduce the Al Khalifa’s intra-tribal succession conflicts?

			a.	How were shared power, territories and wealth understood among members of the Al Khalifa? 

			b.	Did these understandings mitigate conflicts over succession?

			2)	How did internal divisions among the Al Khalifa impact the political, social and economic life of the shaykhdom? What were the roles played by fellow tribes, regional powers and indigenous inhabitants in Al Khalifa’s domestic struggles?

			3)	How did the right of primogeniture become unanimously undisputed among the Al Khalifa?

			The foremost intention of this work is to draw a picture of rulership struggles and accords in an exogenous rule over a regionally coveted land. The events delineating the period under study (1783–1932) have shaped the modern history of the Al Khalifa and Bahrain and the relationships between components of the society. These events, beginning with the conquest of 1783 and reaching to the implementation of an administrative bureaucracy and reforms from 1923, have contributed to establish core aspects of the current socio-political system. This work is the first in-depth study to tackle the intra-tribal disputes in the Al Khalifa family over a long period, a highly sensitive topic which is still considered taboo for independent investigation in Bahrain.

			The findings clarify current power-sharing balances and mechanisms in the Al Khalifa ruling tribe and the continual practice of shared rule by describing the nature of the tribal-cum-ethnic-cum-political mobilisation during periods of unrest and explaining more than two centuries of patrimonial tribal rule in the Gulf.

			Literature Review

			Many academic and non-scholarly works deal with the history of Bahrain or of the Al Khalifa, but most cover the post-1869 era, following the British installation of ‘Isa bin ‘Ali Al Khalifa as ruler of Bahrain, and fail to thoroughly investigate intrafamilial power struggles.

			In his report Unfinished Business: Contentious Politics and State-Building in Bahrain (2000), Abdulhadi Khalaf, a Bahraini scholar and an elected member of Bahrain’s first parliament in 1973, interprets the strength of the Al Khalifa ruling family through the support of powerful merchant families and the clerical establishment, and the rulers’ ability to mobilise ethnicity to manipulate divisions between the Sunni tribes’ settlers and the indigenous Shi‘i population.1 However, Khalaf stresses that the Al Khalifa regime did not rely on any kind of local support, either materially or politically, from its subjects; rather, the Al Khalifa relied on coercion to extract wealth, long before the discovery of oil, based on their alleged “right of conquest”.2 Khalaf’s work presents the post-1869 period as an illustration of the Al Khalifa’s strengthened grip on the country through the seizure of cultivated land and fisheries and the consequent enforcement of a system of fiefdom.3 He portrays the Al Khalifa tribe as a united collective entity that relied on British support as a major source of protection, stability and prosperity, as evidenced by the fact that Britain deployed forces to supress internal clashes or repel external enemies of the ruler on several occasions.4 Khalaf’s account provides a brief demonstration of the post-conquest domination, highlighting the measures taken by the Al Khalifa and their allied new settlers; however, it lacks a closer review of how the ruling family managed internal disputes and maintained cohesion despite these complex challenges.

			In his book Tribe and State in Bahrain (1980), which remains banned in Bahrain at the time of writing, Fuad Khuri5 focuses on the adaptations of the Al Khalifa’s authority system vis-à-vis the colonial rule and socio-economic transformations and the latter’s impact on the interactions between tribes, peasantry and urban society.6 Khuri analyses the means and the tactics used by the Al Khalifa to remain in control of the island when they faced external attacks, invasions, wars, internal strife and political dissent, demonstrating how they played their external enemies against each other – either forcefully or diplomatically – to retain power.7 Similarly, on the societal level, they subdued rivals by strengthening the Sunni Arab tribal presence and alienating the native Shi‘i population.8 Khuri notes that Al Khalifa’s intra-tribal conflicts were contained through the imposition of primogeniture as the rule of succession from the era of Shaykh ‘Isa bin ‘Ali (r. 1869–1932).9 He argues that after the imposition of primogeniture, “Bahrain began to enjoy a rather stable polity and economy”,10 and he views this change as the result of British efforts to induce stability in Bahrain after Britain had “encouraged in 1835, and guaranteed in 1869, the succession of the eldest son.”11

			It is worth noting that there is no existing record of British involvement in the Al Khalifa’s primogeniture succession before 1869, the year in which ‘Isa bin ‘Ali was installed on the throne by extraordinary intervention and under unprecedented local consensus. In fact, the first explicit attempt to establish a system of primogeniture was initiated by the Al Khalifa themselves at the end of the nineteenth century and sought Britain’s official recognition.12 It is necessary to more closely examine the causes of this unprecedented step taken by both the Al Khalifa and the British Government. A further noteworthy point Khuri makes is that “[a]fter the enforcement of primogeniture [1869?], conflict among Al-Khalifa claimants shifted from brothers, where the dispute lay until 1835, to uncles and nephews, where it seems to have continued until the present.”13 This claim seems to contradict Khuri’s conclusion that primogeniture had ended the continual disturbances within the ruling tribe.

			Khuri’s work does not explain how the ruling family pulled together and maintained power during contentions over who would rule. Khuri explains how in-house struggles shifted from brothers to uncles and nephews and assumes that intra-factional wars caused more damage to Bahrain’s society and economy than external invasions, but he offers no further discussion of the repeated reconciliations and reunions of the rival branches of the Al Khalifa, even after several gory events.14 Nonetheless, it is worth noting that Khuri offers the first and most noteworthy explanation of the hierarchy and dynamics of the feudal system implemented during ‘Isa bin ‘Ali’s reign, during which ‘Isa bin ‘Ali granted estates as “benefices”. However Khuri’s work does not clearly answer why and when this feudal system was implemented, and this work therefore aims to fill this gap.

			Nelida Fuccaro in her remarkable Histories of City and State in the Persian Gulf: Manama since 1800 (2009) explains the Al Khalifa’s stranglehold on Bahrain through the gradual transformations of the tribal government’s political economy. She argues that ‘Isa bin ‘Ali’s reign was a major turning point in the Al Khalifa shaykhdom when the “fractured political organisation” became a “quasi feudal administration” structured by the distribution of permanent rights over land, villages and the labour force.15 As Fuccaro explains, since the capture of the islands in 1783, the Al Khalifa successfully transferred productive activities from the agricultural hinterland to the coast, where pearling revenues, concentrated among tribal entrepreneurs, allowed for the construction of a tight network of political allegiances. At the same time, this revenue sustained the ruling tribe’s income through customs dues and agricultural taxation.16 Although Fuccaro outlines why Bahrain converted from a “scene of chronic external aggression and internal feud” into a “peaceful and flourishing centre of industry and commerce” under British protection,17 her work does not explain how the Al Khalifa carried out this peacetime transformation from their tribal perspective.

			Mahdi al-Tajir’s Bahrain 1920–45: Britain, the Shaykh and the Administration (1987) is another remarkable work examining the economic, political and social history of Bahrain during the period from the implementation of the reforms in the 1920s until the end of the Second World War. This rich study focuses on the profound changes in Bahrain’s political and economic life during this period, describing how the country shifted over 25 years from being “informally divided into areas of influence each controlled by a leading Shaikh”18 until “long-standing abuses were rectified and modern administration practices were introduced.”19 Al Khalifa’s intra-tribal disputes are mentioned in al-Tajir’s work but are not its main focus. For example, al-Tajir refers to the Civil List as the earliest reform executed by Shaykh Hamad bin ‘Isa bin ‘Ali (regent 1923–32; r. 1932–42). The Civil List determined the salaries and allowances of the ruling family, but al-Tajir does not detail how this list was developed or who benefitted from it.20 His work mostly covers administrative aspects rather than the dynamics of the ruling institution. The present work tackles the topic of the Civil List more deeply to understand its role in holding the ruling family together since the reforms of the 1920s.

			James Onley published several noteworthy works on rulership succession in the Gulf shaykhdoms and the nature of the connection between local ruling tribes and the British regional presence. In “The Politics of Protection in the Gulf” (2004), Onley argues that the Al Khalifa rulers and other Gulf rulers utilised “protector-protégé relationships” as a strategy to survive fierce competition between and within ruling families.21 He concludes that the Al Khalifa’s rule of Qatar and Bahrain represents a solid illustration of the centrality of the politics of British protection and its implications for Gulf rulership and Anglo-Arab relations.22 The question of protection was an ongoing problem for the rulers of Bahrain, who had to confront external enemies and internal rivals either via military force or politics.23 Using the example of the protection-seeking tactics of Shaykh ‘Abdullah bin Ahmad Al Khalifa (co-r. 1795–1825; r. 1825–43), Onley notes that protection requests were made to regional powers whenever trouble was detected or to play rival powers against each other.24 In The Arabian Frontier of the British Raj, Onley offers a rich description of the Gulf Residency system and its related administrative acts and political events. However, although his work sheds light on the key role of the appointed Residency Agents in favouring and sometimes deciding the successor from among ambitious Al Khalifa contenders,25 it does not address how British recognition of the ruler-to-be and support for a successor’s ambition to ascend the throne was forced onto the rest of the ruling family.

			Another notable work that addresses power struggle in the Gulf shaykhdoms is “Shaikhly Authority in the Pre-Oil Gulf” (2006), co-authored by James Onley and Sulayman Khalaf. The authors contend that a shaykh could not succeed to the rulership without the support of his family members, who had to continue to approve of his rulership once he had assumed power; otherwise, he would be replaced with another member of the family.26 Hence, “[a] ruler was constantly challenged by the need for legitimacy in the eyes of his family, tribes and merchants.”27 As the authors emphasise, rivalry within ruling families (for example, brother against brother or son against father) over leadership succession and legitimacy is rooted in the political life of Arab tribal communities. Though Onley and Khalaf list several strategies pursued by the ruling shaykhs to avoid threats from within their families,28 the intratribal system that safeguards the patronage of the ruling shaykh is not examined in depth.

			J. E. Peterson also offers notable works on the history of the Al Khalifa. The most notable of them is “Succession in the States of the Gulf Cooperation Council” (2001), in which he notes that rulers and families in the Gulf “have evolved naturally from a traditional and harmonious environment and did not acquire or reacquire their positions with external assistance.”29 Peterson understands the fundamental legitimacy of these ruling families as derived from a blend of tribal authority and Islamic precepts, and he maintains that the British role in recognising leaders as the rulers of territories within British spheres of influence reinforced the leaders’ traditional tribal legitimacy.30 In Peterson’s view, the coup d’état, wherein a brother overthrew a brother or a son replaced a father, represented one of the most decisive strategies for succession in the past. However, he argues that this almost disappeared by the mid-twentieth century “due to international disapproval, familial and moral injunctions against it, the need for more orderly transfers of power in burgeoning nation-states, and a growing emphasis on family solidarity.”31 Nevertheless, Peterson does not explain why intra-family power seizures and extraordinary successions in the Gulf ruling families continued.

			Another work that deserves mention is Political Repression in Bahrain (2020) by Marc Owen Jones. In this well-researched book, Jones examines Bahrain’s modern history through trends of British-endorsed state-crafted tyranny, repression and extortion of the indigenous Bahraini population. According to Jones, “[t]he idea that the British helped prop up the Al Khalifa regime cannot be in dispute.”32 The book covers the historical period from British-led reforms in the 1920s until the aftermath of the popular uprising of 2011. The work alludes to the notion that oppression in Bahrain began in the 1920s as a result of radical socio-political changes. It also attributes the paucity of popular resistance before the 1920s to the British because “it was only British protection of the ruling family that made the baharna fearful of resisting the Al Khalifa and potentially ending their subjugation.”33 Jones refers to the privy purse (Civil List) as a “mechanism of distributing Bahrain’s wealth […] to bring the Al Khalifa under control.”34 He presents examples of the use of this privy purse to “repress the elite classes” on the explicit condition that they ceased opposition to British reforms, accepted the “British-appointed” rule of Hamad bin ‘Isa bin ‘Ali, and stopped oppressing the Baharna.35 He argues that the “regime’s weakness in the 1920s (with threats of the withdrawal of British protection) prompted more conciliatory attitudes from the regime to the population at large” and that eventually “the ruling family took British advice and accepted a stipend to maintain internal cohesion.”36 Jones’s work provides a lens to observe – and perhaps foretell – the state tools and mechanisms of institutionalising and systematising oppression in Bahrain. However, it does not reach the core of the ethno-sectarian tension which preceded the British-led reforms by more than 140 years. It also hardly analyses the impact of “internal factionalism”37 on the tyrannical behaviour of the ruling family, and the present work therefore attempts to address these gaps.

			The intra divisions are still visible today. One of the few scholars who has analysed these divisions and linked them to past events is Justin Gengler. In his “Royal Factionalism, the Khawalid, and the Securitization of ‘the Shīʿa Problem’ in Bahrain” (2013), he shows that the history of Al Khalifa rule “is one of inter- and intra-tribal conflicts, most often resolved exogenously by a more powerful third party, namely Great Britain.”38 Gengler tackles the political growth and empowerment of the al-Khawalid (the descendants of Khalid bin ‘Ali Al Khalifa), who are today the strongest faction next to the immediate family of the current ruler (Hamad bin ‘Isa bin Salman). For Gengler, the al-Khawalid were empowered by the conscious aim of the ruler to overpower his uncle, former Prime Minister Khalifa bin Salman: “they were, at worst, neutral in the fight against Khalifa bin Salman and more probably were happy to work against him inasmuch as the reward was political empowerment and redemption in light of their humiliation suffered in 1924.”39 Gengler’s work is remarkable in illustrating the expansion of the al-Khawalid, but it mostly relied on Fuad Khuri for the historical perspective and did not touch on other branches of the Al Khalifa. Another noteworthy publication from Gengler is Group Conflict and Political Mobilization in Bahrain and the Arab Gulf (2015), which was based on his 2009 mass political survey in Bahrain. In this book, Gengler discusses the complex relationships between the Al Khalifa and the indigenous Shi‘i inhabitants of Bahrain (the Baharna), pointing out that these relationships “have been marked by economic exploitation, social detachment, and, often, political conflict.”40 The work, which mainly examines socio-political divisions in the twenty-first century, traces what he refers to as “al-fatih wa-l-maftuh” (the opener and the opened, or the conqueror and the conquered) as a cause for societal divisions since the 1783 Al Khalifa conquest.41 However, Gengler skips decades and ignores major historical occurrences that shaped the conflict between the two groups.

			Other notable attempts to retrace Bahrain’s political history include the narratives and compilations produced by members of the Al Khalifa ruling family. Mai Al Khalifa highlights two major dignitaries who shaped earlier supremacy contests in Bahrain: her great-grandfather Muhammad bin Khalifa (r. 1843–68) and his bitter rival and great-uncle ‘Abdullah bin Ahmad. In her two books Muhammad bin Khalifa: al-Ustura wa-l-Tarikh al-Muwazi (Muhammad bin Khalifa: The Legend and the Parallel History [1990]) and ‘Abdullah bin Ahmad: Muharib Lam Yahda’ (‘Abdullah bin Ahmad: A Restless Warrior [2002]), she presents a descriptive and embellished rather than analytical narrative based on the Selections of the Records of the Bombay Government (1856), John Lorimer’s Gazetteer of The Persian Gulf (1908–1915), the works of traditional local historians such as Muhammad al-Nabhani and Muhammad al-Tajir and oral traditions transmitted within the Al Khalifa family. She explains the rise of tribal feuds in the region as well as in the house of Al Khalifa as the result of “British plots”.42 At the same time, she portrays the two leaders (Muhammad bin Khalifa and ‘Abdullah bin Ahmad) as heroic tacticians who defeated recurring challenges through political shrewdness and their ability to manoeuvre and secure alliances. Mai Al Khalifa’s works ascribe the Al Khalifa’s factional disputes during the eras of ‘Abdullah bin Ahmad and Muhammad bin Khalifa to materialistic objectives rather than ambitious leadership, but they do not illustrate the depth and scope of these disputes.43

			The current ruler, Hamad bin ‘Isa Al Khalifa (r. 1999–…) has also contributed to the story of the emergence of the Al Khalifa tribe and the trajectory of conquering Bahrain islands. In his book First Light: Modern Bahrain and its Heritage (1994), which was published while he was still heir apparent to the throne, Hamad dedicated a full chapter to recounting “The Battle of Zubara and the transformation of Bahrain”, which was influenced by the publications of ‘Abdullah bin Khalid Al Khalifa. He indicates that the arrival of the Al Khalifa and their followers in Zubara led to the transformation of the desert town into a prosperous and wealthy port. The new prominence of the town and of the Al Khalifa tribe aroused the jealousy of the Arabs of the coasts, leading to reciprocal raids and eventually to the conquest of Bahrain by the Al Khalifa.44 However, the book does not offer any details of events that occurred in the aftermath of the 1783 conquest. It also lacks a detailed overview of the formation of the Al Khalifa shaykhdom and of its unique rulership paradigm.

			Overall, previous authors have not presented, examined or explained the practice of diarchic rule in the Al Khalifa shaykhdom from its establishment to the end of intra-tribal conflict over who would rule, and the implementation of an undisputed succession method. As such, an analysis of the relationship between joint rule, succession method and intra-tribal conflict is lacking. While all authors acknowledge the British role in backing (or interposing) the rule of the Al Khalifa, there is insufficient research on the British role in balancing (or mitigating) the in-house struggles and shaping (and later narrowing) the royal line of succession. Likewise, several works have examined inter-tribal relations and their effect on upholding the rule of the Al Khalifa in Bahrain, but none has scrutinised the role played by other tribes in the Al Khalifa’s internal schism. The present work illustrates the positions and weights of these tribes in outbalancing the polarised arena.

			The works reviewed tackle different periods of Bahrain’s modern political history and the rule of the Al Khalifa; none address a prolonged period to trace patterns and compare trends among consecutive eras. The discussion of the literature on the Al Khalifa has therefore reflected the limited understanding of the impact of the Al Khalifa’s internal divisions on political, social and economic life in Bahrain. The review has also revealed the lack of scrutiny of the role of the Baharna in the Al Khalifa’s disputes.

			Almost all works that analyse the current power balances and struggles within the Al Khalifa ruling family refer to the 1920s, an era that is thoroughly recorded in the British archives and represents profound socio-political transformation. In this work, the approaches to power-sharing and related customs are traced back to their origins in the eighteenth century. This work also touches on the actual circumstances and consequences of conquering Bahrain that have shaped the Al Khalifa’s political and tribal identity and defined their relationships with the local people of Bahrain.

			Overall, this work attempts to fill the gaps identified and to produce a contemporary discussion of the Al Khalifa’s dynastic history and politics.

			Conceptual Framework

			The terms of tribe and tribalism are sometimes misinterpreted, especially when studying the ruling-tribe paradigm of relatively small shaykhdoms on the Arabian side of the Gulf region. Misinterpretation occurs when contextual factors are ignored, such as when, where, how and why these particular tribes evolved from Bedouin life and reached chieftainship over sedentary (or settling) townships and territories; and when, how, why and by whom they were observed and examined as “ruling tribes”. This work focuses on the nature, motives and mechanisms of the political conflicts and conflict resolutions within the shaykhly ruling house of the Al Khalifa, which could be extended to understand similar shaykhly ruling houses in the region or in other areas with comparable circumstances. Thus, it is essential to study the identity, internal dynamics and expandability (inward and outward) of this specific ruling tribe model. To understand a ruling tribe and its tribal rule, the terms “tribe” and “tribalism” are first defined to explain the collective socio-political behaviour of its members during the period studied.

			Understanding “Tribe”

			In studying the Awlad ‘Ali Bedouin tribes of the Western Desert of Egypt, Lila Abu-Lughod observed that blood links people to the past through genealogy and binds them in the present by defining their cultural identity.45 These tribes are considered by many to be the descendants of the Banu Sulaym and Banu Hilal tribes who migrated from Najd to North Africa in the eleventh century. For the Awlad ‘Ali, “[b]lood is the authenticator of origin or pedigree and as such is critical to Bedouin identity”.46 Kinship is a fundamental element in defining the group as its social realm is “bifurcated into kin versus strangers/outsiders (garib versus gharib), a distinction that shapes both sentiment and behavior.”47 This blood kinship between the Awlad ‘Ali is strongly based on patrilineal links, while matrilineal links are considered a weak form of kinship.48 Kin share “concerns and honour” in addition to residences, property and livelihood.49 In a Bedouin system like that of the Awlad ‘Ali, social hierarchy is determined by “autonomy” or “freedom”, and political organisation is based on segmentary lineage.50 As Bedouins, the Awlad ‘Ali “act as though authority must be earned” and thus authority is a reality “where the analogy to kinship breaks down.”51

			Abu-Lughod explains that in Bedouin society, social precedence or power depends on demonstration of moral virtues rather than on force. Those who are in positions of power should have social standing to gain others’ respect. They must “adhere to the ideals of honor, provide for and protect their dependents, and be fair, taking no undue advantage of their positions.”52 In this respect, power and authority should be managed wisely to avoid internal rebellions. The demonstration or enforcement of power could undermine the position of the patron and dismantle kinship ties:

			Tyranny is never tolerated for long. Most dependents wield sanctions that check the power of their providers. Anyone can appeal to a mediator to intervene on his or her behalf, and more radical solutions are open to all but young children. Clients can simply leave an unreasonable patron and attach themselves to a new one. Young men can always escape the tyranny of a father or paternal uncle by leaving to join maternal relatives or, if they have them, affines, or even to become clients to some other family. […] Younger brothers commonly get out from under difficult elder brothers by splitting off from them, demanding their share of the patrimony and setting up separate households.53

			The example of Awlad ‘Ali shows a proximate model of Bedouin tribes that migrated from Najd and settled in a distant territory. Many elements vary here from the case of the Al Khalifa: the time of migration (the eleventh century), the environment of the destination (desert), the adjoining states and communities, and the nature of their economy (herds, rain-fed cereal cultivation, and some trade). However, patrilineality and craving for authority are common elements.

			Richard Tapper also offers a view of the internal dynamics of tribal organisation by studying the ethnography and history of the tribes of Iran and Afghanistan in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. A comparison between tribe and state would identify the former with “ties of kinship and patrilineal descent”, while the latter necessitates the “loyalty of all persons dwelling within a defined territory, whatever else their relation to each other”.54 Tribe “stresses personal, moral and ascriptive factors in status”, while state is “impersonal and recognises contract, transaction and achievement.”55 Moreover, the tribe is “socially homogenous, egalitarian and segmentary”, while the state is “heterogeneous, egalitarian and hierarchical.” 56 Despite the variance between their social structures and political behaviours, there is no such thing as a “pure” tribe or state:

			[T]here is ‘state’ within every tribe, and ‘tribe’ within every state; state is partly defined in terms of tribe, tribe in terms of a state. Most empirical tribes and states are various forms of hybrid, such as tribal states, confederacies or chiefdoms.57

			Dale Eickelman notes that the tribe is an ideological term that denotes a form of social identity. He suggests four principal forms in which people create tribal identity in the Middle East:

			(1) the elaboration and use of explicit “native” ethnopolitical ideologies by the people themselves to explain their sociopolitical organization; (2) concepts used by state authorities for administrative purposes; (3) implicit, practical notions held by people that are not elaborated into formal ideologies; and (4) anthropological concepts.58

			Despite these different views and perspectives on tribes and tribal identity, the general concept of political identity is based on patrilineal descent (with the exception of the Tuareg tribe, which is based on matrilineal descent).59

			Ernest Gellner argues that while tribes in the Middle East may or may not be cultural units, they are certainly political ones. He maintains that a tribe is a “local mutual-aid association”, the members of which jointly “help maintain order internally and defend the unit externally.” According to Gellner, arid-zone tribalism is a technique of order maintenance embodying a political solution to a political problem and is considered “an alternative to the state”.60 This definition helps elucidate the politicisation of the tribe, which is primarily a social entity, and it accords with Max Weber’s notion that “[i]t is decisive for a tribe that it is originally and normally a political association.”61 Thus, political ambition is a further bond that could motivate tribal members to achieve what is deemed to be best for their tribe.

			Nazih Ayubi views religion as another dynamic factor because “the older quasi-stately traditions in the region have often tended to have a religious as well as a tribal dimension.”62 Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri’s “determinants of the Arab political mind” thus become useful: al-qabila (tribe or kinship), al-ghanima (booty or rentier economy) and al-‘aqida (religion or doctrinal beliefs). Al-Jabiri based these concepts on the dynamics within and between Arab tribes during the Islamic da‘wa during the time of the Prophet Muhammad. Tribe, in terms of kinship or belonging to a group, comes first and serves a pragmatic need for al-Jabiri, who considers the tribe to be a naturally socio-political organisation in appearance or in essence.63 The present work focuses on the tribe and booty as primary motives for the Al Khalifa in their internal and external disputes. The religious (or doctrinal) factor might – to some extent – have added to disputes with other local and regional tribes and communities, but it was generally never the main influence. The religiously infused authority of wali al-amr (the head of the community) is not a tool to reach power but is applied to justify and immunise the leader’s decisions. It is not nearly as powerful as tribal ‘asabiyya, which is explained more thoroughly below.

			Tribal Leadership

			Tribal politics takes place on the internal level as well. Tapper illustrates two types of leadership within a tribe: the “brigand” and the “chief”. These two differ in their abilities and strategies. A brigand usually begins by establishing moral authority over a core of his fellow tribespeople and then ensures a continuous flow of booty to gain the allegiance of other followers, whose subordination and support are strictly limited to this transaction. To retain widespread and legitimate leadership, a brigand must extend his moral authority by establishing a hereditary dynasty or by acquiring recognition from a more powerful ruler.64 In contrast, a chief has to prove unparalleled ability to command his kinsmen; then, he has to maintain his position by performing the expected functions of chiefship, and by rewarding his followers with booty, lavish entertainment or hospitality. In both the brigand and chief models, a tribal leader is expected to distribute booty among his followers. Otherwise, he may lose their obedience, and they may transfer their support to a rival who may be a chief of another tribe.65

			Though patrilineality has a potent influence on tribespeople, it does not necessarily allow a son to inherit his father’s leadership. Tribal “shaykhship” (or chieftainship) requires a leader to prove himself as the “father of his people”. As Harold Dickson66 explains,

			[h]e must carry the public opinion of the tribe with him. Hence, before anything is undertaken, secret meetings and daily talks are held with the tribal greybeards and men of experience. Once a decision has been come to, however, and the battle joined, the leadership lies with the shaikh, and his orders must be obeyed.67

			Dickson points out a vital element that a tribal chief must have, namely haz (luck or good fortune).68 This luck most often determines the shaykhship if the tribesman has led the tribe on one or more raids and presented qualities of luck (or demonstrated success) as well as leadership.69 Tribesmen are keen to follow a man who has proven his ability to lead them to success and victory. Traits such as courage, leadership skills, luck, honour and wisdom benefit an aspiring leader in distinguishing himself from his fellow tribesmen, but if these qualities are not acknowledged by intra-tribal consensus, a dispute between ambitious rivals becomes inevitable. Thus, segmentary lineage politics might dominate and each member would side with his patrilineally closest candidate. An Arabic proverb says, Ana wa akhi ‘ala ibn ‘ami, wa ana wa ibn ‘ami ‘ala al-gharib (My brother and I against my cousin; my cousin and I against the stranger).

			Again, the image of a tribe and tribal behaviour should be carefully depicted. Intra-tribal disputes – especially for Bedouin tribes – are processes to demonstrate that “authority is achieved”, especially when moral attributes fail to legitimise hierarchy.70 On the external level, wars, conquests, raids and banditry are merely tools to serve the goals of the tribe itself or its leader. Conflict and peace are not regarded as objectives or desires, but honour and autonomy are.

			In sum, the definition of tribe that will be adopted in this work is a socio-political organisation founded on kinship and imagined patrilineal descent. Therefore, tribalism denotes the state of perceiving to be consanguineously affiliated with a tribe or organised in a tribal confederation and of performing acts that serve or preserve these entities. The next section considers whether a ruling tribe is dissimilar to an ordinary tribe.

			Tribal Rule and Royal Authority

			While internal dynamics determine who the head of the tribal group is, a different set of factors determine if that head will become ruler and his tribe the ruling tribe. This move requires the aspiring leader to gain internal and external support for his authority over a territory and other tribes, in addition to undisputed command over his tribe. In Tapper’s examination, ambitious leaders need a combination of urban bases and tribal support to establish and maintain their rule.71 A ruling tribal dynasty first captures a metropolis (urban settlement) before conquering a safer neutral ground, which is then diluted with “forcibly transported elements”.72

			Territory is another factor that defines a ruling tribe, whether that territory is the motherland, conquered land or sought-after land. Territory is more likely to be subjugated to tribal law than to inspire it; this is because the fundamental element in a tribe is kinship, and the imagined blood-based virtual realm makes the group trans-territorial and socially prepared to co-inhabit almost any territory. In the present case, genealogy rather than territory served as the link between tribe members. From the mid-seventeenth century, the aim of the Al Khalifa (and the rest of their ‘Utubi confederation) was to settle and to expand their controlled territory wherever the basic qualities of life were met. Later, these anticipated qualities of settlement and expansion were redefined as the tribe evolved. In the region studied, there are several examples of tribes that changed their dwellings several times, expanding and moving across various distant territories before they finally settled. A current “final destination” would always be deemed dira (tribal domain) and the tribe’s exclusive dominion, but it would not be considered a territorial homeland (as would be the case for a sedentary group) unless the tribe abandons roaming and settles into a sedentary lifestyle, which was the case with the Al Khalifa and other ruling tribes. Settling (or expansion) rather than relocation (or fragmentation) is crucial to holding on to colonised or possessed territories.

			Attaining royal authority (dynastic suzerainty or sovereignty) over a populated territory is sometimes a short-lived stroke of luck; retaining authority sustainably requires adaptable mechanisms not only within the ruling tribe but also on other levels. Michael Herb attempts to explain the power-maintaining capacity of ruling tribes in the Middle East in All in the Family, relating the pattern of survival and failure of monarchies to the nature of ruling regimes and especially the political role of rulers versus their aspiring rivals. Herb’s “resilient monarchism” is built through monarchical institutions and centres upon the succession mechanism: “Rulers and aspiring rulers need to build family coalitions to gain and keep power, and to do this they must offer their relatives valuable goods.”73 More importantly, critical posts in the regime must be assigned to shaykhs and princes who are members of the ruling dynasty. This strategy thus eliminates the possibility of the overthrow of the ruling dynasty by outsiders.74

			The tribal paradigm of the Al Khalifa became (and remains) engaged in political power and has survived several events of collapse and recovery. They took control of a sedentary rural society, which had settled social systems in a region previously inhabited by formidable ancient civilisations (Sumer, Akkadian Empire, Assyria, Babylonia, Dilmun and Persia). This environment undoubtedly drove the Al Khalifa to gradually evolve from an old socio-political status to a new one, abandoning certain practices and habits and adopting others. In other words, the Bedouin origins of the Al Khalifa were not totally neglected, nor were the features of their destinations disregarded, because these informed their identity, economic model and socio-political conduct.

			The Khaldunian ‘Asabiyya

			Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406) provides an indigenous perspective as well as perhaps the best approximate description of tribal organisation and behaviour, especially of a tribe which has a Bedouin origin and is ambitious for chieftainship. His schema of tribal ‘asabiyya as a cause for unity versus division, as well as a source for valour and recklessness, gives an explanation of how and why a ruling tribe may supersede and prevail. This schema, which Ibn Khaldun uses to explain the politics of tribes in North Africa during the fourteenth century, applies to the Al Khalifa, who were originally desert Bedouins and who, for various reasons, chose to move to littoral townships and establish their chieftainship. It is worth discussing Ibn Khaldun’s concept of tribal ‘asabiyya at length via a reading of the original Arabic text.

			Ibn Khaldun explains that blood ties are natural among mankind, and a person feels disgraced when their relative is assaulted or treated unjustly.75 Though lineage is “imagined”, it forms blood-based connections and coalescences; these bonds generate ‘asabiyya, which involves affiliation and loyalty.76 Other terms related to Ibn Khaldun’s ‘asabiyya include social cohesion, tribal solidarity, group feeling, civic spirit and esprit de corps, all of which express facets of tribal ‘asabiyya or its purpose.77 However, the term is sometimes misinterpreted and might reflect an overly positive or neutral meaning that ignores that the acts of ‘asabiyya described in the Muqaddima can be savage.

			Ibn Khaldun’s schema depicts the Bedouins as more courageous than those who have a sedentary lifestyle because the latter entrust their security to their ruler, whereas the former live apart from a community and provide their own defence, always carrying weapons and neither believing in nor relying upon others for their protection.78 Ibn Khaldun explains that “savage” (wahshiyya) nations are better able to achieve superiority over others. Since desert life is a source of valour, these “savage” groups were more valorous than others and were therefore better able to achieve superiority and to take away resources from other nations. He also argues that whenever people settle in towns and become accustomed to an abundant and comfortable life, their valour decreases to the degree that their savageness and desert habits decrease.79

			‘Asabiyya is also a key means of reaching noble or egotistical objectives. According to Ibn Khaldun, chieftainship, or ri’asa, is only achieved by superiority, and superiority is only reached by ‘asabiyya.80 Chieftainship, understood as glory, could advance to mulk (sovereign royalty) only through ‘asabiyya; a chieftain is followed voluntarily, while a sovereign imposes his rule by force.81 Another higher aim of a chieftain is having a “house” and “nobility” in authenticity and in reality.82 Ibn Khaldun defines a “house” as a man’s claim to nobility and fame through his affiliation with honourable ancestors, and this potential is exclusive to those who have ‘asabiyya. Even if an individual tribe comprises different houses and several foundations of ‘asabiyya, there must still be an ‘asabiyya that is stronger than all the others and that overpowers them, makes them subservient and drives them to coalesce into a single greater ‘asabiyya. Otherwise, divisions occur that lead to dissension and dispute.83

			On the subject of intra-tribal rivalry and conflict, Ibn Khaldun stresses that Bedouins are competitive over chieftainship. It is rare for anyone to cede power to someone else, even a father, brother or the most senior member of the tribe; they would witness numerous rulers and amirs among them, and there would be various masters levying taxes and enforcing laws over the subjects, which would lead the civilisation to ruin.84

			The Muqaddima describes the social behaviour of Bedouins as “savage” and their political behaviour as “invasive”. Because of their wahshiyya nature, Bedouins plunder and cause damage; it was their nature to plunder whatever other people possessed, and they recognised no limits in taking people’s possessions. They would avoid strongholds that seemed difficult to invade in favour of less difficult targets. Flat territories were ideal for looting and supplies whenever there was the absence of a garrison or a weak authority. Because these sites were easily approachable, Bedouins would repeat their raids and attacks over the territory until the inhabitants had succumbed to them.85 After acceding to power, the Bedouins would alternate rulers who exploit the existing civilisation until it is ruined.86 Finally, ‘asabiyya might decay and find its end.

			When a ruling dynasty becomes stable, it might dispense with ‘asabiyya because people will, over time, adapt to the new mulk. Once the chieftainship has been established and mulk has been passed on over many generations and successive rulers, Ibn Khaldun argues that people accept the present chieftainship.87 ‘Asabiyya may be less needed after a political goal has been achieved, such as defeating an enemy or imposing a tribal mulk since “the strongest”, like Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s concept, “is never strong enough to be master all the time, unless he transforms force into right and obedience into duty.”88 Nevertheless, it could be argued that ‘asabiyya may fade out but does not totally disappear; it remains dormant and could be re-awoken at any moment if the ruling tribe or its mulk is threatened and the survival of the state is at risk.

			Critical Notes on ‘Asabiyya

			Overall, Ibn Khaldun’s schema of tribal ‘asabiyya provides the theoretical basis for examination of the Al Khalifa over time and their transformation from being a Bedouin group to becoming more urban and “civilised”. Other factors also play roles in the socio-political behaviour of the ruling Al Khalifa, such as colonial intervention, regional power balances, the rise of liberation movements and the imposition of a modernised international order (for example, abolishment of slavery, strict rules on arms sales and the definition of territorial borders). Ibn Khaldun constructed his fourteenth-century schema on tribal groups in North Africa, most of which were Berber tribes. His work was intended to be a “science of history” in which events were recorded, compared and interpreted.89 Khaldunian concepts, ideas and interpretations are useful to compare similar events or behaviours that follow similar trends to the Al Khalifa’s history.

			It is also worth considering several contemporary arguments regarding Ibn Khaldun’s ‘asabiyya. According to Madawi Al-Rasheed and Loulouwa Al-Rasheed, tribal ‘asabiyya (which they translated as “solidarity and cohesion”) is one of the most celebrated attributes of tribes in the Middle East. They find that Ibn Khaldun, as well as other Arab writers, Western travellers, and anthropologists, have all “over-emphasized the rhetoric of tribal solidarity.”90 In evaluating the Khaldunian “cycle of fatalism” that suggests that the lifetime of a ruling dynasty does not exceed three generations (with a generation lasting around 40 years, according to Ibn Khaldun), Benson Mojuetan notes that there are historical examples that “did not succumb to Ibn Khaldun’s cycle of fatalism”.91 Pierre Bonte also remarks on Ibn Khaldun’s concession to “the agnatic ideology of nasab [descent]” and neglect of “the function of matrimonial alliance”.92 Ghassan Salame points out that in the Khaldunian understanding of ‘asabiyya, attachment to the land is less significant than blood ties: “[t]he preference of a group for national or religious ties over those of patriotism (i.e. attachment to a territory) would be a self-inflicted weakness.”93

			The Question of Sovereignty

			To recapitulate, ‘asabiyya could form an “authority” among a coalesced group. However, the leaders would need to define and impose their “legitimate” authority over the rest of the population within the territory. For Weber, an authority is able to achieve some degree of legitimacy because it has a supporting foundation, which may be “traditional” “emotional”, “rational” or “legal”.94 Each of these dimensions of legitimacy will be noticed in the timeframe studied, transforming from a pure power of conquest (de facto) to legal authority (de jure). Authority can also be understood as “the right to command and correlatively, the right to be obeyed.”95 Robert Wolff’s definition differentiates authority from power, “which is the ability to compel compliance, either through the use or the threat of force.”96 An established authority (e.g. a government) has an “infinite advantage” due to the fact that, as explained by David Hume, “the bulk of mankind [is] being governed by authority, not reason”.97

			A supreme and absolute form of authority – over everything within a territory and without any restriction – is enjoyed as “sovereignty”. A sovereign power, as Thomas Hobbes explains, is established by force, either when a conqueror uses force (i.e., sovereignty by acquisition) or when a people choose their sovereign for fear of one another (i.e., sovereignty by institution).98 In both cases fear is a crucial factor. This early modern definition has been re-evaluated over time. According to Daniel Philpott, “sovereignty is conferred by some notion of right which provides a basis for assent other than coercion.”99

			As is legitimacy, sovereignty is not mere power, and “it must not only have a basis in right, but also be practised.”100 In Philpott’s view, there is an inseparable correlation between legitimacy and sovereignty: a sovereign authority requires power to achieve its legitimate claims; and legitimacy advantageously supports claims of sovereignty. Thus, sovereignty is commonly defined as the “supreme legitimate authority within a territory” and a sovereign state must enjoy uncontested control over its religion (or ideology), army, economy and justice.101 A functional sovereignty should be both internal and external, where the supreme authority within a territory can perform “undisputed supremacy over the land’s inhabitants” and also be “independent from undesirable intervention by an external authority.”102

			The sovereignty of small Gulf principalities, including Bahrain, has long been under question. Shaykhly-ruled regimes have had several treaties with external powers – mainly Britain – in which they have voluntarily (or under military or political pressure) ceded part of their sovereignty in exchange for protection. James Onley expounds that from the late eighteenth century, the need for protection encouraged the ruling shaykhs surrounding British India to gradually relinquish control of their external affairs and defence to the East India Company and the British Government of India.103 Thus, sovereignty came to be divided between the British Crown and the local ruler. Inevitably, “British protection eventually led to other forms of involvement”.104 Onley rejects the perception that British protection was coercively imposed and, instead, suggests that the rulers keenly sought British intervention and protection.105

			For more than 150 years (1820–1971), the Pax Britannica was implemented in the Gulf through a series of treaties signed by local ruling shaykhs. External, and later internal, affairs of the Gulf shaykhdoms came to be swayed by Britain’s imperial influence and indirect rule. In the case of Bahrain, until the beginning of the twentieth century, British intervention had not reached the local level. Interference in (and control of) local affairs became more intense and systematic immediately after World War I, and this form of indirect rule (or denial of rule) served the British Empire’s objectives very well. Michael Fisher notes that the establishment and expansion of the British Empire took place through the incorporation of existing indigenous political structures.106 Similarly, Karuna Mantena argues that ruling through native institutions (indirect rule) was “less intrusive and less disruptive”.107 Regardless of its growing level of intervention, Britain’s power in the Gulf defined a set of expectations that the ruling shaykhs – including the Al Khalifa – should fulfil. The symbiotic relationships could not be imagined without elements of dependence vis-a-vis tutelage.

			The nature of rule and rulership of the Al Khalifa in Bahrain was complicated by a number of challenging factors. These factors were primarily the tribal traditions within the ruling tribe and the expectations of “ideal governance” set (and imposed) by imperial Britain. These traditions and expectations contradicted each other in various aspects. However, the Al Khalifa’s keenness for recognised and uncontested rulership converged with the British designs to consolidate the latter’s position in the Gulf. Thus, the increased need for recognition and protection led to more tutelage and intervention and less sovereignty.

			Primary Resources

			The primary sources for this work were the British archives, the narratives of local historians and relevant works published by British colonial officers and Al Khalifa members. These provided valuable observations on the historical events in Bahrain. The observations of unaffiliated external viewers were also taken into account. These observations include a compilation of works written by traditional historians, local chroniclers, travellers, explorers, colonial officials, anthropologists, ethnographers and political scientists. To avoid leaning merely on colonial archives, or the narratives of any certain group, this work observes the Al Khalifa’s relational history though a multi-layered view (external, local and in-tribe). Some of the material was used for the first time.

			Among the tremendous archives of the India Office Records (IOR) this work primarily examines selections of the archives of the British Residency at Bushire (1763–1948: R/15/1), the Political Agency at Bahrain (1899–1951: R/15/2), court records of the Political Agency at Bahrain (1924–50: R/15/3), and records of the Board of Control of the Affairs of India, Political and Secret Department, London (L/PS). In addition, printed archival works and collections are also taken into consideration as primary sources, such as Arabian Gulf Intelligence: Selections of the Records of the Bombay Government (1856); Précis of Correspondence Regarding the Affairs of the Persian Gulf, 1801–1853 (1906); Selections from State Papers, Bombay, Regarding the East India Company’s Connections with the Persian Gulf, with a Summary of Events, 1600–1800 (1908); Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf, Oman, and Central Arabia (1915); Treaties and Engagements Relating to the Arab Principalities in the Persian Gulf (1987); Islands and Maritime Boundaries of the Gulf (1990); and Ruling Families of Arabia, Bahrain (1991).

			Works published by members of the Al Khalifa ruling tribe, including the portrayals and sketches made by individuals who had direct access to the tribe’s daily affairs, were also used as primary sources for this work. The Al Khalifa members are, to some degree, the best source of information about their tribal identity and their pedigree record, although their tribal zealotry might prevent them from offering impartial explanations of their political motives and negative events, especially if those events are related to intra-tribal conflicts. ‘Abdullah bin Khalid Al Khalifa (1922–2018), who was editor-in-chief of the biannual journal al-Wathiqa (The Document; est. 1982), as well as co-editor of Bahrain Through the Ages: The History and co-author (with Ali Aba Hussain) of several historical articles about the Al Khalifa, provides a great deal of material on the history of the Al Khalifa.108 His works are mostly descriptive, but their value arises from the addition of intrafamilial narratives. These narratives may provide domestic insight from an individual who employed the family’s oral tradition and its archive. Other members such as Mai bint Muhammad Al Khalifa (the great-granddaughter of the fourth Al Khalifa ruler in Bahrain) and Hamad bin ‘Isa Al Khalifa (the present ruler of Bahrain), also offer internal perspectives on the history of the Al Khalifa.

			Certain local historians’ works are, too, considered primary sources for this research book, bearing in mind the objectives that the author of each work probably held when writing their contributions. For example, due to allegiance to the ruler or at the latter’s request, some local chroniclers might have aimed to glorify both the ruler’s reign and his forebears. Muhammad bin Khalifa al-Nabhani (1854–1936), who is often presented as the official historian of the Al Khalifa,109 was requested by the ruling tribe in early 1914 to recount the history of Bahrain along with a biography of their dynasty.110 During his two-month stay in Bahrain,111 he was hosted in a private majlis (royal suite) within the palace of Muhammad bin ‘Isa bin ‘Ali, son of the ruler.112 In 1914, while al-Nabhani was visiting Basra, World War I began, British troops captured the city and he was imprisoned for more than a year until Shaykh ‘Isa bin ‘Ali interceded for him by appealing to the British Political Resident in the Gulf.113 During his incarceration, all of al-Nabhani’s books and notes, including the draft of his collected narratives of Bahrain’s history, were confiscated;114 however, by a few years later, he had reconstructed his manuscript and published it in 1918, with a second enhanced edition issued in 1923. The circumstances under which this work was written explain the author’s prejudice in favour of the successive ruling shaykhs.

			Another example of local historians was Nasir al-Khayri (1876–1925), who was born in Manama and studied English at the American Missionary school in Bahrain. In 1921, he was appointed by the British Political Agent at Bahrain, Major Daly, to work in the civil court of the newly established administration. His close work with the British Agency and his bilingualism allowed him easy access to available British archives and documents, which explains the detailed annotations and British correspondence presented in his work Qala’id al-Nahrayn Fi Tarikh al-Bahrayn (The Two Necklaces in the History of Bahrain [1924]); this might explain his adoption of the British narrative of events and, in contrast to other local historians, his abstention from criticism of British intervention in Bahrain’s affairs. However, from 1914 until 1919 he had also worked with Muhammad bin ‘Isa bin ‘Ali as a secretary in the Manama Municipality,115 and this close experience with the administration and a high-ranking Al Khalifa member added a local perspective that al-Nabhani had lacked; even so, al-Khayri’s work can be considered as less reverential and more critical towards the Al Khalifa rulers.

			The third prominent local historian was Muhammad ‘Ali al-Tajir, who built his ‘Uqud al-L’al Fi Tarikh Jaza’ir Awal (The Necklaces of Pearls in the History of Awal Islands [1926]) on the works of previous historians. His handwritten manuscript was first published in 1994116 with many omissions, most of which featured explicit criticism of the Al Khalifa. This copy has been widely used by authors and researchers. Another “full” version was published in 2017,117 and this is the version used in this research. Al-Tajir (1888–1967) was born and lived in Manama. He descended from an indigenous Shi‘i family, and his father was a pearling merchant. His work clearly suggests that he was pro and anti-British-reforms, which provides a different view of Bahrain’s history compared to the two previous authors.

			Works by other regional historians are also useful in enriching the research, though each was fundamentally loyal to a certain ruling dynasty and recounted mainly their history, either officially or voluntarily. These include ‘Uthman bin ‘Abdullah Ibn Bishr118 (loyal to the Al Sa‘ud), Humaid bin Muhammad Ibn Ruzayq119 (loyal to the Omani Al Sa‘id), ‘Abdul-‘Aziz al-Rashid120 (loyal to the Al-Sabah), and Rashid bin Fadil al-Bin‘ali121.

			The three-level view (external, local and in-tribe), in addition to the author’s entangled investigation and analysis, may present a contemporary perspective on retrospective events and actions. Ultimately, the final view of the specified timeframe and the precise aspects studied do not, at any level, twist, mitigate, exaggerate, exclude, append or rectify the series of events and actions examined; they contextualise and rationalise them while providing a sensible and coherent analysis.

			Scope of the Work

			This book is divided into eight chapters. Each addresses a given timeframe and covers one or more key themes. Chapter 2 (mid-1600s–1783) considers the origins of the Al Khalifa tribe, the ‘Utubi confederation and the events which led to the conquest of Bahrain. It focuses on the formation of the ruling household and the challenges that accompanied establishing an autonomous and thriving shaykhdom in the Gulf. This chapter outlines the trails of the early practice of joint chieftainship and its reflection on polity affairs. Ultimately, this chapter attempts to provide a coherent narrative of the conquest of Bahrain in 1783 and its circumstances.

			Chapter 3 (1783–1826) deals with the aftermath of the conquest and the arrangements made by the Al Khalifa to secure Bahrain. It identifies the events that shaped the Al Khalifa’s tribal and political identity and the secession from the wider ‘Utubi confederation. This chapter provides in-depth observations on the Al Khalifa rulership model and its transformation from simple joint rulership to diarchy arrangements of shared power and territorial prerogative.

			Chapter 4 (1827–69) examines the period in which the Al Khalifa’s profound dynastic conflict began and developed. It details the impact of the intra-tribal schisms on the shaykhdom’s ruling affairs. This chapter also examines the engagement and impact of external actors, such as regional powers and fellow tribes, in fuelling, outbalancing and reconciling the conflict.

			Chapter 5 (1869–1900) explores the period in which the Al Khalifa’s intra-tribal conflict is rested through the British-led installation and backing of Shaykh ‘Isa bin ‘Ali. Evaluating the internal measures taken to deal with aspiring leaders and rearrange local affairs, this chapter discusses the revival of joint rulership and, in substitute, the foundation of the present-day custom of primogeniture, which was possible at the cost of establishing a shared-leverage feudal system to appease Al Khalifa members at the expense of the indigenous people of Bahrain (the Baharna).

			Chapter 6 (1900–23) studies the radical shift in British Government policy towards Bahrain and examines Britain’s role in abolishing the feudal system and disrupting the tyranny of the Al Khalifa. This chapter traces the launch of British-introduced reforms and analyses the responses of the Al Khalifa, the Sunni tribes and the Baharna to these reforms. It also examines the events and measures which define the core of the current socio-political structure in Bahrain.

			Chapter 7 (1923–32) examines the new regime’s attempts to reunite the Al Khalifa and decrease the ruling tribe to the size of a royal family. It considers the measures taken to appease and fund the tribe’s members following the abolition of the feudal system. Overall, this chapter studies the country’s transformation from political chaos and social dissent to a form of simple and effective government. It also investigates the profound shift in the Al Khalifa’s approach to rulership and successorship, and ends in 1932, when Shaykh ‘Isa bin ‘Ali died and oil extraction began in Bahrain. This year resembles a turning point in the nature of succession, which became unanimously undisputed among the Al Khalifa. The chapter concludes with examining the succession of Shaykh Salman bin Hamad in 1942 as a result of the in-house norms initiated during the years 1923–32.

		

	
		
			2

			Historical Background 
(Mid-1600s–1783)

			This chapter explores the origins and history of the Al Khalifa tribe and the circumstances that led to their shaykhly mastery over Bahrain. In most of the period examined here (mid-1600s to 1783), the Al Khalifa are studied as part of the ‘Utubi confederation, which established a polity in Kuwait and then in Zubara before taking over Bahrain. In focusing on the ruling dynasty, the chapter investigates the formation of the house of Al Khalifa and how its successive heads dealt with challenges and opportunities that served their ambition towards achieving an autonomous and thriving shaykhdom in the Gulf. It also observes the early practice of joint chieftainship in the house of Al Khalifa along with the foundation of the shaykhdom. While some parts of the history of the Al Khalifa seem to be the subject of consensus, others are controversial and debatable. This chapter tries to reach a coherent narrative of the conquest of Bahrain in 1783, the aftermath of which shaped the political and social dynamics in the shaykhdom, and has continued to do so, into the 21st-century present.

			The Origins of the Al Khalifa

			Al Khalifa (آل خليفة), that is, the descendants of Khalifa bin Ahmad bin Muhammad bin Faysal al-‘Utubi (the originator of the Al Khalifa dynasty), are genealogically traced back by most sources to the ‘Amarat section of the great ‘Anizah tribe, a section of the ‘Adnani division of Arabs (Northern Arabs) who are called al-‘Arab al-Musta‘ariba (Arabised Arabs).122 Until the early nineteenth century, a short while after they had conquered Bahrain, the Al Khalifa were mostly referenced as part of the al-‘Utub123 (adj. ‘Utubi) who were Bedouin nomads who had migrated from Wadi al-Haddar, located within the district of al-Aflaj, in inner Najd.124

			Local historians describe the al-‘Utub as a group of tribes descended from dissimilar lineages who confederated and became linked to each other; they may have converged through intermarriage, aiming to strengthen their relatedness and extend their kindred ties.125 Before the dissociation of the main ‘Utubi parties, this alliance allowed them collectively to challenge their opponents and enabled them to establish long-existing chiefdoms in Kuwait and Bahrain (some parts of Qatar and Eastern Arabia were also ruled by ‘Utubi factions for various periods). They had a common slogan and battle-cry of awlad Salim (i.e. “sons of Salim”)126 and were mostly linked, through historical resources, to warlike activities. While sometimes referred to as a tribe, they were considered by Francis Warden as a coalition of three allied tribes, the Al Khalifa, the Al-Sabah and the al-Jalahima, all of whom shared a pact of mutual interests and settled in Kuwait in the early eighteenth century.127 However, other clans were also part of the al-‘Utub but did not have a renowned ruling position over sizeable territories.

			The Migration from Najd

			There are no definitive reasons to explain why the al-‘Utub abandoned their homeland in Najd. Al-Nabhani recounts that Khalifa al-‘Utubi (often referred to as Khalifa al-Kabir, i.e. “Khalifa the Great”) departed from Najd to establish and rule his own chiefdom.128 As al-Khayri describes it, Najd at the time was an arena of strife, disturbances and conquests provoked by heads of tribes; thus, many clans preferred to leave for safer and more comfortable places.129 The Kuwaiti historian ‘Abdul-‘Aziz al-Rashid (1887–1938) affirms the absence of a solid reason for the migration of the al-‘Utub, and presumes that it could be related to the degradation and indignity they suffered from predominant peninsular tribes who pressured them to seek self-autonomy elsewhere.130 Harold Dickson recounts a conversation with Shaykh ‘Abdullah al-Salim of Kuwait (r. 1950–65) who attributed the migration of the Al-Sabah, accompanied by the Al Khalifa, to a “terrible and continuous drought” which occurred in Najd in about AD 1710:131

			[The Al-Sabah and Al Khalifa] first moved south to Wadi Duwasir, but finding conditions there even worse than in Najd, they returned and proceeded to Zubara in the Qatar peninsula, on the shores of the Persian Gulf, accompanied by several senior and good families of the ‘Amarat [...] Conditions at Zubara were discovered to be no better, so they all moved by slow marches with their flocks and herds and eventually arrived at a far-away promontory where, a few feet below the surface, there was plenty of sweet water. This was the site of the present town of Kuwait.132

			There is no certain date that determines the departure of the al-‘Utub from Najd, but historian Ibrahim bin Salih al-Najdi (1854–1925) stated that a disastrous drought lasting many years started in the peninsula in AH 1114 (AD 1703);133 this supports the estimated migration date given by ‘Abdullah al-Salim, to be around AD 1710. However, a letter from the Governor of Basra, Ali Pasha, to the Ottoman Sultan dated AH 1113 (AD 1701) records the existence of the al-‘Utub on the Gulf seaboard, and in particular, near Bahrain.134 It states that the al-‘Utub and the al-Khlaifat,135 following a battle between them and the Huwala136 in Bahrain, went to Basra to request the Governor to permit them to live there. The Governor, who tended to be responsive, had not yet allotted a place for them to live – there were approximately 2,000 families – and suggested that a high-ranking delegate should come from Istanbul and make peace between the tribes of the al-‘Utub and al-Khlaifat on one side, and the Huwala tribes on the other, in order that peace and security could prevail in Basra.

			This rare historic document provides evidence that about six decades before colonising Zubara, the Al Khalifa (as part of the al-‘Utub) had been in, or around, Bahrain, living on seafaring by transporting merchants and their goods from one place to another.137 It also explains why they chose to settle nearby, when they moved back to this area. The accounts of the fighting with the Huwala in Bahrain, which are most probably based on the narrative told to the Governor of Basra by the ‘Utubi refugees, show that there were large numbers of al-‘Utub, along with the fact – as stated by the Governor in Basra – that they had 150 boats, each with two or three guns and 30 or 40 armed soldiers. The Governor recounts:

			The Khalifas [al-Khlaifat][138] live in Bahrain close to the Ports of Fariha[139] and Konk [Bandar Kong][140] and there are about 7 or 8 tribes all of whom are Arab. There are Shafeis and Hambalis here. Feuds arose among the people of Bahrain and these tribes (Howla) [Huwala] who are established around the port of Konk and a number of them have been killed. The traders and the ship-owners are afraid to go to Basra fearing that their ships will have to pass by this port and whoever among them sees a ship will capture it. One day fighting broke out between the Utoobs [al-‘Utub], Khalifas and their allies on the one hand and the Howlas on the other incited by the European [Persian][141] Governor of Bahrain. When the Utoobs were off guard, the Howlas killed about 400 of their men and captured their properties. Those who remained fled and thereafter the Utoobs and Khalifas combined to face the threat saying that the Europeans [Persians] had sown this conspiracy against them. They decided to fight them and pillage Bahrain. Having agreed upon this plan they [the al-‘Utub and the al-Khlaifat] attacked Bahrain and carried out destruction and burning therein. They killed the people, looted their properties and withdrew.142

			There are no documented sources defining the length of the existence of the al-‘Utub in Bahrain at the time of the mentioned battle, but it is at least evident that they were residing on a nearby coast. A manuscript named Lu’lu’at al-Bahrayn [The Pearl of Bahrain] by Shaykh Yusuf bin Ahmad al-Durazi al-Bahrani (ca. 1696–1772), a Bahraini Shi‘i religious scholar, refers to a battle in Bahrain after the Shi‘i Shaykh of Islam, Muhammad bin ‘Abdullah bin Majid, called the Huwala to come and put an end to the al-‘Utub who had wreaked havoc on the island. According to this manuscript, which points to the earliest available historical reference to the al-‘Utub in Bahrain, the fighting had broken out in AH 1112 (AD 1700/1) and the al-‘Utub withdrew after having been defeated.143 The events of the ‘Utubi incursions of 1700 had caused “huge destruction and devastation” as described by the supreme Shi‘i cleric in Bahrain, Shaykh Sulayman al-Mahuzi al-Bahrani (1665–1709),144 although he did not mention the name ‘utub, referring instead to the aggressive trespassers as a‘rab (nomadic Arabs).
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